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The Provocation That Helped Create America

<em>Common</em> <em>Sense</em> was subversive in 1776. Maybe its ideas are what we need now.

by Jake Lundberg

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




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

Thomas Paine may have exaggerated when he said his pamphlet Common Sense was the most successful publication "since the invention of printing," but only by a little. Published 250 years ago last week, Common Sense is perhaps the most consequential piece of political writing in American history. At a moment when hostilities with Britain had already commenced but many still entertained hopes of reconciliation, it made a forceful and seemingly irrefutable argument for independence. As the Atlantic writer Frederick Sheldon wrote in an 1859 portrait of Paine, many Americans "stood shivering on the banks of the Rubicon" at the beginning of 1776. Common Sense helped them cross it.

Reading it now, Paine's words are a kind of portal back to the Revolutionary moment. Although Common Sense is an 18th-century text with 18th-century language and preoccupations, a live current still runs through it. To revisit what Paine captured as a turning point in human history is to be reminded of the most expansive possibilities of the American idea at its creation.

Paine was an unlikely spokesman for American independence. When he wrote Common Sense, he'd only recently arrived in America from England. He was 37, and mostly a failure after turns as a staymaker (an artisan who made corsets), teacher, shopkeeper, and tax collector. The two things Paine was best at--talking and writing--had at least landed him in useful company in London, and he'd left for Philadelphia late in 1774 bearing a letter of introduction from no less a patron than Benjamin Franklin. Not long after his arrival, Paine began editing the weekly Pennsylvania Magazine, taking on the horrors of slavery, the unwelcome presence of British troops, the prospects of defensive war, and the trials of marriage (another venture in which he had failed).

With Common Sense, Paine, in the words of the American general Charles Lee, "burst upon the world like Jove, in thunder." First issued on January 10, 1776, it was printed up and down the colonies in some 25 editions over the course of the year. Paine would later claim that it sold 150,000 copies, making it the best-selling "performance" since "the use of letters." Whatever the figures, if Common Sense didn't single-handedly convert Americans to independence, it gave words to growing feelings. As a Massachusetts man wrote to Paine, "every sentiment has sunk into my well-prepared heart."

It did not do so by accident. Paine crafted Common Sense as a kind of talking book; its pages are alive with the voices and scenes of the Revolutionary moment. John Adams complained that Common Sense sounded like it was written by a former inmate of London's notorious Newgate Prison, "or one who had chiefly associated with such company." For Paine, this was high praise. He wished for Common Sense to sound like what one might hear in the tavern, the shop, the coffeehouse, or the street. Anticipating public readings, he fashioned the text as something of a script, adding italics and capitals to direct its performers to catch its cadences and hurl its barbs: "The blood of the slain, the weeping voice of nature cries, 'TIS TIME TO PART."

Paine's argument for parting was as powerful as his language. His reasoning began with an indictment of the whole institution of monarchy (which he called "the most prosperous invention the Devil ever set on foot for the promotion of idolatry.") What monarchy's devotees claimed as natural and divine, Paine described as a crime of history. The first king? He was the "chief among plunderers" and "nothing better than the principal ruffian of some restless gang." Such rhetoric announced a marked turn in the discourse on America's relation to Britain, both in tone and target. Previously, the debate involved the abstract language of political theory and had largely focused on the question of Parliament's authority over the colonies. Paine's anti-monarchy appeal at once simplified the case and made it more democratic, shaking the foundations of a world defined by rigid hierarchies.

For even some American leaders, such ideas were dangerously subversive. Adams, who recognized Paine's genius but feared his book's influence, called Paine a "disastrous meteor" whose appearance portended disorder and tumult. Paine wasn't merely making a case against monarchy and for American independence--he was offering a thrilling vision of America as a refuge for liberty and equality, a laboratory for self-government, independent not just from Britain but from all the existing institutions that kept people in their places. "We have it in our power to begin the world over again," he announced. "The birthday of a new world is at hand."

This year, the 250th birthday of the nation Paine helped write into existence is at hand. But with a leader who yearns for the powers of a king and an administration working to discount the currency of our most Revolutionary ideals, we seem to be reverting to the old world Paine wished to bury. His pamphlet, a provocation then, is perhaps the provocation we need now. It remains true that "men who look upon themselves born to reign, and others to obey, soon grow insolent." It is not theoretical that some figure "laying hold of popular disquietudes, may collect together the desperate and the discontented, and by assuming themselves the powers of government, may sweep away the liberties of the continent like a deluge." And as freedom is being "hunted around the globe," we would do well to remember that America was born, in aspiration at least, as a home for the fugitive and "an asylum for mankind."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/01/common-sense-thomas-paine-idea-helped-create-america/685633/?utm_source=feed
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Protein's Gilded Age

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

by Drew Goins

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




Updated with new questions at 2:50 p.m. ET on January 15, 2026.

Welcome back to Atlantic Trivia! Are you hungry for more?

I hope that while I've been away, you have been enjoying plenty of food for thought--literally. Research shows that berries help improve memory and that a walnut-heavy diet is associated with higher cognitive performance. Fatty fish and leafy greens are linked to slower cognitive decline. Caffeine is a brain boost too.

A challenge: Combine all these ingredients, Chopped-style, into the perfect pre-trivia meal.

Meanwhile, I have been away these past few weeks thinking mostly about chicken parmigiana. It's not brain food per se, but I reckon we can call it creativity fuel--so long as it's eaten for breakfast. That is the suggestion in the first edition of my new newsletter, Better With Time, an eight-week course of ways to add oomph to various parts of the day. Sign up for it here.

But first--at last--trivia!

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

Thursday, January 15, 2025

	What artist who since releasing his first single in 2016 has been Spotify's most streamed artist in four separate years--and the only among his peers to perform almost entirely in Spanish?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's article on how this artist amassed an Anglophone audience
 	What brand of protein bar named after a particularly ripped specimen of Michelangelo's comes wrapped in gold foil and has roughly the protein-to-calorie ratio of boiled egg whites?
 -- From Rachel Sugar's essay arguing that American consumers have entered "late-stage protein" 
 	What name that's shared with a biblical monster did the philosopher Thomas Hobbes give to an imagined all-powerful ruler who he argued would deliver humanity from chaos?
 -- From Gal Beckerman's essay on how Hobbes has been misunderstood over the centuries




And by the way, did you know that the body turns all those egg whites and whatnot into tens of thousands of different kinds of proteins? Many of these have daunting, sciencey-sounding names--but there is also the group called "hedgehog proteins."

Cells rely on these proteins to know where to go and what to turn into during embryonic development. They are so named because disabling them in fruit flies causes embryos to grow abnormal spikes.

Humans have three separate hedgehog proteins, two of which--the Indian and desert varieties--are named after real species. The third (sigh) is named after the most famous hedgehog of all: Sonic.

Until tomorrow!



Answers:

	Bad Bunny. Spencer writes that Bad Bunny's performance in Spanish is part of the "iron core of identity" that has made him so popular, but his music's emotion is universally intelligible. "Universality can shear art from its social context," Spencer says, and as Bad Bunny gears up to play the Super Bowl, he wonders: "Does what's lost in translation matter?" Read more.
 	David. One bar has 28 grams of protein jammed into 150 calories, which is totally optimized and basically joyless, Sugar writes. Protein fans say that cavemen prioritized this macronutrient; an overwhelmed Sugar thinks "the best part of being a caveman would be not worrying about protein." Read more.
 	Leviathan. Many in the Trump administration talk like top-grade Hobbesians, Gal writes, but their rhetoric ignores an element central to the work of the 17th-century philosopher: that the Leviathan would require the consent of the governed; this was the way to escape human nature's horror. In Trump's orbit, Gal writes, "it's horror all the way down." Read more.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, 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.



Wednesday, January 14, 2025

	What epithet for mitochondria, the body's microscopic energy producers, is so ubiquitous that it has become its own meme?
 -- From Bonnie Tsui's article about how muscles carry "memories" of strengthening and weakening
 	What philosopher recounted in his early work Apology how his former teacher denied being a "corrupter of the youth" before being executed for the charge?
 -- From Adam Kirsch's essay on the perennial fear of philosophy's influence on young minds
 	The Espacio Lejano Space Station is a radar system that China operates in the Patagonian desert under a 50-year lease from what country?
 -- From Simon Shuster's article on an area of the world that China won't easily be shooed away from




And by the way, did you know that mitochondria can be shared among cells? If needed--often in instances of cellular distress--the organelles travel from one cell to another via little bridges called tunneling nanotubes.

I cannot help but anthropomorphize this incredible phenomenon: a knock at the cell membrane. Neighbor, can I borrow a cup of adenosine triphosphate?



Answers:

	The powerhouse of the cell. As with the rest of the body, genes govern those industrious organelles, and repeated instances of muscle disuse and weakening are shown to suppress the genes that make mitochondria perform at their best, Tsui reports. In other words, each time you weaken, it becomes harder to get stronger again. Read more. 
 	Plato. Plato was a student of the philosopher Socrates, whom Athens forced to drink poison when his influence grew too great. Today, Texas A&M administrators are similarly spooked by Plato, whom they removed from a class syllabus. Plato might have seen this coming, Adam suggests, convinced as he was that the conflict between philosophy and society is "inevitable." Read more.
 	Argentina. The capture of Venezuela's Nicolas Maduro is in line with Donald Trump's plan to reestablish dominance in Latin America, Simon writes, but China will be hard to catch after years of a "methodical, well financed, and persistent" campaign to make itself indispensable in the region. Read more.




Tuesday, January 13, 2025

	What geographic line passes through eight countries (including Mali), three continents (including Antarctica), and a royal observatory?
 -- From Alexandra Petri's list of things on the globe that Donald Trump might want to buy in addition to Greenland
 	One of the stars of TV's ice-hockey romance Heated Rivalry cautioned straitlaced viewers that "you miss the story" by skipping over what parts of the show?
 -- From Faith Hill's article on what Heated Rivalry understands better than most romances
 	Living in exile since the 1979 Islamic Revolution, former Crown Prince Reza is a member of what dynasty that had ruled Iran since 1925?
 -- From Karim Sadjadpour and Jack A. Goldstone's analysis of the conditions necessary for Iran's regime to collapse




And by the way, did you know that when the aforementioned dynasty took power in 1925, its country was still known to the world as Persia? It wasn't until 1935 that the shah asked the international community to start calling the place Iran, to better reflect its makeup (not all Iranians are ethnically Persian).

This was generally accommodated. Then Winston Churchill got involved; the British premier worried that the new name was too close to Iraq's and would cause confusion during World War II, when both countries were occupied by the Allies. He requested a temporary swap back, and the Iranians--or Persians?--amazingly agreed.



Answers:

	The Prime Meridian. The spot for 0deg longitude was picked to pass through the observatory in London's borough of Greenwich, but the imaginary line traverses so much of the world that perhaps it "could be useful for spycraft," Alexandra muses in her latest satire. Read more.
 	Sex scenes. Faith agrees with the Heated Rivalry actor, writing that a "frank sex scene" reveals so much more about characters than the mere implication--say, with a cutaway to breeze-ruffled curtains--that they have been intimate. Yet sex, Faith reports, is vanishing from our TV and movie screens. Read more.
 	Pahlavi. The exiled royal is a leader of the opposition to the Islamic Republic regime in Iran--a diverse coalition that Sadjadpour and Goldstone count as a precondition for counterrevolution. Their essay names four more boxes to tick, and they write that Iran is very close to doing so. Read more.




Monday, January 12, 2025

	What 19th-century statesman and fighter is known as El Libertador for his independence campaign in northern South America (including in the country that now bears his name)?
 -- From Vivian Salama's article on the chance of a domino effect after Nicolas Maduro's capture
 	English settlers who came to colonial America were thrilled to hunt the continent's bountiful deer; the animals back in Britain could not be freely shot, because they legally belonged to what person?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's essay on venison consumption in the United States
 	A Dostoyevsky tale about a character who faces a more talented, more popular look-alike at work is an inspiration for what 2010 psychological thriller that centers on the performance of a different Russian's work?
 -- From Faith Hill's article on the movie's theme of women navigating hyper-competition




And by the way, did you know that venison, which comes from the Latin for "to hunt," once referred to any wild game? That meant deer, but also hare, boar, some goats, and elk and their ilk.

That catchall spirit lives on today in South Africa. Because the country's continent has no native deer species, venison there means meat from eland, kudu, gemsbok, springbok, or impala--which, to save you a search, are all species of antelope.



Answers:

	Simon Bolivar. El Libertador's dream of a united Latin America was one shared by Venezuela's and Cuba's socialist leaders, particularly regarding the relationship between their two countries. However linked the states are, Vivian does not think that Donald Trump's blow to Venezuela will bring about the regime's demise in Cuba. Read more.
 	The King. The English hunted down the colonies' deer population to about 1 percent what it had been in precolonial days, but the animals bounded back in a big way and are now often a nuisance. Yasmin's solution: Eat them. Read more.
 	Black Swan. That other Russian's work is Tchaikovsky's ballet Swan Lake, which--no spoilers--takes a toll on Natalie Portman's character, especially once a fellow dancer played by Mila Kunis starts breathing down her neck. Faith writes that Black Swan's story is eminently recognizable well beyond the ballet world. Read more.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/01/daily-trivia-questions-answers-week-14/685591/?utm_source=feed
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An Apocalypse Film That Will Prompt Wild Cheering

The sequel to <em>28 Years Later</em> offers an optimistic twist on a nihilistic genre.

by David Sims

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




It's the oldest, creakiest trope in the zombie-movie storybook: You know who's scarier than decaying, flesh-eating monsters? The people they're chasing! Every legendary entry in the genre, be it Night of the Living Dead or the never-ending Walking Dead franchise, has dug into this concept at some point. After all, it's just as terrifying to imagine how the survivors of societal collapse might behave toward one another as it is to envision them beheading the undead. So it's especially impressive when a movie about the undead somehow finds a new angle on such a well-worn premise. 28 Years Later: The Bone Temple, in theaters this week, does just that, finding a reason to be hopeful, rather than fearful, for postapocalyptic humanity.

This kind of reinvention is perhaps unsurprising for an entry in the 28 Days Later saga, which has been innovative from the jump. With the first film in the series, released in 2002, the director Danny Boyle offered an aesthetic twist on the zombie film: Instead of the archetypal shuffle, these decomposing villains, dubbed "the infected," had the power to dash around at top speed. But 28 Days Later's final act still felt familiar, as the film's human protagonists confronted a unit of soldiers who had decided, in the grimmest ways possible, to take the law into their own hands.

Last year's 28 Years Later, Boyle's inventive sequel, revisited that world in a distant future, with Britain (the site of the "infection," a virus that emerged from a lab leak) quarantined from the rest of the planet. The few survivors either huddled to tiny communities or began to stalk the island's overgrown remains, looking for resources. Although I loved 28 Years Later, I worried about the cliff-hanger ending--a jarring sequence seemingly designed by the script's writer, Alex Garland, to lead straight into the next installment. In the movie's final minutes, the plucky young hero Spike (played by Alfie Williams)--who left his local village behind to discover what exists beyond it--runs into a pack of infected but is saved by a sadistic cadre of teenagers all referring to themselves as "Jimmy," who gleefully rip bodies apart with spears and golf clubs. Here was Garland's apparent vision of humanity at its worst: a cult of tracksuit-clad weirdos just as gruesome as the monsters they're dismembering.

Would focusing on such bizarre characters be enough to sustain a sequel? The answer is yes. The Bone Temple is gnarly, challenging, and an incredibly impressive swerve, with Garland's grim worldview beautifully captured by the director Nia DaCosta. Her visual approach is less kinetic and showy than Boyle's in the previous film, which was shot back-to-back with The Bone Temple. But that style suits the sequel's tone--unsettling, mordant, and sometimes bitterly funny. At the fore are the weird ways that belief and spirituality can evolve under the harshest, strangest of conditions, explored through the journey of the homicidal "Jimmys." Yet DaCosta and Garland also offer stunning pockets of compassion, further iterating on a narrative blueprint that's often followed the same pattern.

Read: The lightest, fizziest Marvel movie in years

The Bone Temple portrays its central figures as the scum of the earth. The adolescent "Jimmys" are led by a mellifluous adult who calls himself Sir Lord Jimmy Crystal (Jack O'Connell). Jimmy Crystal and his crones' costumes, which include peroxide-blond wigs, are modeled after the British TV personality Jimmy Savile--one of the eeriest, most visually troubling ideas Garland has cooked up. Savile, who died in 2011, is best-known these days for the horrifying child-sexual-abuse allegations that emerged against him after his death. But in the world of the film, everything came to a halt in 2002, when the public was unaware of Savile's predatory behavior; to Jimmy Crystal, Savile was just a beloved entertainer famous for his charity work helping children. Jimmy Crystal was a child when the infection spread, and his crew reflects the mind of someone raised on the TV of that moment: They do Teletubby dances and wield Tamagotchi toys. At the same time, they're Satan worshippers who wear inverted crosses and are fond of torturing anyone they come across.

The story begins with Spike's induction into the gang, and what follows is sometimes very tough to watch. The Bone Temple is disquieting even within the bounds of a gory horror movie because of how young the Jimmys are; if the entire movie just depicted their terrible exploits, and Spike's efforts to escape the group, it would probably be too much to take. O'Connell's layered performance helps keep the events from becoming overwhelming, making clear that Jimmy Crystal's response to the end of the world adheres to a twisted sort of juvenile logic. He's not only a lawless, evil being, but a sad and childlike one too.

The Jimmys' harrowing travails are further balanced out by The Bone Temple's other plotline, which is optimistic, humorous, and oddly sweet. Also returning from the previous entry is Dr. Ian Kelson (Ralph Fiennes), a former general practitioner with the National Health Services; he has devoted his postapocalyptic life to building a giant memorial to the victims of the epidemic out of their bones. Kelson is both a strange creature and an aspirational ideal: someone who has managed to endure society's complete dissolution with his morals intact. Kelson is primarily interested in healing Samson (Chi Lewis-Parry), a hulking mega-infected with whom he has formed a strange bond. The notion of reversing the virus's effects is highly unorthodox by zombie-film rules, but Garland manages to make some sense out of this risky direction.

The Bone Temple is, on the whole, much heavier on rumination than Boyle's thrill-fest. But the film is never lacking for tension. Although DaCosta doesn't employ the same kind of flashy camera business that Boyle is so fond of (he shot much of 28 Years Later with iPhones), she creates a gorgeous and moody atmosphere, building to an outstanding climactic set piece that should prompt wild cheering from any audience. This may be another zombie movie about the inhumanity of man, but it's also deeply, triumphantly humane.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/culture/2026/01/28-years-later-the-bone-temple-movie-review/685631/?utm_source=feed
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Evan Smith Joins <em>The Atlantic</em> as Managing Director for Events

Smith created the Texas Tribune Festival and has advised dozens of newsrooms on their editorial-events businesses.

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




Evan Smith, who co-founded The Texas Tribune and its renowned festival and has advised dozens of local newsrooms on their live-journalism businesses, is joining The Atlantic's staff as a managing director overseeing events. In an announcement, editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg and CEO Nicholas Thompson write that "Evan's enthusiasm and expertise in running successful journalism events is remarkable. He is already a friend and mentor to many here, and we are delighted that he has agreed to join our staff."

At The Atlantic, Evan will lead and scale one of the most influential and long-running events practices in media, alongside managing editor Krystle Champagne-Norwood and director of events Jess Edkins. The Atlantic convenes dozens of annual in-person and virtual events that reach thousands of people every year, anchored by its flagship Atlantic Festival, which in 2025 celebrated its first year in New York City after nearly two decades in Washington, D.C. Other recurring series address key areas of journalistic focus, such as health and science, democracy, politics, books, and culture.

In December, The Atlantic launched a new national event series, The Atlantic Across America, that will eventually host events in all 50 states about some of the most complex issues of our time, including the ideals of American democracy, the current administration, culture, technology, and the environment. The tour kicked off last month in Boston, where The Atlantic was founded in 1857; discussed free and fair elections and foreign policy in Phoenix this week; and will visit Santa Fe, Miami, and New Orleans next.

Evan co-founded The Texas Tribune and was its CEO from 2009 to 2022, during which time he developed its beloved annual festival in Austin. Before the Tribune, Evan spent nearly 18 years at Texas Monthly, last serving as the magazine's president and editor in chief. Since 2022, he's been and will remain a senior adviser at Emerson Collective, where he works closely with the leadership teams of nonprofit news organizations from coast to coast. Evan hosts Overheard with Evan Smith, a weekly half-hour interview program that airs on PBS stations across the country, and is a professor of practice at the LBJ School of Public Affairs at the University of Texas at Austin.

Press Contact:
 Anna Bross |  press@theatlantic.com
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Rubio Won; Liberty Lost

Is it really a win when the regime you detest stays in place?

by Missy Ryan, Vivian Salama

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




In early 2019, Marco Rubio pressed his way through a dense crowd near Colombia's border with Venezuela, his aides holding back refugees clamoring for a handshake or a photo with the man heralding the imminent arrival, they all felt sure, of liberty for Venezuelans. With his polo shirt dotted with sweat and a Venezuela Libre cap shielding his face from the tropical sun, the then-senator made an urgent appeal to the country's security forces: Do the right thing and defy Nicolas Maduro's authoritarian orders. "In every person's life there sometimes comes a key moment," Rubio said, "when they have to make a decision, a decision that will define the rest of their life."

This may be that defining moment for Rubio, Donald Trump's secretary of state, national security adviser, and, now, unofficial Venezuelan viceroy. Maduro's ouster begins to fulfill an objective central to Rubio's political identity: ending the reign of Latin America's leftist strongmen. But it leaves a tandem goal--replacing them with democratically elected governments--nowhere closer to reality. That latter objective is instead colliding with Trump's focus in Venezuela on oil, migration, and regional dominance. Determined to prove that military intervention will pay for itself, he's shown no interest in giving the Venezuelan people a say in their own affairs. The disconnect poses a dilemma for Rubio, who had long advocated for widening the circle of those reaping the blessings of liberty.

Speaking to the crowd in the Colombian border city of Cucuta seven years ago, as Washington and other governments backed what they saw as an unstoppable popular uprising against Maduro, Rubio said the United States would stand by Venezuelans until they achieved the rights they deserved. "Freedom and democracy require sacrifice," he said in Spanish. In this case, the things that appear to have been sacrificed, for the foreseeable future, are the freedom and democracy of Venezuelans.

Across Latin America, the coups, juntas, and disappearances that dominated the 20th century are now mostly relegated to the past. The region's gradual democratization, now complete except for authoritarian holdouts in Cuba, Venezuela, and Nicaragua, found strong support from U.S. politicians of both parties. America would respect the wishes of Latin America's voters, leaders in Washington said over the years, and gunboat diplomacy would be retired. But Trump has ushered in a new era. Along the way, he has sidelined Venezuela's pro-democracy opposition leaders, Maria Corina Machado and Edmundo Gonzalez, even though Washington and others recognized that Gonzalez beat Maduro in the 2024 presidential election. "It's a total change for people like Marco Rubio, who supported democratic change in the region," Todd Robinson, who led the U.S. mission to Venezuela during Trump's first term, told us. "I'm completely flabbergasted."

Rubio has laid out a three-stage plan for Venezuela. It begins with stabilization, funded by the proposed seizure and sale of 30 million to 50 million barrels of oil. Then follows foreign investment in the country's mineral and energy sectors and steps to begin reconciliation with Maduro's opposition. Finally comes an undefined political transition. Although Trump is moving ahead with negotiations over oil, his efforts to push U.S. companies to open their wallets have so far yielded few results. And like Trump's plans for a petro-renaissance, Rubio's hopes for a flourishing future could yet devolve into chaos.

Rubio's supporters say the approach reflects sober, mature statecraft designed to avoid the mistakes the U.S. made in nation building in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Libya after 9/11. Instead of ousting the governing class in a push for societal freedoms, Trump and Rubio have blessed Maduro's vice president, Delcy Rodriguez, as interim president and chief interlocutor. Other key figures responsible for the regime's years of repressive practices--the arrest and torture of opponents, the abuse and killing of protesters--remain in place. (That includes Interior Minister Diosdado Cabello, who allegedly ordered Rubio's assassination in 2017. U.S. officials couldn't verify the threat, but it led to Rubio getting a security detail.) In effect, Rubio sees the current plan as a series of necessary steps on the road toward self-governance and other Jeffersonian ideals, his supporters say.

Read: Trump's FAFO Doctrine

"This is learning the lesson from history and understanding that without stability, you're not going to get this other piece of it," one person familiar with the planning process told us. "If you can be in a position where you have leadership--they are not legitimate leadership, but they're the de facto ones running the country--and they are willing to do things that Maduro did not do and begin to make the transition, that is a better outcome than what we had under Maduro. And it's certainly a better outcome than the way that it was approached in Iraq."

The day after Maduro's ouster, Rubio portrayed the operation as a blend of his high-minded goals for Latin America and the administration's unapologetic self-interest in "America First."

"We care about elections, we care about democracy, we care about all of that, but the No. 1 thing we care about is the safety, security, well-being, and prosperity of the United States," he told NBC's Meet the Press. "And that's what we're going to focus on first and foremost here."

Rubio's politics were forged in South Florida, where he grew up surrounded by Latin Americans who had escaped political repression or turmoil. His own family's flight from Cuba in the 1950s played a central role in shaping his worldview. That dislocation at once spared them the abuse and privations of Communist Cuba and inculcated Rubio with a harsh view of Latin America's leftist failures. Rubio has credited his maternal grandfather for ushering him into the Republican Party at a young age and, after Jimmy Carter's 1979 hostage fiasco, imparting the importance of American leaders projecting strength to the world.

After vaulting into the U.S. Senate from Florida state politics, in 2011, Rubio emerged as perhaps the leading advocate for political change in Latin America--the ideal scenario for which would be dislodging the Communist bosses of his family's home island. Rubio argued frequently for protecting the hemisphere from the influence of China, Russia, and Iran, but he always put that goal in the context of a principled struggle for political liberty and civil rights. "This is not about just Nicolas Maduro, because if you want another dictator, there are, like, seven or eight other people who are more than happy to be the next dictator," Rubio said in 2019 with unwitting prescience. "This is about transitioning to democracy, about restoring, helping the people of Venezuela restore constitutional order."

During Trump's first term, the president and Rubio dispensed with the mutual hectoring of the 2016 campaign and together supported Venezuelan national assembly leader Juan Guaido's attempt to force Maduro from power in 2019. When Trump mused about using force against Maduro, those around him let the idea die, including Rubio himself, according to then-National Security Adviser John Bolton. Guaido's uprising failed, but Rubio remained a key adviser on Latin America.

The president grew fond of his onetime political foe, who shared his love of sports, and believed Rubio to be a useful advocate in the Senate. Rubio also developed relationships with others in Trump's inner circle, working with Ivanka Trump on expanding the child tax credit.

Rubio "tells it like it is, but he doesn't tell the president how to think or what to do," a senior administration official told us. "He also knows how to get the president's attention, and I think we saw that play out with the Venezuela policy."

When James Story served as U.S. ambassador to Venezuela from 2018 to 2023, he met with Rubio more than he did with any other senator. Their conversations, Story told us, focused on Maduro's brutality and illegitimacy; he said the two men never discussed oil.

As Trump angled to return to the White House in 2025, Trump considered Rubio as a potential running mate who brought anti-communist bona fides. Trump selected J. D. Vance instead, but Rubio became secretary of state and then, in short order, national security adviser and the archivist of the United States. He is among the tiny cohort helping Trump make major foreign-policy decisions, often in a way that avoids the government's in-house experts. Although Rubio has been coy about whether he will launch a future presidential bid, those who know him say he retains those ambitions.

Rubio has evolved into a more sharp-edged nationalist in other ways, backing Trump's bid to take Greenland and forcing out visa holders who criticize U.S. policies. Rubio was also a longtime supporter of foreign-assistance and media programs that the administration has scrapped under his watch. Ironically, the official purpose of Rubio's 2019 visit to the Colombia-Venezuela border was to highlight Washington's supply of humanitarian aid, which U.S. officials accused Maduro of blocking out of spite. In Cucuta, visitors took in sacks of food and other necessities provided by the U.S. Agency for International Development, which Rubio helped dismantle over the past year.

Rubio has chided critics for failing to acknowledge--as he says U.S. leaders did for too long--that all nations act in their own interests. It's only right for the United States to do the same, he has argued, and keep out of other countries' affairs unless they impact our own. It's a worldview in line with what Trump outlined in Saudi Arabia in May, when he suggested that Middle Eastern nations were right to ignore the "Western interventionalists" who told them how to run their countries. (In Venezuela, however, Trump and Rubio are doing exactly that.)

Read: The wrath of Stephen Miller 

In the months leading up to the Maduro action, Rubio worked closely with the immigration hard-liner Stephen Miller as the Pentagon built up a highly unusual naval and air force in the Caribbean and then began deadly strikes on suspected drug-trafficking boats. Since Maduro's capture, Rubio has gone along with Trump's sidelining of Machado, whom the president says doesn't command the respect of Venezuelans.

Cesar Conda, who served as Rubio's chief of staff in the Senate, told us that Rubio's long-term objective remains a democratic Venezuela, even if other members of the administration don't share that goal. But, Conda added, "given the political realities, I suspect Marco was willing to set aside the Venezuelan opposition for now. As with most issues, he's adept at working within the policy constraints of this White House."

Representative Darren Soto, a Democrat from central Florida who knows Rubio well, said his constituents have welcomed Maduro's departure from Venezuela. But, Soto told us, "even with a new head of the snake, it's undecided whether we'll see any more stability. The ultimate goal must be new free and fair elections in order to truly achieve that objective."

In the meantime, Soto and other Democrats are accusing Trump and his advisers of harming the Venezuelans they say they're acting to help. They are demanding the administration reinstate Temporary Protected Status--which allows foreigners to remain in the United States because of perilous conditions in their home countries--for Venezuelans. They argue that some Venezuelans who return home could be detained or murdered given that the regime remains intact. The administration ended Temporary Protected Status for Venezuelans last year, saying the country's conditions no longer justified special protections. The government in Caracas has detained people caught celebrating Maduro's ouster and, according to activists, released only a few dozen of the hundreds of political opponents held in regime custody.

Read: The tiny White House club making major national-security decisions

For the moment, those concerns take a back seat to stability. "We don't want backwards movement on those. We don't necessarily need progress," the person familiar with Rubio's plans said. "Progress would be nice, obviously, but stability is the most important key here." Asked whether the ultimate goal remains democracy and political freedoms, the person cited the need for cooperation on security, migration, cyber, and other issues, and on choosing Washington over Beijing and Moscow. "The big-picture goal in the hemisphere is to have countries that are aligned with the United States," the person said.

To that end, Trump has issued threats in recent days against other countries and territories in his sights, starting with Greenland and Cuba. One unanswered question is whether Rubio, if he and Trump follow through with those warnings, would be willing to support a similar outcome in Havana, keeping most of Cuba's Communist leaders in place. "If Cuba had something we wanted, would we say, 'Okay, we're going to take that, and then we're going to wait on the democracy piece?'" Story, the former ambassador, said.

The last time that democracy was dangling just out of reach for Venezuelans, when Rubio gave his impromptu press conference in Cucuta, a boy of 7 or 8 yelled the senator's name from afar and was pushed to the front of the crowd. The boy, named Juan Angel, was holding a half-eaten apple as he was lifted to the podium. "The children of Venezuela want freedom," he said in his tinny little voice.

"And that's what we want for you," Rubio responded, reaching across a bank of microphones to shake his hand. "You're going to be with your family in a free and democratic Venezuela, God willing."

Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed reporting to this article.
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Do ICE Officers Have 'Immunity'?

States don't often prosecute federal officers, but they can.

by Hanna Rosin
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As often happens, Stephen Miller gave the locker-room talk, which was, more or less: No one can stop us. Back in October, when Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker objected to having more federal immigration officers in his state, the deputy chief of staff and dominant West Wing voice had a message in response.

" To all ICE officers, you have federal immunity in the conduct of your duties, and anybody who lays a hand on you or tries to stop you or tries to obstruct you is committing a felony," he said on Fox News.

After the ICE officer Jonathan Ross shot and killed the protester Renee Good, the administration stuck to that message. It declined to open an investigation into the shooting, and said it would be sending hundreds more ICE officers into the state; then it pushed to instead initiate an investigation into Renee Good's widow. The we-have-your-back attitude, says our staff writer Nick Miroff, who covers immigration, undoubtedly emboldens ICE. It sends "a signal to continue to do what they're doing, to not give any ground to protesters or to public officials in Minnesota," Nick says.

But is Miller correct? Are ICE agents in fact immune? Can anyone hold them accountable? The federal government may have the officers' backs, but state laws have jurisdiction too, and Minnesota is so far not ceding to the administration's wishes.

This week, six federal prosecutors in Minnesota resigned reportedly because of the Justice Department's push to investigate Good's widow, but not Ross. States and the federal government have historically fought over holding each other's agents accountable, and states have not always lost.

In this week's episode, we talk to Bryna Godar, an attorney with the State Democracy Research Initiative at the University of Wisconsin Law School. She studies the power that states have to hold federal officers such as Ross accountable. And we ask Miroff whether ICE is expanding beyond immigration enforcement, turning Homeland Security into an openly political entity that welcomes clashes with American citizens.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Minneapolis remains tense this week. People are out on the streets clashing with ICE agents. Social media is full of a new kind of video: federal agents not out arresting undocumented immigrants, but getting into physical confrontations with American citizens, sometimes on otherwise quiet suburban streets.

[Music]

Rosin: One video circulating this week showed a masked ICE agent shoving a Minneapolis city councilman into the street.

(Whistles blare.)
 Protester 1: Yo! Yo! What the fuck are you doing?
 Protester 2: Get the fuck out! Get the fuck out! Get the fuck out!


Rosin: The protests come, of course, after ICE agent Jonathan Ross shot and killed an unarmed protester, Renee Good, in her car. And they've grown dramatically with the Trump administration's response to the shooting, which has been no Department of Justice investigation, no sense of accountability or even discussion of accountability.

In fact, the administration has reflexively defended the shooter and dismissed Good as "highly disrespectful" and committing an "act of domestic terrorism." And then the administration is sending hundreds more officers into the city to double down on their mission, which leaves citizens everywhere asking, Have we reached the point where a federal agent can shoot an unarmed American citizen and we just continue on with the program?

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Today: Will there be justice, or will things only get worse?

Back in October, as Illinois leaders pushed back on the immigration deployment in their state, [President Donald] Trump's deputy chief of staff, Stephen Miller, had this message on Fox News.

Stephen Miller (on Fox News):  To all ICE officers: You have federal immunity in the conduct of your duties, and anybody who lays a hand on you or tries to stop you or tries to obstruct you is committing a felony. You have immunity to perform your duties, and no one--no city official, no state official, no illegal alien, no leftist agitator, or domestic insurrectionist--can prevent you from fulfilling your legal obligations and duties.


[Music]

Rosin: Miller's message--that you can operate with impunity, even against Americans--suggests that maybe the role of ICE is evolving. Could Homeland Security be turning into an openly political entity that welcomes clashes with American citizens? We'll talk about that in the second half of the show.

But first, there is another important authority in the mix: the state of Minnesota, which seems not to be falling in line with the administration's program.

This week, six federal prosecutors in Minnesota reportedly resigned because the Justice Department pushed to investigate Good's widow, but not the ICE agent who shot Good.

Bryna Godar: I think this does mark a significant shift for the country and is potentially setting up an escalating conflict between states and the federal government in a way that we haven't seen in a long time.


Rosin: That is Bryna Godar, an attorney with the State Democracy Research Initiative at the University of Wisconsin Law School. Godar studies the power that states have to hold federal officers, like ICE agent Ross, accountable.

I started by asking her about Stepehen Miller's claim: that they were immune.

Rosin (in interview): Is that a real thing? Do federal officers have this kind of immunity that he's describing?

Godar: They do not have immunity that is that broad. Federal officers do have some immunity, but it is not absolute immunity for things that they do on the job. They still have to comply with federal laws. They still have to act in a reasonable way in carrying out their duties and not violate people's rights.

Rosin: If Minnesota decides they wanna charge this specific shooter with a crime, and the federal government has already decided he didn't do anything wrong, what happens? How does that unfold?

[Music]

Godar: So the state--or in this case, it would likely be Hennepin County prosecutors--could file criminal charges against the officer involved if they think they have enough evidence there. And then that officer would likely claim federal immunity and try to get the case moved to federal court and try to get the charges thrown out based on claims of federal immunity.

And from there, it would just depend on what the federal court decided, of whether the case could proceed. And if it did, then state and local prosecutors would go ahead and take that case to trial in federal court for a state-law crime.

Rosin: So this is a gray area. It's like, there's a lot of details to be hashed out--

Godar: Yes.

Rosin: --in a situation like this. Right. And is it the kind of thing that would get adjudicated for years, or is it fairly clear--they put out a warrant for the shooter's arrest? How does it unfold, in general?

Godar: We have seen some cases take years to resolve on this immunity issue. For example, the 1992 Ruby Ridge incident, where a federal sniper shot and killed an unarmed woman. That took place in 1992, and it wasn't until 2001 that the Ninth Circuit ultimately ruled that that case could go ahead and that that officer didn't necessarily have immunity from the state criminal prosecution in that.

So these are not easy cases, and I don't wanna overstate the ability of states to win these cases. We have seen repeatedly that federal courts will throw out charges if the federal courts think that the officer is acting reasonably and carrying out their federal duties in a reasonable way.

But states have succeeded in getting these cases to trial in cases where the facts were sufficiently disputed, and the federal court agreed that it wasn't clear that the officer was acting with lawful force. So that's really the big hurdle here, is if the state can show that there is enough question around the reasonableness of this officer's actions in order to get over that immunity hurdle.

Rosin: Right, and as you've watched the administration respond to this particular case, have you seen them kind of preempt some of these arguments? 'Cause they're speaking in very specific language about force, the correct use of force, all this kind of stuff.

Godar: This administration is, first of all, trying to say that states don't even have the power to bring these types of cases, which is just flatly wrong based on this long history of states bringing this exact type of case. And the federal government is definitely trying to spin the narrative in a certain way so that the officer would be able to more easily claim immunity.

But it's important to note that this would ultimately be a decision in federal court, and it wouldn't be the federal-administration officials who have been speaking about this being the ones who are making that determination.

Rosin: Right. So they can spin a public narrative, but it doesn't necessarily affect or determine what happens in the actual courts.

Godar: Exactly.

Rosin: I guess I have a fundamental question, which is: Why is the law designed this way? Why is it important for states to be able to hold the federal government accountable in certain cases?

Godar: Yeah, so this idea of dual sovereignty and the checks and balances that come with that is baked into how our country is designed. So at the founding, there was this idea that, if the federal government overstepped on people's rights, the states would be there to check the federal government and vice versa. And that was really seen as foundational to protecting people's rights and guarding against tyranny and abuse from the federal government or state governments.

Throughout history, these cases have come up most frequently during periods of more friction between the states and the federal government.

[Music]

Godar: Some of the times where we've seen this come up include the Prohibition era, where there was pretty intense and violent federal enforcement of prohibition laws, and states were charging federal officers with violating various state criminal laws, like manslaughter, murder, assault, in carrying out those actions.

Other times, we've seen states more actively pushing back on the enforcement of federal laws, such as when the Fugitive Slave Act was in existence. We saw a number of states, including Wisconsin, charging U.S. marshals with kidnapping for capturing previously enslaved people. And in some of those cases, the federal courts were quite quick to throw out those charges because the federal officers were acting lawfully under federal law, but the states were nevertheless using that as a tool to push back on those federal actions.

And then, conversely, we saw during periods of desegregation some states pushing back on federal government efforts to integrate schools and enforce desegregation policies.

Rosin: So I have heard the administration put out statements to state officials sort of warning them against taking state action.

Godar: Yes, there have been multiple statements from federal officials threatening to charge state and local officials who are considering charges against federal officers, to charge them with federal crimes like obstruction, harboring aliens, conspiring to impede federal officers, or seditious conspiracy. We've seen these from U.S. Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche, as well as Stephen Miller and Attorney General Pam Bondi.

These statements really upend the traditional dynamic in these cases, where it's typically up to the federal courts to decide whether a state is overstepping in its prosecution, and that's the check and balance that we have in this system.

I think the goal of these threats is to stop state and local officials from pursuing these types of cases, and I think it's possible that federal officials could follow up on those threats. I think it's highly unlikely that they would ultimately succeed in court if state and local officials are really just carrying out their jobs, but that doesn't mean that federal officials couldn't try to bring those cases.

Rosin: It's interesting because, with law-enforcement actions, at least most recently, it's been the opposite: It's been federal government putting pressure on states to hold local police departments accountable, like in George Floyd's death, for example. And now we have this inversion: The state's trying to put a check on federal officers. How does that inversion change the power dynamic here?

Godar: I think one difficult aspect of it is that it's not something that we are super familiar with in recent decades. And so I think it's just unfamiliar to people that states actually have this power and have this role and that that is a proper role for states to play.

And then I think the other way it impacts it is that there are dynamics about the investigation process that are flipped, where instead of concerns about a state withholding information from federal investigators, that is now flipped as well, where there's concerns about federal investigators withholding information from state investigators.

Rosin: Looking back at the history, is there a case, a moment, an instance, which gives you hope about this situation, where something or someone or some state has risen to the occasion in a way that we can look to now and think, Oh, that's the model?

Godar: There are several cases where federal courts have recognized that federal officers do not have absolute immunity and that, even where the facts are sufficiently disputed, the case can go ahead, so I would specifically point to the U.S. Supreme Court deciding in a 1906 case where two federal soldiers shot and killed a man who they believed was stealing from federal property.

And we've seen this in other cases too, where if the facts are sufficiently in dispute and there's a version of them that seems to suggest that the officer was just not acting reasonably, those cases can go ahead. Even if the officer ultimately wins at trial, that immunity step, I think, is really important for getting the case over that hurdle and to a trial, and recognizing that it doesn't have to be that the facts are all predetermined. It can be enough that there is this debate over what the officer did was reasonable.

Rosin: I think what's challenging about this particular moment is that the federal government didn't just forego investigating whether the shooting was justified; now they seem to be opening an investigation into Becca Good, the widow of Renee Good. So what do you make of all that--the federal government's just absolute, definitive stance?

Godar: It is really unprecedented to see that type of extreme defense of an officer before watching the whole process play out and gathering all the facts.

[Music]

Godar: And I think it is a point that really underscores how important it is to have states protecting their residents as well, because if you have one level of government failing at that and violating people's rights, you really would not have an option if you didn't have the state there. And so I think this really highlights the importance of that role, and I think seeing if that actually is going to be an effective method of accountability is really important for the future of the country.

Rosin: Well, Bryna, thank you so much for explaining this all to us and its implications.

Godar: Thank you for having me.

Rosin: So in short, no, federal agents, such as ICE officers, do not have absolute immunity--despite what the Trump administration says. States can prosecute federal officers, although we're not used to seeing that lately, and it sounds like it's a long road.

So does the average ICE officer on the streets of Minneapolis think they're immune? And how does that affect their behavior?

After the break, we go inside the Department of Homeland Security. We talk to Nick Miroff, Atlantic staff writer who covers immigration. That's in a minute.

[Break]

Rosin: Nick, welcome back to the show.

Nick Miroff: Good to be back with you.

Rosin: So it's already been an eventful year for ICE and DHS, and then came last week.

Hours after Renee Good was killed, we all saw those videos circulating about the shooting, and instead of the usual pledges to investigate that we would expect, Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem defended the shooting, called Good's actions an "act of domestic terrorism."

For someone who's followed these agencies for years, what did you make of the administration's response to what happened?

Miroff: I think it's a sign of the knee-jerk defensive posture that they are in. It goes hand in hand with the aggressive deployment of these officers and agents in these cities, with marching orders to--let's think about the "F around and find out" ethos of our foreign-policy adventures in the current moment.

[Music]

Miroff: I think it's also being applied in a domestic context, and there is a diminishing patience with public pushback, with protest tactics--

Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem: --and when a mob of agitators that were harassing them all day began--


Miroff: --with the idea that officers and agents are gonna be restrained and are gonna try to avoid engaging directly with the protests.

Noem: --this appears as an attempt to kill or to cause bodily harm to agents.


Miroff: And so when she immediately leapt to defend Officer Ross's decisions--

Noem: An act of domestic terrorism.


Miroff: --I saw that as an eagerness to both send a kind of political signal to the president's base, but also a signal to the broader DHS workforce, which includes ICE, that this White House and this administration is basically gonna defend you no matter what you do.

Rosin: So that's the administration's position. What are you hearing from people at ICE and DHS? Are they leaning into this fight? Are they with the administration, either at the leadership level or rank and file? Can you tell?

Miroff: Well, these videos were like a Rorschach test for the country and our politics, and it's not surprising that that's also true within the ICE workforce, though it's not like I've done a broad poll, but I have tried to ask almost everybody I can think of what they saw.

And it ranges from--I've had very senior ICE officials, who are not softies by any means, tell me that this was just straight-up murder, and that Officer Ross was way out of line and needs to be held accountable in a way that sends a real signal to the rest of the workforce.

But I think that--I would say that, to generalize, most of the ICE officials that I heard from had a kind of a more nuanced view and felt like, once that vehicle was coming at Officer Ross, that he could be found to have made a reasonable decision to fire in self-defense, and that most of the people I spoke to said that he made a very risky decision and putting himself in front of that vehicle with its engine on was inherently dangerous.

And some of the folks I spoke to have heard that he, within the Minneapolis field office, had had a reputation for being really, like, gung ho--one person put it euphemistically: that he was very "enthusiastic" about his job. But he was a guy who was clearly highly trained and was really doing his job aggressively. The incident in June, in which he was very seriously injured, similarly involved taking some risks, some tactics that are generally discouraged. In this case, he was stopping this individual, and he shattered the window, and then he reached into the vehicle, and he ends up getting dragged and all cut up on his arm.

It's not hard to think that that incident must have played into his mindset when he was approaching Good, but it's like, if you've had that happen to you recently, to go and stand in front of a vehicle like that again is a very dangerous posture to take.

Rosin: Before you knew anything about the shooter, before we even knew his name, would you have guessed it was one of the new recruits? 'Cause you've written a lot about how ICE has tried to staff up quickly. Were you surprised to learn that this was actually a veteran officer?

Miroff: I was surprised. My first thought was, like, Oh, wow. Is this one of the new hires that they just rushed through the academy? And so to see that Officer Ross is not only, like, a 10-year veteran of ICE, he's a member of the Special Response Team, which is their tactical unit that's the most highly trained, so they are trained to be in more confrontational and riskier situations--he's not, like, some case officer who's been pushed out onto the street with a gun and is out of their element. He is used to being in tense, confrontational situations like this. He would've practiced these kinds of scenarios many times.

And before that, he was a Border Patrol agent. He was an Iraq War veteran. This is a guy who's been in military or law-enforcement services his entire career and has had to go through any number of training exercises in which use-of-force policies would be addressed.

Rosin: So how do you make sense of that? The Minneapolis chief of police, recently, when he was criticizing ICE's actions, referred to that June injury to Officer Ross and whether the agency was making sure he wouldn't behave unsafely in similar situations. So that's maybe one theory out there about what happened. Do you have another theory? You just described him as kind of prepared.

Miroff: The interpretation that makes sense to me, that I've discussed with some sources--who are just, again, don't have actual information about the investigation, but are observing, trying to formulate a version of what could have happened based on the videos--is that they were preparing to maybe arrest Renee Good and her partner for obstruction.

[Music, followed by siren blaring]

Miroff: And so you see that he pulls out his phone, and he's going around the vehicle recording her license plate.

Becca Good (in video of her encounter with Jonathan Ross): It's okay. We don't change our plates every morning, just so you know.


Miroff: And then, at the moment when he seems to sort of complete the circumnavigation of the vehicle, that's when she's simultaneously hearing from her partner to drive--

Good: Drive, baby! Drive! Drive!


Miroff: --grabbing the passenger-side handle, while you have another ICE officer approaching, telling her to get the F out of the car.

ICE officer: Out of the car. Get out of the fucking car.


Miroff: And then she starts turning the wheel and hits the gas, and it's impossible to know, was he looking at his phone? What was he looking at, right? And all of that is gonna come out in the investigation.

But I think these things are entirely split-second decisions, and he, based on what we've seen from the video, seemed like he was pretty antagonized and was in a pretty aggressive mindset, based on just his conduct in the 40-odd seconds.

So it's really gonna come down to: Was it a reasonable decision to start to open fire once that vehicle was rolling? And so, again, a lot of the ICE officers I've talked to about this think it probably was. And we could end up where--

Rosin: Was or wasn't?

Miroff: It was.

Rosin: Uh-huh.

Miroff: You could end up with a kind of situation where he will be faulted for putting himself in a dangerous situation, but he wouldn't be held criminally liable for killing Renee Good, because the vehicle was coming at him and he had a reasonable fear that he could be killed or injured.

Rosin: So there's the details of this case, and then there's the administration's response, which is a reflexive defense of this officer. And then there's this week, in which things seem to be amping up in Minneapolis. We've seen videos of ICE agents breaking a car window, shoving a city councilman. How do you think the administration response is affecting how ICE officers are behaving on the streets? Does it embolden them? Are they worried? What's your sense of that?

Miroff: I think it emboldens them. I think when they see other administration officials with this kind of unqualified defense of whatever they're doing, and an investigation that is trying to criminalize Renee Good and her partner, turning the focus of the attention to them, I think that that undoubtedly sends a signal to continue to do what they're doing, to not give any ground to protesters or to public officials in Minnesota.

And what we saw in Chicago in the late summer and fall was not dissimilar.

[Music]

Miroff: They shot and killed a guy who wouldn't comply with their orders in his car.

News anchor (from NBC Chicago): It happened during a traffic stop in Franklin Park. According to the Department of Homeland Security, the man resisted arrest and dragged the officer--


Miroff: They shot a protester, Marimar Martinez, who was in her vehicle, five times--

News anchor (from ABC 7 Chicago): The Department of Homeland Security says the woman was one of several people using their vehicles to box in agents--


Miroff: --and then tried to charge her with a federal crime, ultimately dropping the charges.

But, again, we saw protesters and agents and officers in these intense confrontations in the street. We saw them pulling their guns. We saw them shooting people. But once the evidence made its way into courtrooms, and it started to go badly for the administration, the administration kind of pulled back.

And we're at the stage right now where it's too early to say what their response will be once evidence involving this shooting and other incidents is introduced into court. But it doesn't seem like this administration is gonna back down from street-level protests or from public officials in Minneapolis dropping F-bombs at press conferences.

Rosin: Okay, so we spoke to an attorney, who told us that, despite the federal government saying, We have your back, it's not actually true; states can prosecute ICE officers, or they have some tools to do that. What do you think the rank-and-file ICE officers believe? Do you think they believe they're immune? Do they know this?

Miroff: I don't know. I've heard that, but what is an example of a state successfully prosecuting a federal law-enforcement officer in recent years based on a use-of-force incident of this kind? Everybody I asked about this told me that these cases are transferred into federal court and that it's extremely rare for state or local jurisdictions to successfully bring charges against a federal law-enforcement officer accused of wrongdoing while in the course of their duties.

Rosin: So I guess there's two things here. It's definitely possible, but maybe it hasn't happened in recent history, so it's not prime in their minds. The bigger thing, though, is the things that you're describing--me, as an average citizen, I look at ICE; I think, Oh, ICE had a mandate to find undocumented immigrants. What you and I are talking about here is: ICE shot an American citizen, or ICE going after an American citizen. That is very, very, very different. Do you see it as different? Do you see ICE as evolving into a very different role than what it initially started as or what one would think ICE is?

Miroff: Absolutely. Just to be clear, there is no precedent for what we're seeing right now, where the Border Patrol and ICE officers are in the streets of American cities, in neighborhoods, pulling cars over, confronting protesters, zooming around in unmarked cars with masks on. This is just not what these agencies were created to do.

And so at the root of all of this is the Trump administration's quest for a million deportations a year, a mass-deportation campaign that is going to happen in this episodic, rolling basis in blue, Democratic-run cities, and a desire to have imagery of confrontation in which they can have this political fight over immigration, the future of this country, left-wing protesters, have all of these things play out on social media, on television. I think that they think it is winning politics for them, and I think that they think that this is winning policy for them. This is what Stephen Miller has been building up to his entire political career.

We didn't see it on this kind of level in the first Trump administration, because there were checks, there were safeguards, the border was still the focus. But now that the border is basically closed, and all of the energy and the resources and attention are on this deportation campaign, these confrontations are what they've been building up to for a long time.

Rosin: So where this goes--Trump is not gonna be president forever. It does feel right now like the Department of Homeland Security has become much more openly political than we're used to a federal department being. So do the DHS people worry about what happens when Trump is not in office?

Miroff: So this is something that I'm writing about this week. And I think that the main takeaway is that the Department of Homeland Security has gotten way off of its foundational mission.

[Music]

Miroff: But at the core of it is this unresolved conflict in our politics and our country about immigration enforcement, and the role of immigration and immigrants in American society. And there are two completely divergent visions right now that are clashing in a way we've never seen.

Rosin: Thank you, Nick. Thanks for joining us.

Miroff: My pleasure. Always good to be with you.

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes and Jinae West. It was edited by Kevin Townsend and fact-checked by Alex Marono Porto. 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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A Champion of Modernism, in Literature and Life

Margaret C. Anderson was at the center of a notorious literary-obscenity trial. Then she was forgotten.

by Sophia Stewart

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




Many editors languish in the margins of history, their contributions largely invisible despite how much they shape whom and how we read. But in recent years, amid a wave of books unearthing overlooked figures, biographers have turned their sights to pioneering book and magazine editors--including Malcolm Cowley of Viking, Judith Jones of Knopf, Bennett Cerf of Random House, and Katharine S. White of The New Yorker--anointing them as the unsung architects of the American literary canon. These biographies tend to illuminate not only the editors' work, but their lives, challenging the stereotype that they were mere pencil pushers.

Perhaps it was only a matter of time before the trend came for Margaret C. Anderson, whose avant-garde, Chicago-based literary magazine, The Little Review, introduced American readers to such modernist heavyweights as Ezra Pound, T. S. Eliot, and James Joyce. Adam Morgan's impassioned, finely researched new book, A Danger to the Minds of Young Girls, isn't the first account of Anderson's life and work--that would be Making No Compromise, Holly A. Baggett's dual biography of Anderson and her co-editor and romantic partner, Jane Heap. But this is the first to focus entirely on Anderson, who founded The Little Review in 1914. Morgan, also the founding editor of a Chicago-based literary magazine, convincingly argues that Anderson more or less single-handedly transformed the Review "from a Chicago curio" into a transatlantic journal of note by publishing a coterie of experimental European and American expat writers.

That Anderson isn't particularly well remembered is somewhat surprising when you consider her central role in one of the first literary-obscenity trials in American history. In 1918, four years before the American bookseller Sylvia Beach published Joyce's Ulysses in Paris, Anderson began serializing the novel in The Little Review. She was forced to stop in 1920, when censors arrested and charged her and Heap with the felony of publishing something--in particular, the book's sexually explicit "Nausicaa" episode--so "lewd, lascivious, filthy, indecent and disgusting." The women were found guilty, and each was fined $50. The ruling effectively banned Ulysses in the United States, where it would not be published in full until 1934, by Random House.

Read: Yes I will read Ulysses yes

The freewheeling Anderson was the kind of ahead-of-her-time woman whose story is likely to be catnip to many contemporary readers, myself included. Before she championed modernism in literature, she applied its tenets in life and love, rejecting tradition and embracing experimentation. At the age of 21, she left the staid Indianapolis for Chicago, a metropolis at the height of its literary renaissance, and later lived in the bohemian hotbeds of Greenwich Village and Paris. And she managed to fund and distribute her publication despite sexism, homophobia, a world war, and political censorship.

All of this helps explain why a full-scale treatment of Anderson feels overdue, but some circumstances complicate the pursuit of a comprehensive biography. Although The Little Review's legacy was lasting, her affiliation with it--and with the world of American letters--was brief. She had been an editor for less than a decade before departing both the magazine and the U.S. In reality, she was less a lifelong champion of the written word than an aesthete who seemed to constantly seek intellectual stimulation, whether in the form of literature, music, sex, or spirited conversation. After her short but intense dalliance with publishing, she mostly wandered Europe in pursuit of pleasure, not so much channeling her passions toward a goal as accreting experiences--which is to say, living the way most people do, somewhat aimlessly.

The anticlimactic arc of Anderson's story presents a challenge to the biographer keen on keeping readers' attention. In the case of A Danger to the Minds of Young Girls, Morgan focuses on the most interesting and narratively coherent portion of his subject's life--her tenure as an editor--while spending less than a third of the book on the 50 years that she lived after leaving the magazine. So Morgan's conclusion, on the last page, that Anderson's "greatest work" was not The Little Review but rather "the life she had forged" is a bit surprising. Contrary to his own assessment, Morgan provides a far more extensive account of his subject's early work than her life as a whole. And at times, he appears to struggle to see Anderson for who she was, rather than who he seems to want her to be.

From 1914 to 1923, Anderson's life was inseparable from her work. "The ultimate reason for life is Art," she declares in a 1916 issue of The Little Review by way of a mission statement. And she walked the walk: In the magazine's early days, when its subscriber base had faltered because of Anderson's anarchist sympathies, Morgan writes, she was "faced with a choice between keeping her magazine alive and keeping a roof over her head"--and so for six months, she lived in a tent on the banks of Lake Michigan, editing by firelight. But in the early '20s, her youthful enthusiasm was eroded by the backlash to Ulysses, which had cost her both advertisers and subscribers even before the taxing trial and public censure. And when critics celebrated Beach's edition of Ulysses, a book they had greeted with silence if not ridicule when Anderson serialized it, she took it as an insult. Thoroughly disenchanted, she saw that she was perhaps not cut out for a life so devoted to one's work, that is, a career in the arts.

By 1924, Anderson writes in her 1951 memoir, "it wasn't the Little Review that mattered; and it wasn't Art that mattered any longer." She was now interested in what she calls "an art of life"--a way of living that wrung every drop from existence by accumulating experiences. This renunciation of her editorial work doesn't appear in A Danger to the Minds of Young Girls, though Morgan leans heavily on Anderson's writings to scaffold the book. (He acknowledges, however, that she could be an unreliable if not outright mendacious memoirist: She claimed, for instance, to have spoken with F. Scott Fitzgerald at the office of his editor, Max Perkins, in 1913, when Fitzgerald would have been a teenager--years before he and Perkins actually met.) The half century that followed is a thornier, more muddled chapter in Anderson's story: She led a peripatetic, often cash-strapped existence in France alongside her lover, the opera singer Georgette Leblanc (as well as several other paramours), before spending her later years as a self-described "recluse" in New York. She also spent decades in thrall to the spiritual leader George Gurdjieff, an Armenian-born mystic who preached divinity through labor.

As its subject's life loses coherence, the book moves through the years with a sense of rushed obligation. Morgan concedes that, although Anderson still rubbed elbows with the literati, her "passion for art, music, and literature was transforming into something more esoteric"--and therefore more difficult to make legible, let alone compelling. Morgan's less energetic attempts to cover these years, contrasted with the absorbing sections that come before it, brings to mind biographies that benefited from jettisoning the impulse to be comprehensive. Take Vivian Gornick's The Solitude of Self, about the suffragist Elizabeth Cady Stanton, or Jazmina Barrera's The Queen of Swords, about the Mexican writer Elena Garro--two unconventionally structured and hardly exhaustive, but nonetheless superb, accounts of a figure close to the author's heart, just as Anderson is to Morgan's.

Read: A book that puts the life back into biography

Morgan isn't the first admirer of Anderson who has related strongly to one aspect of her life only to struggle to metabolize the rest of it. In Jessa Crispin's 2015 book, The Dead Ladies Project, about exiled and expat writers and artists, the author devotes a chapter to Anderson's second act in the south of France. Yet Crispin concedes that she really wants to write only about Anderson's "hard climb out of her hometown," which echoes Crispin's own experience and is, in her estimation, simply more interesting. "In France she found her spiritual home. How boring," she writes. "Wouldn't we all just rather picture Hannibal moving elephants over mountains than winning battles against the Romans?"

Here Crispin cheekily poses a choice that all biographers must make: what to do with the boring bits. And behind this choice is a more profound question: Are biographers storytellers or annalists? The best of them combine the two vocations. But all writers are guided by their own affinities. Both Crispin and Morgan, for instance, train their eyes on the portions of Anderson's life that hew most closely to their own; Morgan notes, in the introduction, that before following in Anderson's editorial footsteps, he moved to Chicago "exactly one hundred summers after Margaret did the same," and attended grad school next door to the building where The Little Review's offices had been housed. It's no coincidence that the sections of the book that mirror his own life are the ones that shine most brightly.

Every work of biography, no matter its scope, attempts the impossible: to impose order and meaning on a person's existence. And every attempt tends to emphasize the inherent chasm between a life and books about a life. The case of Margaret Anderson, who shook the literary landscape and then all but renounced it, brings this tension to the fore. She seems almost to dare her biographers to wrangle her, to make her life make sense. The editor in her might have liked to see them try.
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Democratic Bosses Are Launching a Remake of the 2028 Calendar

States are jockeying for an early spot and a greater say in the nominee.

by Michael Scherer

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




The caucus gyms of first-in-the-nation Iowa transformed Barack Obama from curiosity to contender in 2008. Black-church networks in South Carolina handed Joe Biden the Democratic nomination in 2020. If not for the restaurants and bowling lanes of New Hampshire, Bill Clinton's campaign and career would likely have been, to borrow a phrase, as dead as the "last dog" in 1992.

Picking Democratic presidential nominees in the United States, in other words, has always been a concocted local game. Even after Democratic leaders decided in the early 1970s to empower regular people through primaries and open caucuses, they kept a grip on the schedule of contests and the rules by which delegates are selected and can act. Rather than aspiring to provide equal representation, party bosses designed the system to give voters in some states more sway than those in others.

Now the Democratic Party is trying to decide what type of voters it wants to shape its attempt to regain the White House in 2028. Three years after then-President Biden effectively eliminated the Democratic nominating competition by reordering early contests in his favor, the party's Rules and Bylaws Committee has invited all 57 states and territories to apply by tomorrow for pole position in the reshuffled 2028 calendar. The result, expected to be announced later this year, will reset the playing field for Democratic aspirants to the world's most powerful job--and likely anger those who feel cut out.

Read: 'I run the country and the world' 

Even though the party has the power to do virtually anything it wants, conversation has once again largely centered on the handful of states that have led the calendar for decades. Iowa Democrats, who appear likely to be shut out of the early-nominating window for the second cycle after a disastrous 2020, are openly discussing the option of going rogue and holding an unsanctioned early caucus. The New Hampshire and Nevada state parties are lobbying to be the first-in-the-nation primary state, and New Hampshire is threatening to hold a meaningless first contest if it doesn't win the prize. South Carolina, which has represented the nation's Black Democratic electorate in the early window since 2004 and went first in 2024, wants to stay there, but other southern states--including Georgia, Virginia, and North Carolina--are expected to jockey to crowd in on their traditional importance.

At stake is not just a geographic advantage or disadvantage for prospective candidates, but the prospect of windfalls for local-television stations and roadside-hotel chains, as candidates devote tens of millions of dollars to winning early contests in hopes of slingshotting in popularity. The result could also give Republicans, who plan to stick to the traditional early-state order of Iowa and New Hampshire, a general-election advantage in states where Democrats are trying to regain statewide office. Entire campaigns could rise or fall on the outcomes. Quentin Fulks, who worked as the principal deputy campaign manager for the Democratic ticket in 2024 and has been discussed as a potential campaign manager in 2028, described the calendar order as a weight on the scale of the whole contest.

"It's essentially a filter on the party's future, determining which voters are heard first, which issues shape the race, and which candidates remain viable by the time the rest of the country weighs in," Fulks told me; he has previously worked for Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker and Senator Raphael Warnock of Georgia. "We should be clear-eyed about there being advantages for specific candidates in whatever order is chosen."

This year's fight has already created some unlikely allies and shuffled allegiances. Twenty years ago, Donna Brazile, fresh off a turn as campaign manager for Al Gore's 2000 presidential bid, celebrated the addition of Nevada and South Carolina to the top of the calendar as a win for racial and ethnic diversity in the party. This year, she told me, her focus has shifted.

"I think the most important thing is that the party needs to look at how to woo independents, because without independents, Democrats cannot win in 2028," Brazile said. That means, as a member of the Democratic National Committee's Rules and Bylaws Committee, she is looking favorably at restoring New Hampshire--where roughly 90 percent of residents are white and the largest share of voters are "undeclared" for either political party--to its historic position as the first primary contest. She also said that she has some doubts about South Carolina because it has not voted for a Democratic presidential candidate since 1976, and she hopes other southern states enter the conversation. "I am open to a southern state, but I don't believe I am necessarily open to South Carolina. I am all about the Electoral College. Period. End of sentence," she said.

South Carolina stumbled into first place during the 2024 cycle because Biden chose to overrule DNC deliberations to make his path to the nomination as seamless as possible. Now the state that never asked to go first is defending its position, though many of its voters will be happy if it retains some place in the calendar before Super Tuesday. "We are 100 percent defending our position for first," Jay Parmley, the executive director of the South Carolina Democratic Party, told me. He added that if the committee declines, it will "have to explain away removing a primary for a southern state with Black and rural voters." He also said that South Carolina welcomes another southern state joining the early window, as long as his remains.

Read: Inside the Democratic rupture that undermined Kamala Harris's presidential hopes

Nevada state leaders, meanwhile, sent holiday cards and candy canes to the committee members late last year. The cards feature a prickly Joshua tree wearing a Santa hat, and an invocation to "keep fighting the good fight" from "your friends in Nevada." There are plans to distribute "Nevada First" poker chips to the committee in the coming months, according to people involved in the process. Four years ago, Nevada felt that it was on the verge of winning first-primary blessings, only to have Biden impose his will. It doesn't want to see the chance slip away again.

"Nevada is what America is," Artie Blanco, one of the state's two members on the committee, told me, before listing off stats about the state's ethnic diversity, low number of college graduates, and powerful unions, not to mention its razor-thin margins in recent elections.

But New Hampshire is in a stronger position now that Biden, who finished fifth there in 2020, has left the scene. Unlike everywhere else, the New Hampshire secretary of state is empowered to choose the state's primary date at the last minute, and, by state law, he must select one that occurs ahead of any other presidential primary in the nation. In practice, this means that if Democrats don't let New Hampshire go first, New Hampshire will go first anyway with a contest that doesn't count toward the nomination--a loss that could sting in a purple state. It could also shut Democratic candidates out of valuable news cycles as the Republican primary in the state takes center stage. Lawmakers in the state, who are facing contested statewide 2026 races for governor and U.S. senator, are likely to make the point loudly that the party stands to lose if it shows again that it doesn't care. "We certainly aren't taking anything for granted," New Hampshire Democratic Party Chair Ray Buckley told me.

These words will likely please some potential 2028 candidates, such as Kentucky Governor Andy Beshear, Senator Ruben Gallego of Arizona, and Pritzker, who all found time last year to visit the state. Former Chicago Mayor Rahm Emanuel also signaled to my colleague Ashley Parker that he sees a first-in-the-nation New Hampshire as a potential springboard to the top tier. Other possible candidates, such as Maryland Governor Wes Moore, visited South Carolina last year, and former Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg appeared for a town hall in Iowa. (Another potential presidential contender and Nevada neighbor, California Governor Gavin Newsom, is my cousin. I do not report on him and am not involved in coverage of him.)

Some party leaders with close ties to Buckley and DNC Chair Ken Martin have suggested that they hold early sympathy for New Hampshire reclaiming kickoff status. "The folks on Rules and Bylaws understand that state laws and state governance will truly matter with who is in the first four states," Nebraska Democratic Party Chair Jane Kleeb told me. "This is not a 'Well, we hope the calendar looks like this.' This is a very practical decision."

None of that bodes well for Iowa, which starting in 1972 carved out an enormously powerful place as the first contest in the Democratic presidential saga. That fell apart in 2020, when the party, already struggling to hold any statewide office, failed to produce a clear caucus winner for days because of a technological glitch. Biden effectively erased the state from the 2024 process. After Iowa's leaders declined to support Martin's bid for DNC chair, Iowa lost its seat on the Rules and Bylaws Committee, even though the representation of South Carolina, New Hampshire, and Nevada doubled to two. Martin distanced himself from that decision by delegating the committee selection to other party members.

The state known for nice is now shifting closer to war footing. "All options are on the table for Iowa Democrats in 2028," Iowa Democratic Party Chair Rita Hart told me in a statement. "No matter what the Rules and Bylaws Committee decides, Republican presidential candidates will be in Iowa. It was a mistake for the DNC to cut us out of the calendar, letting Republicans' attacks go unanswered in Iowa while millions of dollars in advertising, organizing and the worldwide media flooded our state."

Read: Iowans knew this day would come

One Iowa Democrat told me that the unspoken threat is a "rogue" caucus, which would occur outside of the Democratic nominating process at the same time that Republicans are campaigning in the state. "Part of it depends on if we think the process was fair and we get a fair shake," this person said, requesting anonymity to discuss private conversations.

Such a move could lead some candidates for president to campaign for a caucus win even if it wouldn't award delegates, in the hopes of raising their public profile. In the past, the DNC has threatened to strip convention delegates from states that hold contests outside of the rules. In 2008, the early states of Iowa, New Hampshire, and South Carolina pressured major Democratic candidates to pledge that they would not even campaign in Michigan and Florida, which were defying the rules.

Under the committee's rules, four or five states will get special permission to go in the early window of contests, and they will include a single state from each of the nation's party-recognized regions: the West, the Midwest, the South, and the East. Michigan, which was put in the early schedule in 2024, is expected to seek to maintain its spot, though Democrats expect the total number of applicants for an early role to be fewer than the 20 states and territories that applied in 2022. As before, the committee will decide on a group of finalists to offer more formal presentations.

Without a sitting president to disrupt the process this time, party leaders have established a vague three-pronged test to decide the outcome: "The Rules and Bylaws Committee is committed to running a rigorous, efficient, and fair process that will deliver the strongest presidential nominee for our party," Jim Roosevelt and Minyon Moore, who lead the committee, told me in a statement. But as with everything in party politics, such principles are easily subsumed by horse trading and individual influence. After the bosses decide, the nation's Democratic candidates and voters will have to make do.
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Elizabeth Warren's Abundant Mistakes

Her critique of moderate Democrats is a mischaracterization of her opponents within the party.

by Jonathan Chait

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




The Democratic Party has two competing plans to "pick up the broken pieces from the 2024 election," claimed Elizabeth Warren, in a widely touted speech she delivered Monday at the National Press Club. "One vision says that we should shape our agenda and temper our rhetoric to flatter any fabulously rich person looking for a political party that will entrench their own economic interests," she argued. The other vision--hers, as you might guess--is noble and pure.

Warren's account of the party's internal divide is nonsensical demagoguery. Almost nobody in the Democratic Party--perhaps literally nobody--believes it should design its message to flatter selfish billionaires.

But the existence of an internal schism is quite real. And the fact that Warren, who has long styled herself as an intellectual and political leader of the party's progressive faction, must resort to grotesque mischaracterization of her opponents within the Democratic Party is an indication of how poorly the argument has gone for her side over the past year and a half.

The actual claim moderates tend to make about why their party lost in 2024 is that Kamala Harris was unable to credibly separate herself from the toxic social-policy stances she adopted during her 2020 campaign--the highest-profile being her promise to support taxpayer-financed gender-reassignment surgeries for prisoners and detained migrants. She also did too little to distance herself from the Biden administration's unpopular governing record.

Many progressives reject that analysis, especially the first part, which implies that the party needs to abandon unpopular positions. They argue that the social views held by a majority of the electorate are (as one progressive strategist put it) "unacceptable." Rather than compromise with the holders of those unacceptable beliefs, Democrats can simply focus public attention on the evils of the billionaire class, a message thought to be powerful enough to overcome the political drag created by any nonnegotiable social-policy stances.

Warren's speech articulates this strategy--though it might be more accurate to say that it carries out this strategy by ignoring or mischaracterizing the views of her internal Democratic Party critics and instead depicting them as puppets of the wealthy.

In her speech, Warren repeatedly argued that the moderate analysis of Democrats' shortcomings is that they lost because they offended rich people and therefore failed to raise enough money. She decried "the temptation--in this moment of national crisis--to sand down our edges to avoid offending anyone, especially the rich and powerful who might finance our candidates." She insisted, "A Democratic Party that worries more about offending big donors than delivering for working people is a party that is doomed to fail."

Jonathan Chait: Democrats still have no idea what went wrong

Revealingly, Warren did not cite any Democrat who holds this supposedly influential belief. Through insinuation, however, she tried to associate it with advocates of the abundance agenda. "Reid Hoffman is sending everyone he knows a copy of Ezra Klein and Derek Thompson's book on abundance and backing pro-abundance candidates," she warned. "Running on small, vague ideas that may also raise costs for families--instead of on full-throated, economic populist ideas--is a terrible plan for winning elections."

In fact, the abundance agenda is neither small nor vague, nor a plan for winning elections. It is not a political strategy but a set of policy arguments that have caught the attention of liberal intellectuals. The agenda, in short, argues that cities should permit more housing to be built, that the government should make building public infrastructure easier, and that the government has been too bound up by procedures and regulations that prevent swift action.

The abundance agenda is designed to make it easier for government to carry out the energetic work that progressives desire, which has inspired an earnest debate over its wonky particulars. Yet it has drawn withering fire from the left, perhaps because it points the finger at progressives themselves for tying up government in knots. In particular, it blames left-leaning interest groups for upholding well-intentioned rules that make governing costly and slow and that freeze the built environment in place. Progressives such as Warren believe in maintaining a firm alliance with the very groups that the abundance agenda blames.

The abundance agenda intersects with the political arguments moderates have made, because both the abundance proponents and the moderates decry the excessive influence of the groups. Many people who believe Democrats should move to the center also embrace the abundance agenda as a set of governing priorities. Despite their somewhat common set of targets, however, abundance proponents and moderates are not the same thing.

The biggest reason some progressives detest the abundance agenda seems to be  that they, like Warren, genuinely adhere to the populist analysis of American politics, which takes it as axiomatic that every problem is caused by nefarious wealthy interests.

At one point in her speech, for instance, Warren claimed that Donald Trump "is trying to push out the chairman of the Federal Reserve Board and complete his corrupt takeover of America's central bank--so that it serves his interests, along with his billionaire friends'." Is it true that Trump's billionaire friends would benefit from undermining central-bank independence? The billionaires don't seem especially excited about this aspect of Trump's power grab. An alternate explanation for Trump's behavior is that, rather than carrying out a clever plan to enrich his allies, he doesn't understand monetary policy very well. To the populist monomaniac, however, there are no dumb ideas, only plots.

The abundance agenda, by contrast, is premised on the belief that at least some problems do stem from misconceived ideas, including the left-wing variety. The abundance proponents do not defend the role of the wealthy, nor do they imply that Democrats should steer clear of taxing the rich and regulating harmful business practices. (Most of the prominent advocates of the abundance agenda, including Klein and Thompson, favor such steps.) They simply call attention to the existence of some problems that are not entirely the fault of billionaires.

Elaine Godfrey: What happened to Elizabeth Warren?

If you are unable to imagine any economic problem that is not the product of billionaire greed, then you naturally assume that anybody who sees the world differently is a tool of the rich. Yet the Democratic Party is completely unified on the merits of raising taxes on the rich and spending more on benefits for the poor and middle class. Its true divide concerns Warren's fixation with wealthy interests as the source of all evils, and whether this political style offers the party a path to the majority.

We have three broad ways to measure the political appeal of Warren's message. First, she has run for Senate three times. She has won those races. But because she is a Democrat in Massachusetts, one of the most overwhelmingly Democratic states in America, winning alone tells us little about her appeal. The election-data-analytics firm Split Ticket found that in 2018 and 2024, Warren ran 9.4 points and 10.8 points below the vote share that a generic Democrat would have attained--making her one of the party's poorest performers each cycle. The database in that measurement does not include 2012, the year Warren first ran for Senate, but in that race she ran seven points behind Barack Obama in her state, even though Obama was facing Mitt Romney, the state's well-regarded former governor, at the top of the ticket.

Second, Warren ran for president in 2020 and performed miserably. Lots of candidates ran in that cycle and failed to break through. Warren attracted huge amounts of donor support; the media covered her like a front-runner. Her problem was that the voters simply didn't choose her. She finished third in Iowa, fourth in New Hampshire and Nevada, and fifth in South Carolina before dropping out after losing her home state. Her high-profile defeat did not inspire any obvious recriminations. Warren's campaign memoir expresses bewilderment that her successful courting of progressive activists did not translate into votes among Black and Latino primary voters, without questioning whether those activists represented large numbers of real voters as opposed to just the progressive donors who funded their work.

Third, and most revealingly, despite crashing and burning in the primary, Warren built enough prestige among Democratic Party elites to gain deep influence over both the staffing and the policy agenda of its ultimate victor. As the nominee and as president, Joe Biden adopted many of Warren's campaign proposals, co-authored an op-ed with her, and frequently solicited her advice. "President Joe Biden is enlisting a small army of her former aides and allies to run his government," reported Politico in 2021.

How did Warren's speech process the humbling fact that her policy blueprint was implemented, and Americans rejected it at the ballot box? Mostly by ignoring the entire four years.

The moderates have blamed Harris for failing to separate herself from Biden--most infamously, when she told The View that she couldn't think of a single policy on which she differed from him. In the speech, Warren's only specific criticism of Harris's relationship to Biden came when she attacked her for failing to pledge to keep Lina Khan, a Warren favorite, as head of the Federal Trade Commission. (Warren, of course, blames this decision on billionaires.)

Jonathan Chait: The coming Democratic civil war

Warren's speech also insisted that "we can't rebuild trust by excommunicating Biden-administration law enforcers who, for the first time in decades, actually fought to hold corporations accountable for driving up prices."

Excommunication in general is a rather stringent penalty that ought to be employed only for serious offenses, and ideally by a church. Still, it is revealing that Warren's only takeaway from the Biden administration is that the Democrats should bind themselves to keeping his staff in place indefinitely.

Warren blithely credited the Biden aides with holding corporations "accountable for driving up prices." But did this actually prevent inflation? Or did it at least make the public give Biden credit for fighting inflation? The answer to both is no. Yet this is the blueprint she demands the party follow into the future.

In the airtight world of populist logic, no evidence for Warren's beliefs is necessary. Blaming corporations for any given problem is self-evidently correct, and failing to embrace this logic can be explained only by corruption. Warren has put Democrats on notice that if they resist her moral certitude, she will question their integrity. The lesson they should draw from her speech is that, if they want to build a majority more durable than Biden's, questioning Warren's dogma is a necessity.
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MAGA's Jewish Intellectuals Helped Create Their Own Predicament

The nascent effort to contain the spread of anti-Semitism is years overdue.

by Franklin Foer

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




At a Turning Point USA conference in December, the podcaster Ben Shapiro delivered a speech that was hailed as the sort of moral stand one rarely encounters in the age of polarization. Confronting the right's surging anti-Semitism, he denounced two of its most popular peddlers--Tucker Carlson and Candace Owens--by name. Speaking at a Heritage Foundation event the day before, Shapiro had called for "ideological border control," a purge of the haters from the movement.

It was a brave foray into intramural politics, but also a damning self-indictment. Not so many years ago, Shapiro was guilty of the very thing he now decries. The Daily Wire, of which he is a co-founder and part owner, hired Owens in 2020. Even before she arrived, there were signs of where she was headed: "If Hitler had just wanted to make Germany great and have things run well, okay, fine," she had told a crowd in London in 2018. Shapiro's company ignored that and subsequent warnings. When Kanye West went on an anti-Semitic tear in 2022, Owens rushed to his defense: "It's like you cannot even say the word 'Jewish' without people getting upset."

That incident was the moment for border control. Shapiro refused. "We allow disagreement at The Daily Wire," he said, "even when I think that some of my colleagues are wrong." No wonder anti-Semitism crept toward the movement's mainstream.

For a time, it was possible for the Jewish intellectuals of MAGA--a small but influential set of podcasters, columnists, and theorists--to minimize anti-Semitism in the movement. But it's now so ubiquitous and so noxious that even they can't ignore it. Joel Pollak, the former editor in chief of Breitbart News, wrote on X in December that, until a few months before, he would have happily sent his children to a Turning Point USA event. Not anymore. "Now: why would I send them to one more place where Jewish kids have to defend who they are and what they believe?"

From the April 2024 issue: The Golden Age of American Jews is ending

But Pollak, Shapiro, and others were delusional in denying the problem for so long. They built careers inside a movement animated by fantasies about "globalists," suspicions of hidden hands, and a yearning for national purity--an ideological combination that has never been particularly healthy for Jews. They lent their prestige to it anyway, certain that the hateful rhetoric was meant for someone else. Now that it has landed directly on them, they want credit for noticing the stench.

No case is sadder than the Israeli American political theorist Yoram Hazony--a Princeton and Rutgers graduate who ran a conservative think tank in Jerusalem, but saw Trump and the American right's bubbling hostility toward classical liberalism as his chance to break out on a larger stage. In 2018, he published The Virtue of Nationalism, not a flame-throwing manifesto so much as a homely defense of nationalism as the natural way to organize a polity--an argument he traced back to biblical times.

Hazony didn't just write about the revolt against liberalism; he became one of its leading impresarios. He convened regular gatherings of what he called the "National Conservatives," a melange of theocrats and populists, and grasped for a new coalition that might provide the bedrock ideology of right-wing political parties throughout the Western world. Rising Republican politicians including J. D. Vance and Josh Hawley headlined these conferences, which, for several years, were the hottest tickets on the right.

Under the National Conservative banner, the right was swerving from classical liberalism to nationalism, away from the most American of American ideas: that the United States is held together by a creed rather than a bloodline. Hazony's movement didn't merely sneer at "wokeness"; it sneered at the pluralist project, articulated movingly by George Washington himself, that enabled Jews to flourish in the U.S. in the first place. Say what you will about the Enlightenment; at least it emancipated Jews.

While Hazony projected a mild image, his conferences were bombastic. When my colleague David Brooks attended one in 2021, he walked away gobsmacked by the "callousness, invocations of combat, and whiffs of brutality." His dispatch from the conference was titled "The Terrifying Future of the American Right."

Jewish history supplied a pretty good preview of what that terrifying future might look like. Four years after Brooks attended Hazony's conference, it has unmistakably arrived. Each week brings a new instance of anti-Semitism moving from the internet's febrile periphery into the conservative movement's mainstream. A leaked text chain from the New York Young Republicans included the line "Great. I love Hitler." Tucker Carlson, arguably the movement's most popular personality, hosted Holocaust deniers on his show. Kevin Roberts, the head of the Heritage Foundation, rose to Carlson's defense by dismissing the host's critics as a "venomous coalition"--language that echoed old insinuations about a Jewish cabal pulling the strings. (Roberts eventually apologized.)

When Hazony convened the National Conservatives in September, he felt obliged to address the matter of surging anti-Semitism. He told the crowd that he'd been "pretty amazed by the depth of the slander of Jews as a people" online. Then he made what would surely count as one of the most naive statements ever offered at a political conference, at least if it could be judged sincere. "I didn't think it would happen on the right," he said. "I was mistaken."

But contained in his speech were clues that perhaps he wasn't as surprised as he claimed to be. For years, he said, he had defended his comrades against accusations of anti-Semitism. "It makes you really popular," he said. "Everybody is really grateful: I'm the guy who defended them against absolutely false, ridiculous accusations of anti-Semitism."

What did this long history of loyalty buy MAGA's Jewish intellectuals? Several days after Shapiro addressed the Turning Point USA conference, Vance took the same stage. Because of all the attention Shapiro's speech had received, Vance was compelled to address his concerns. But when the time came to evict Holocaust deniers and conspiracists from the movement, Vance chose a different path. He rejected "purity tests," telling the crowd, "I didn't bring a list of conservatives to denounce or to deplatform." Vance spectacularly failed Shapiro's moral test. And yet, Shapiro said nothing critical in response. He stayed silent, and evidently chose to preserve his relationship with the Republican Party's heir apparent. In other words, Shapiro failed the moral test he himself wrote.

Yair Rosenberg: J. D. Vance's bad answer to an anti-Semitic question

Despite all their bellyaching, the Jewish intellectuals of MAGA still hesitate to wage civil war or break ranks. After wringing his hands about anti-Semitism on the right, Hazony turned around and defended Roberts as he was besieged by accusations of anti-Semitism: "I'll never forget how the jackals circled, sniveling for blood," Hazony said. Sniveling is an interesting choice of words, given all the feeble excuses that Hazony has made for his allies.
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The U.S. Military Can't Do Everything at Once

Hot spots around the globe mean a heightened risk that any retaliation succeeds.

by Nancy A. Youssef

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




Even with a nearly $1 trillion budget, the U.S. military can only do so much. Pentagon officials are privately warning that the United States may not be able to threaten Venezuela's regime, support protesters seeking to topple Iran's government, and protect its interests in the Asia-Pacific without being overstretched. The competing demands could heighten the risk to ground forces in the Middle East, who would be in the line of fire of any retaliation from Iran should President Trump decide to strike.

U.S. military commanders are used to having most of the assets they need to wage war. The cost of two decades in Afghanistan topped $2 trillion, to say nothing of Iraq and, more recently, Yemen, Iran, and Somalia. But the military faces an unusual problem: how to get the ships, munitions, and planes that were protecting U.S. forces in the Middle East--but are now in the Caribbean--back to the Middle East. The answer is probably that they can't have everything they want everywhere they would like.

In the weekslong run-up to the U.S. capture of the Venezuelan leader Nicolas Maduro, the U.S. sent roughly 11 ships and submarines stationed near Venezuela, marking the biggest U.S. military footprint in the region since the Cuban missile crisis. Initially, the forces struck suspected drug boats, later stopped sanctioned oil tankers, and ultimately took custody of Maduro after Delta Forces snatched him while he was sleeping in Caracas. Many military assets came from the Middle East and have yet to leave the Western Hemisphere.

Until last fall, commanders in the Middle East could count on having an aircraft-carrier strike group nearby that was either in the Persian Gulf or could reach it quickly. Fighter jets can take off from a carrier and conduct strikes in defense of U.S. ground forces. Destroyers accompanying the carrier can shoot down enemy missiles bound for U.S. bases. Not this time. The USS Gerald R. Ford, which had been closest to the Middle East, left the shores of Europe last fall for the U.S. pressure campaign on Venezuela. It would take at least two weeks for the Ford to move back within range of the Middle East. The USS Abraham Lincoln carrier strike group, now the nearest carrier, is operating in the western Pacific and would likely take just a little less time to arrive. Based on Trump's latest statements, U.S. strikes in Iran no longer appear imminent. But he hasn't ruled them out.

Drones, tankers, and other flight assets also moved out of the Middle East for operations near Venezuela, defense officials told me. The capture of Maduro involved more than 150 planes and drones, according to the Pentagon. And although the administration is dangling economic carrots in front of Venezuela's transitional government, it also plans to keep its military sticks nearby, defense officials told me.

Enough U.S military power remains in the Middle East to launch a strike on Iran's security forces or even its nuclear program. But there may not be enough to defend U.S. troops from a regime that has repeatedly vowed to strike back at nearby U.S. assets and regional allies if it's attacked. Iran's theocratic regime may be all the more inclined if it feels that it is on its last legs. This morning, the U.S. military advised some personnel to leave their base in Qatar, describing the move as a precaution. Iran fired toward that base in June after U.S. strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities. Other nearby bases are expected to make similar precautionary moves, U.S. defense officials told me. America's ability to protect its own troops is where the heavy demands on military assets could come into play.

"It's not carrying out the strike that we have to worry about. It's the Iranian response," one former military commander who operated in the Middle East told me.

Read: So this is what 'America First' looks like 

During the June strikes on Iran, the military sent bombers and other aircraft from the United States on a round-trip mission, roughly 37 hours in all. The USS Carl Vinson carrier strike group was operating nearby, and the USS Nimitz, another aircraft carrier, and its accompanying ships also arrived that month. Both are now at their home ports in the United States.

Trump began threatening a new U.S. military response on January 2, as Iran cracked down on protesters who'd first flooded the streets five days earlier. But the Pentagon has yet to execute a surge of fighter jets, bombers, tankers, and drones toward the Middle East.

Should the U.S. quickly fly planes toward the region, they could be there in as little as 16 hours. Trump wrote on Truth Social on January 2 that if Iran "violently kills peaceful protesters, which is their custom, the United States of America will come to their rescue." He added, "We are locked and loaded and ready to go." Since that post, reports have emerged that at least 2,400 protesters have been killed and as many as 18,000 detained. Trump raised the ante last night during an interview with CBS News, threatening to "take very strong action" if Iranian authorities begin hanging anti-government protesters this week. By midday today, he said that he had it on "good authority" that Iran would not conduct executions.

As soon as any president begins discussing the use of military force, Pentagon planners start coming up with options should the president ask for them. Under this administration, such threats, usually made via social media, come so frequently that nearly every combatant commander has had to draft such a plan. The Trump administration has also discussed attacking Greenland, possibly helping Ukraine in the face of Russia's unwillingness to strike a deal, and preparing to defend Taiwan in the event of Chinese aggression. The U.S. National Defense Strategy, which helps the Pentagon set its priorities, was supposed to be published by now but has not been. So the military has no specific doctrine to follow.

"That's a lot of theaters at the same time, and we are not built to do that," a U.S. defense official explained to me.

Read: Is the Iranian regime about to collapse?

U.S. Central Command, which is responsible for military operations in the Middle East, presented options roughly a week after the president's initial statements about using U.S. military force in Iran. Those options included military strikes and nonmilitary options, including cyberattacks. But the Pentagon also asked for the administration to outline U.S. objectives for any military strikes. Many U.S. military officials believe that Iranians most need restoration of their internet, which military strikes would not achieve. Centcom revised its options earlier this week as the president called for Iran to cancel any planned executions, defense officials told me.

Several types of protections are in place for U.S. forces in the region, just not as many as the U.S. military may want. They include ground-based interceptors, which can shoot down missiles aimed at U.S. military bases in the region, as well as at least three destroyers that could deploy, defense officials told me.

The administration is facing pressure from its allies to not strike for different reasons. Turkey has publicly called for negotiations. And according to a Wall Street Journal report, Iran's Arab rivals--Saudi Arabia, Oman, and Qatar--are urging restraint out of fear that attempts to overthrow the regime could rattle oil markets and disrupt the global economy.

Regardless of whether the United States conducts strikes in Iran, the Trump administration's push to intervene militarily in multiple parts of the world could lead to another kind of financial pressure, in this case on the American taxpayer. Last week, the president announced that he would ask Congress for a $1.5 trillion Pentagon budget.
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What Trump's War Against Wokeness Is Really About

The president once promised to combat the supposed excesses of woke culture, but since taking office, he's been dismantling something else.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 14 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.

The most notable, and perhaps most effective, ad of the 2024 presidential campaign featured footage of the Democratic nominee, Kamala Harris, voicing her support for gender-affirming treatment for inmates in federal prisons. "Kamala is for they/them. President Trump is for you," the narrator concluded.

The spot was a crisp, 30-second encapsulation of one of the key Republican talking points of the cycle: that "wokeness" was sweeping the nation and upending established ways of life, and that Donald Trump would fight against it. Trump has since made clear that he wasn't interested in just reining in what some people saw as excesses. He was interested in a wholesale rollback of bedrock civil-rights protections.

During his recent interview with The New York Times, the president harshly criticized the legislation of the 1960s, which included the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (which bans employment discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, or national origin) and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 (which bans racial discrimination in voting).

"White people were very badly treated where they did extremely well, and they were not invited to go into a university or a college. So I would say, in that way, I think it was unfair in certain cases," he said. "It accomplished some very wonderful things, but it also hurt a lot of people--people that deserve to go to a college or deserve to get a job were unable to get a job."

Trump went on to say that the laws caused "reverse discrimination." This idea that white Americans are suffering from widespread bias is a core belief of the revanchist right. In a Pew Research Center poll last year, 62 percent of white Republicans said that white people face some or a lot of discrimination. It's not a mainstream view, though. Overall, fewer than 40 percent of Americans believe that white people face some or a lot of discrimination; roughly three-quarters say the same about Black and Hispanic people, and two-thirds about Asian people.

The idea that early-2020s "wokeness" went too far is more mainstream. Trump's anti-woke campaigning appealed not only to the MAGA base but also to independents and even some voters who viewed themselves as left of center but felt that Democrats had overreached. The word woke was a useful tool because it had no clear definition--in one infamous moment in 2023, the author of a conservative book about "woke ideology" struggled to offer a simple explanation for what it was. This meant that people could interpret Trump's rhetoric however they wanted--perhaps they were just looking for permission to not have to worry about anyone's preferred pronouns. This anti-wokeness language helped Trump win back independents who had abandoned him in 2020, even as observers, including my colleague Adam Serwer, warned that this vagueness was a Trojan horse for attacking more popular equal-rights protections.

After taking office, Trump did move to push back on DEI initiatives (in the federal government and in private universities) and transgender-athlete participation in sports; a veteran FBI employee claims that he was fired for displaying a Pride flag. But Trump has also gone much further than that, working to undermine structures that were in place long before DEI or woke became familiar terms. This broader project is one that keen observers of the plans laid out in Project 2025 would have known to expect--but that many voters may not have intended and may not endorse.

In April, Trump issued an executive order that throws out the theory of disparate impact, an approach that allows policies to be assessed not just on whether their intent is to discriminate but also on whether their effect is discriminatory. Disparate impact has been a core tool for civil-rights enforcement for decades. The Justice Department's Civil Rights Division has been hollowed out (and has continued to bleed talent even this week) and has been reoriented around chimerical right-wing causes such as claims of voter fraud in the 2020 election. Last month, the chair of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission posted on X to solicit complaints: "Are you a white male who has experienced discrimination at work based on your race or sex? You may have a claim to recover money under federal civil rights laws." The administration is even trying to erode the foundational post-Civil War constitutional amendments.

Meanwhile, the conservative wing of the Supreme Court, strengthened by three Trump-appointed justices, appears poised to demolish yet another pillar of the Voting Rights Act when it rules in Louisiana v. Callais. The case could allow states to eliminate majority-minority congressional districts, which some conservatives have argued is another instance of reverse discrimination against white Americans.

Alongside these policy moves to undermine civil-rights protections, the administration has also resorted to old-fashioned racist rhetoric. The Department of Homeland Security has consistently published winking nods to core racist texts in its advertising materials, including the white-nationalist screed Which Way Western Man? My colleague David Frum reported earlier this week on a DHS post that alludes to a song popular on the far right. Quoting the song, the post read, "We'll have our home again."

The administration makes no pretenses about its demonization of immigrants; Vice President J. D. Vance admitted last year that he was happy to make up lies about migrants in Ohio. But Trump's new frankness about the most basic civil-rights laws shows another way in which he hopes to restore MAGA's sense of home: His administration is going to reclaim the pride of white people who believe that their country has left them behind, no matter who gets treated badly in the process.

Related:

	Adam Serwer: Conservatives want the antebellum Constitution back.
 	David Frum: Why Vance committed so hard to the Minneapolis shooter




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:



	Denmark's army chief says he's ready to defend Greenland.
 	Tom Nichols: Trump is risking a global catastrophe.
 	He was homeschooled for years, and fell so far behind.




Today's News

	Vice President Vance and Secretary of State Marco Rubio met behind closed doors with the foreign ministers of Denmark and Greenland as tensions rose over President Trump's renewed threats to buy or seize Greenland.
 	The Trump administration will suspend processing of immigrant visas for citizens of 75 countries. The State Department said that immigrants from these nations rely on U.S. welfare at "unacceptable rates."
 	The U.S. military started withdrawing some troops and equipment from a base in Qatar as Trump considers possible strikes on Iran. Officials say that the move is a precaution amid threats from Tehran to launch a counterstrike against the Qatari base and American forces.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Noah Kaufman explores the climate question that economists cannot answer.
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A Different Type of 'Muscle Memory'

By Bonnie Tsui

Before Adam Sharples became a molecular physiologist studying muscle memory, he played professional rugby. Over his years as an athlete, he noticed that he and his teammates seemed to return to form after the offseason, or even from an injury, faster than expected. Rebuilding muscle mass and strength came easy: It was as if their muscles remembered what to do.
 In 2018, Sharples and his research lab, now at the Norwegian School of Sport Sciences in Oslo, were the first to show that exercise could change how our muscle-building genes work over the long term. The genes themselves don't change, but repeated periods of exertion turns certain genes on, spurring cells to build muscle mass more quickly than before. These epigenetic changes have a lasting effect: Your muscles remember these periods of strength and respond favorably in the future ...
 Now 40 years old, Sharples is still thinking about how our muscles remember but has lately been investigating the inverse trajectory: Do muscles have a similar memory for weakness?


Read the full article.
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Read. Julian Barnes's fiction finds meaning in life's gaps and love's absence. Adam Begley writes about the author's farewell to the novel.

Watch. Season 2 of The Pitt (out now on HBO Max) is a brilliant portrait of American failure, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Play our daily crossword.
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Will Google Ever Have to Pay for Its Sins?

A federal judge ruled last year that the tech giant had cheated publications out of ad revenue. Now those publications want their money back.

by Gilad Edelman

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




If the story of journalism's 21st-century decline were purely a tale of technological disruption--of print dinosaurs failing to adapt to the internet--that would be painful enough for those of us who believe in the importance of a robust free press. The truth hurts even more. Big Tech platforms didn't just out-compete media organizations for the bulk of the advertising-revenue pie. They also cheated them out of much of what was left over, and got away with it.

As someone who has written quite a bit about this dynamic over the years, I was interested to learn that The Atlantic filed an antitrust lawsuit yesterday accusing Google of illegally depriving the company of advertising revenue over the past decade. (The editorial team had no involvement in the decision, and I learned of details through public court filings.) Like similar cases filed by publications including Slate, Business Insider, and--just today--Vox, along with the publishers McClatchy and Advance, this one builds off of a federal judge's ruling last year that Google had illegally established a monopoly in ad tech.

Kate Lindsay: Something went terribly wrong with online ads

I will now attempt to explain the concept of an ad-tech monopoly with as little legal or technical jargon as possible. We're talking about the ads that load when you open an article page, like the one you're reading right now. The process of delivering those ads turns out to be extraordinarily complex. In general, whichever ad you see had to win an automated auction to reach your eyeballs. On one side of the transaction are advertisers, who bid to show their ad according to how valuable they think a particular reader is, based on data about them and what they're looking at. On the other side are publications, such as The Atlantic, that use a publisher-side ad platform to list their ad space and hope to sell it for the highest possible price. The two sides meet in an ad exchange, which runs the auction in a fraction of a second in order to match advertisers with available ad-space inventory.

In theory, to maximize revenue, a publisher can use any number of platforms to put its ad inventory up for sale and can solicit bids via any number of exchanges. In practice, as Judge Leonie Brinkema of the Eastern District of Virginia found in her ruling last April, Google has made doing that extremely difficult. Google accounts for more than 50 percent of the global ad-exchange market and 90 percent of the publisher ad-platform market, making it by far the dominant player at each layer. This creates a clear conflict of interest--as if "Goldman or Citibank owned the NYSE," in the words of one Google employee--and one the company has routinely exploited. (Meta and Amazon are also huge players in the ad business, but not in the type of advertising at issue here.)

The simplest example is Google requiring publishers that want to receive bids through Google's exchange to use its publisher platform. This is called "tying" in antitrust law, and as Brinkema ruled last year, it's illegal, because it unfairly uses dominance at one level of a market to lock out competition at another level. (The famous 1990s antitrust case against Microsoft also revolved around tying.) As The Atlantic's legal complaint alleges, the publication "does not have an alternative way to access advertising spending from the long tail of small- or medium-sized advertisers who buy mostly, or exclusively, through Google Ads." It has no choice but to use Google's platform. This prevents rivals from competing on price or quality, which helps explain that 90 percent market-share number.

Google in turn uses its control of the publisher side to entrench the dominance of its ad exchange, called AdX. The key thing to understand is that a digital-ad auction occurs in two steps. First, advertisers place bids through various exchanges. Second, those exchanges each submit their respective winning bid. In a fair market, those winning bids would be treated equally. But because publishers are all using Google's platform, Google can give its own exchange special advantages--and it does. Broadly speaking, this prevents other exchanges from increasing their market share and lets AdX win auctions with lower bids than it would have to submit in a competitive market. That, in turn, costs publishers money in the form of lost ad revenue.

In a statement, Google told me, "These allegations are meritless. Advertisers and publishers have many choices and when they choose Google's ad tech tools it's because they are effective, affordable and easy to use."

Brinkema reached a different conclusion, however, in her ruling in a case brought by the Department of Justice and 17 states. Her opinion describes many self-preferencing schemes that Google has deployed over the years, including: giving AdX the right to place an ad before any other exchanges can bid on it, letting AdX peek at the bids submitted by rival exchanges in supposedly sealed auctions, and selectively lowering its commission rate just enough to undercut what would otherwise be another exchange's winning bid. These and other techniques, Brinkema concluded, have helped Google preserve its dominant position even as it charges a high average commission and rolls out product changes over publishers' objections. Neither of those things should be possible in a competitive market. (Google plans to appeal Brinkema's decision.)

Whether Brinkema's ruling leads to any real change is still an open question. Consider what happened in a separate antitrust case against Google. In 2024, a different federal judge, Amit Mehta, ruled that Google had illegally monopolized the search-engine market, including by paying Apple and Samsung to be the default search engine on their phones. But when the time came to impose legal remedies--such as breaking up the company--Mehta essentially let Google off with a warning. He could have forced the company to spin off its Chrome browser or its Android operating system, but he didn't. He didn't even ban it from paying to be the default search engine. Instead, he imposed only the most minimal requirements, such as limited data-sharing.

In his ruling, Mehta suggested that the emergence of generative-AI firms was putting so much competitive pressure on Google that going any further would be unwise. In fact, the AI market is already heavily concentrated among the handful of firms with the resources to invest in it, and Google's overlapping monopolies have set it up to dominate the AI economy too. On Monday, Apple announced a partnership making Google's technology the foundation for Siri and other AI products. The news pushed Google's market cap above $4 trillion for the first time.

Richard R. John: The tech giants' anti-regulation fantasy

Brinkema has yet to rule on the proper remedy for Google's ad-tech monopoly. For now, individual publishers can seek compensation in individual civil cases, as The Atlantic is doing. (The Atlantic lawsuit also accuses Google of having lied about how its ad products work; Google denies the allegation.) Winning meaningful redress for a decade's worth of ad-tech-related harm would be a big deal for publishers. Aside from the financial upside, it would set a precedent after all these years that Big Tech companies can be held accountable for their actions.

And yet, in some ways, the ad-tech cases might be fighting the last war. As Mehta seemed to only half-grasp, generative AI is where the real action is. The damage caused by Google's ad-tech abuses has been eclipsed by the growing threat of AI to journalism's business model. Google's pivot to showing users AI-generated search results, instead of links, has been a disaster for traffic. Meanwhile, OpenAI is reportedly preparing to get into the advertising business. A number of publishers, most notably The New York Times, have sued OpenAI, alleging that the company broke the law by training its models on copyrighted materials. (Other publications, including The Atlantic's corporate leadership, have instead signed deals in which OpenAI pays for access to their content. The Atlantic's editorial team does not report to the CEO, and corporate partnerships have no influence on stories, including this one.) OpenAI argues that the training counts as legally permissible "fair use." Such litigation will take years to play out. Perhaps a federal judge will rule a decade from now that a monopolistic AI firm owes money to media organizations. One hopes that media organizations are still around to collect it.
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Jeff Bezos Needs to Speak Up

The raid on a <em>Washington Post </em>reporter's home is deeply troubling.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




When the government stomps on some once-inviolable right, it may be carrying out the next step in a concerted plan, or it may just be stumbling clumsily. The proper response in these moments is not to wax hysterical, but instead to draw clear moral lines. That is especially true for powerful people with the ability to make themselves heard.

This morning, FBI agents searched the home of the Washington Post reporter Hannah Natanson and seized her devices, allegedly as part of a leak investigation targeting sources she had covered.

Journalists are supposed to enjoy legal protections from raids such as this, because courts have recognized that if the government could treat them as criminals for acquiring nonpublic information, their work--protected by the First Amendment--would become impossible. Gray areas do exist, and previous administrations have often tangled with the media over where to draw the line between legitimate investigations of important government secrets and impingement upon the free press.

Depending on what facts the FBI produces, the raid of Natanson's home may lie within that traditional gray area. But there are reasons it may portend something more ominous.

Paul Farhi: Trump's campaign to crush the media

One is that Donald Trump refuses to accept the legitimacy of an independent media. He has repeatedly described media outlets whose reporting he doesn't approve of as operating illegally, and has threatened more than a dozen times to remove the broadcast license of offending outlets. In his first term, he retaliated against The Washington Post's owner, Jeff Bezos, by withholding a lucrative Pentagon contract from Amazon.

In his second term, Trump has learned to apply this pressure more pointedly. He has made it plain that owners of large media firms should expect much friendlier regulatory treatment if they bring to heel the journalists they employ. What makes this tactic so deviously effective is that many influential media outlets are just a tiny portion of their owners' business interests. The Ellisons own CBS News, but CBS News is a speck in their financial portfolio. Losing audience share for 60 Minutes because the show relinquishes its independence would be an insignificant financial setback, but losing the administration's approval for the Ellisons' merger bids would be catastrophic.

The same logic applies to Bezos. Companies he founded take in billions of dollars in federal space and defense contracts, and require the government's approval for satellite communications. Bezos has good reason to worry that the fate of these companies is tied to Trump's feelings toward the Post, a newspaper whose gains or losses amount to a rounding error. Bezos has sent a procession of compliant signals: replacing the Post's leadership and its writers for its editorial page with more conservative figures, spiking the newspaper's presidential endorsement, and appearing at Trump's inauguration in a Putin-esque display of oligarchic cooperation.

The question that has hung over the Post since Bezos's heel turn has been whether he is still willing to protect the paper from a president who yearns to subdue it. He could answer the question by speaking out forcefully in defense of his journalists and their right to report on the government without intimidation. Or he could continue to remain silent, which, in its own way, is also an answer.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Introduces Premium Plus Subscription--With Family Sharing, Exclusive Coffee-Table Book, and Other Perks

First new subscription tier since 2019, as <em>The Atlantic </em>tops 1.4 million subscribers

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




The Atlantic is introducing Premium Plus, a subscription that includes family- and friend-sharing, among other exclusive benefits. This is the first new tier The Atlantic has introduced since it launched a digital subscription in late 2019, and after many years of dramatic subscription growth, The Atlantic is now one of the largest news magazines in the country, with well over 1.4 million subscriptions.
 
 Premium Plus benefits include unlimited access for up to four people, one of the most requested features among existing subscribers; a keepsake coffee-table book created exclusively for Premium Plus; and a colorful version of its iconic tote. With the addition of this tier, The Atlantic now has four annual subscription packages, along with an academic rate for students and educators: Premium Plus, at $199; Premium, at $120, which allows sharing for one gift subscription; Print + Digital, starting at $89; and Digital, starting at $79. All subscriptions include full digital access to all of The Atlantic's journalism, audio, archives, newsletters, and games, along with subscriber-only podcasts, early access to new podcast episodes such as the new season of Autocracy in America, and virtual events.
 
 The Atlantic scrapbook, developed by Creative Director Peter Mendelsund and the editorial team, showcases original art and design, photography, and text from across the magazine's 168 years. In a forward, Editor in Chief Jeffrey Goldberg writes: "We have made this compendium of Atlantic words and art and photography and history because we love our magazine and want to share its omnivorous greatness with our faithful readers." The book contains treasures such as a handwritten draft of Julia Ward Howe's "The Battle Hymn of the Republic," first purchased by The Atlantic for $5 and published in the February 1862 issue; a letter from contributing writer Mark Twain in 1903, who resented paying for a subscription; and recent photography from cover stories about the Maasai in Tanzania and the journey across the Darien Gap.
 
 The Atlantic has been significantly expanding its reach over the past decade. Last year, The Atlantic added more than 50 journalists to its staff as part of a major editorial expansion; launched broader coverage of defense, national security, technology, health, and science; began publishing two more print issues annually; introduced a Games hub; launched its first video podcasts; and began offering free digital access to every public U.S. high school. It recently launched The Atlantic Across America, a nationwide tour that will hold events in all 50 states over the next three years. The magazine continues to set new records for subscribers and overall revenue.
 
 Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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Move Over, ChatGPT

You are about to hear a lot more about Claude Code.

by Lila Shroff

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




Over the holidays, Alex Lieberman had an idea: What if he could create Spotify "Wrapped" for his text messages? Without writing a single line of code, Lieberman, a co-founder of the media outlet Morning Brew, created "iMessage Wrapped"--a web app that analyzed statistical trends across nearly 1 million of his texts. One chart that he showed me compared his use of lol, haha, ?, and lmao--he's an lol guy. Another listed people he had ghosted.



Lieberman did all of this using Claude Code, an AI tool made by the start-up Anthropic, he told me. In recent weeks, the tech world has gone wild over the bot. One executive used it to create a custom viewer for his MRI scan, while another had it analyze their DNA. The life optimizers have deployed Claude Code to collate information from disparate sources--email inboxes, text messages, calendars, to-do lists--into personalized daily briefs. Though Claude Code is technically an AI coding tool (hence its name), the bot can do all sorts of computer work: book theater tickets, process shopping returns, order DoorDash. People are using it to manage their personal finances, and to grow plants: With the right equipment, the bot can monitor soil moisture, leaf temperature, CO2, and more.



Some of these use cases likely require some preexisting technical know-how. (You can't just fire up Claude Code and expect it to grow you a tomato plant.) I don't have any professional programming experience myself, but as soon as I installed Claude Code last week, I was obsessed. Within minutes, I had created a new personal website without writing a single line of code. Later, I hooked the bot up to my email, where it summarized my unread emails, and sent messages on my behalf. For years, Silicon Valley has been promising (and critics have been fearing) powerful AI agents capable of automating many aspects of white-collar work. The progress has been underwhelming--until now.

Read: Was Sam Altman right about the job market?

This is "bigger" than the ChatGPT moment, Lieberman wrote to me. "But Pandora's Box hasn't been opened for the rest of the world yet." Claude Code has seemingly yet to take off outside Silicon Valley: Unlike ChatGPT, Claude Code can be somewhat intimidating to set up, and the cheapest version costs $20 a month. When Anthropic first released the bot in early 2025, the company explicitly positioned it as a tool for programmers. Over time, others in Silicon Valley--product managers, salespeople, designers--started using Claude Code, too, including for noncoding tasks. "That was hugely surprising," Boris Cherny, the Anthropic employee who created the tool, told me.



The bot's popularity truly exploded late last month. A recent model update improved the tool's capabilities, and with a surplus of free time over winter break, seemingly everyone in tech was using Claude Code. "You spent your holidays with your family?" wrote one tech-policy expert. "That's nice I spent my holidays with Claude Code." (On Monday, Anthropic released a new version of the product called "Cowork" that's designed for people who aren't developers, but for now it's only a research preview and is much more expensive.)



I can see why the tech world is so excited. Over the past few days, I've spun up at least a dozen projects using the bot--including a custom news feed that serves me articles based on my past reading preferences. The first night I installed it, I stayed up late playing with the tools, sleeping only after maxing out my allowed usage for the second time that evening. (Anthropic limits usage.) The next morning, I maxed it out again. When I told a friend to try it out, he was skeptical. "It sounds just like ChatGPT," he told me. The next day he texted with a gushing update: "It just DOES stuff," he said. "ChatGPT is like if a mechanic just gave you advice about your car. Claude Code is like if the mechanic actually fixed it."



Part of what works so well about Claude Code is that it makes it easy to connect all sorts of apps. Sara Du, the founder of the AI start-up Ando, told me that she is using it to help with a variety of life tasks, like managing her texts with real-estate agents. Because the bot is hooked up to her iMessages, she can ask it to find all of the Zillow links she's sent over the past month and compile a table of listings. "It gives me a lot of dopamine," Du said. Andrew Hall, a Stanford political scientist, had Claude Code analyze the raw data of an old paper of his studying mail-in voting. In roughly an hour, the bot replicated his findings and wrote a full research paper complete with charts and a lit review. (After a UCLA Ph.D. student performed an audit of the bot's paper, he and Hall offered a "subjective conclusion": Claude Code made only a few minor errors, the kind that a human might make.) "It certainly was not perfect, but it was very, very good," Hall told me. AI is not yet a substitute for an actual political-science researcher, but he does think the bot's abilities raise major questions for academia. "Claude Code and its ilk are coming for the study of politics like a freight train," he posted on X.



Not everyone is so sanguine. The bot lacks the prowess of an excellent software engineer: It sometimes gets stuck on more complicated programming tasks--and occasionally trips up on simple tasks. As the writer Kelsey Piper has put it, 99 percent of the time, using Claude Code feels like having a tireless magical genius on hand, and 1 percent of the time, it feels like yelling at a puppy for peeing on your couch.



Regardless, Claude Code is a win for the AI world. The luster of ChatGPT has worn off, and Silicon Valley has been pumping out slop: Last fall, OpenAI debuted a social network for AI-generated video, which seems destined to pummel the internet with deepfakes, and Elon Musk's Grok recently flooded X with nonconsensual AI-generated porn. But Claude Code feels materially different in the way it presents obvious, immediate real-world utility--even if it also has the potential to be used to objectionable ends. (Last fall, Anthropic discovered that Chinese state-sponsored hackers had used Claude Code to conduct a sophisticated cyberespionage scheme.) Whatever your feelings on the technology, the bot is evidence that the AI revolution is real.



In fact, Claude Code could turn out to be an inflection point for AI progress. A crucial step on the path to artificial general intelligence, or AGI, is thought to be "recursive self-improvement": AI models that can keep making themselves better. So far, this has been largely elusive. Cherny, the Claude Code creator, claims that might be changing. In terms of "recursive self-improvement, we're starting to see early signs of this," he said. "Claude is starting to come up with its own ideas and it's proposing what to build." A year ago, Cherny estimates that Claude Code wrote 10 percent of his code. "Nowadays, it writes 100 percent."

Read: Things get strange when AI starts training itself

If Claude Code ends up being as powerful as its biggest supporters are promising, it will be equally disruptive. So far, AI has yet to lead to widespread job losses. That could soon change. Annika Lewis, the executive director of a crypto foundation who described herself as "fairly nontechnical," recently used the bot to build a custom tool that scans her fridge and suggests recipes in order to minimize grocery-store runs. Next she wants to hook it up to Instacart so it can order her groceries. In fact, Lewis thinks the bot could help with all kinds of work, she told me. She has two young kids, and had been considering hiring someone to help out with household administrative work such as finding birthday-party venues, registering the kids for extracurricular activities, and booking dental appointments. Now that she has Claude Code, she hopes to automate much of that instead.
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Trump Is Risking a Global Catastrophe

His irrational fixation on Greenland could lead to widespread conflict.

by Tom Nichols

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




Donald Trump has a lot of odd fixations, both as a person and as a president. He tends to focus his tunnel vision on things he wants: the demolishing of the White House's East Wing, the renaming of the Gulf of Mexico. Many of Trump's quirks are harmless, if unpleasant. (He seems to hate dogs, for example, but no one is forcing him to adopt one.) Some of his ideas, however, are more destructive: His stubborn and ill-informed attachment to tariffs has brought about considerable disorder in the international economy and hurt many of the American industries they were supposed to protect.

But a few of Trump's obsessions are extraordinarily dangerous, and likely none more so than his determination to seize Greenland from Denmark, a country allied to the United States for more than two centuries. Perhaps because he does not understand how the Mercator projection distorts size on a map, the president thinks that Greenland is "massive" and that it must become part of the United States. If Trump makes good on his recurring threat to use force to gain the island, he would not only blow apart America's most important alliance; he could set in motion a series of events that could lead to global catastrophe--or even to World War III.

Isaac Stanley-Becker: Denmark's army chief says he's ready to defend Greenland

Greenland, of course, is important to the security of the United States--as it is to the entire Atlantic community and to the free world itself. This fact might be new to Trump, but Western strategists have known it for a century or more, which is why the United States has had a military presence in Greenland for decades.

During the Cold War, America and its allies were determined to defend the sea lanes between Greenland, Iceland, and the United Kingdom (often referred to at the time as the "GIUK" gap), the North Atlantic passages through which the Soviet Union could have sent submarines from its Arctic bases toward NATO convoys trying to reach Europe. America and Denmark have always worked closely in the Arctic region, and even once had a secret "gentlemen's agreement" under which Denmark declared Greenland off-limits for the stationing of nuclear weapons, but would look the other way so long as the United States kept the presence of any such weapons quiet and unacknowledged. (The U.S. Air Force, in a rather flexible reading of that agreement, flew nuclear-armed B-52 bomber patrols over Greenland; one of them crashed and scattered radioactive debris on the island in 1968.)

The Cold War is over, but Greenland is still an important part of North Atlantic security, which is one of many reasons Denmark and the United States and other North Atlantic nations are part of a thing called the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. But for the Trump administration, NATO--another of the president's hostile fixations--is not enough to guarantee America's safety. Trump, like the mad president in the 1965 novel Night of Camp David, seems to believe that the United States must absorb Canada and Greenland and create some sort of Atlantic co-prosperity sphere stretching from Alaska to Norway, a ring of ice and iron that would stand as a tribute to the imperial ambitions of America's 47th president.

In Trump's first term, he made overtures about buying Greenland, as if the territory and its people were just a house on the market, available for purchase with all of its original furniture and fixtures. Neither the Danes nor the Greenlanders were interested, and the whole scheme faded away once Trump was immersed in the series of scandals and outrages that led to his loss in 2020 and his attempted coup against the Constitution in 2021. When voters returned Trump to office in 2024, his electoral affirmation seemed to strengthen his determination to do all the things that the responsible adults in his previous administration told him he couldn't do the first time around.

The idea of a purchase is, in theory, still on the table. Denmark is still not selling. At this point, Trump is so consumed with acquiring Greenland that he has implied that he would use force against an old American friend, if that's what it takes to get the island. "I would like to make a deal the easy way," Trump said last week, "but if we don't do it the easy way, we're going to do it the hard way." (He added, in one of his verbal tics, that he's "a fan" of Denmark, as if it were a sports team or a rock band and not an allied nation of 6 million people located less than 1,000 miles from Russia.)

As Trump's rhetoric has escalated, other administration officials have tried to clean up his remarks, but with little success. Secretary of State Marco Rubio dutifully met with members of Congress to reassure them that Trump intended only to offer to buy the island, but the next day, the White House issued a statement reaffirming that "utilizing" the military "is always an option." The same week that Rubio was on the Hill, White House Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller on January 5 scoffed at the idea that seizing Greenland would lead to armed conflict, because "nobody's going to fight the United States" over Greenland. (A few days earlier, his wife, Katie, also a White House aide, posted a picture on social media of an American flag superimposed over Greenland, with the comment: "SOON.")

The president's obsession with Greenland is especially dangerous because it has no real constituency: Trump is determined to get the island, it seems, only because Denmark and the rest of the world are telling him that he can't have it. As is so often the case, telling Trump not to do something makes him more determined to do it.

Even the loyal MAGA base has shown no interest in Greenland, or at least not yet; the president's supporters, of course, usually end up supporting whatever he wants. But so far, taking Greenland is not a chant or talking point on the same level as, say, building a wall along the Mexican border once was. In fact, polls show that most Americans oppose the whole idea. Even so, that didn't stop Randy Fine, who represents Florida's Sixth Congressional District, from introducing the Greenland Annexation and Statehood Act on Monday. Perhaps Fine's constituents in Palatka or Pierson are clamoring for a victory parade in Nuuk, but this idea seems to have possessed Trump and almost no one else, which means the president may choose to get it done with the only instrument that he feels is totally within his control: the United States Armed Forces.

This morning, Denmark sent an advance military command to Greenland in preparation for sending yet more Danish forces to the island. Danish lawmakers told my colleague Isaac Stanley-Becker last week that the timing of this deployment is not a coincidence and represents an attempt to create a "credible deterrent" on the island--presumably to the Americans. This afternoon, the foreign ministers of both Denmark and Greenland met with Vice President J. D. Vance and Secretary of State Marco Rubio at the White House, and, clearly, got nowhere: Both ministers reiterated that any solution to Trump's "concerns" that does not respect the territorial sovereignty of Greenland and the Kingdom of Denmark is "totally unacceptable." (The Danish foreign minister called these Denmark's "red lines" on the matter.)

The Danes are not going to hand over Greenland; the Greenlanders will not vote to become part of the United States. What, exactly, is left for Trump to do, and what will happen if he takes Greenland over the objections of Denmark and NATO?

As my colleagues Shane Harris, Isaac Stanley-Becker, and Jonathan Lemire reported recently, Danish officials are concerned that Trump will simply issue a late-night proclamation that the United States owns Greenland and then dare anyone to contradict him. The international community has become inured to many of the president's grandiose statements, and Trump declaring himself Lord Protector of Greenland might not have much impact.

But Trump might then try to enforce his claims. He could start by ordering the U.S. military to treat Greenland as sovereign U.S. territory. And such an order, which would be illegal but would likely be fulfilled by Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth's Pentagon, could set in motion a disastrous chain of events.

Assume, for example, that Denmark closes Greenland's airspace to U.S. flights in order to assert its continued sovereignty (and to prevent Trump from sending more troops to the island). Trump might then order the Air Force to ignore any directions from local authorities--because, of course, Greenland would now be American airspace--and to treat all such encounters as potentially hostile. Or imagine that Denmark, following some intemperate claim from Trump, demands that U.S. forces in Greenland remain confined to their bases, and Trump, incensed at the insult to his putatively unlimited power, tries to force the issue and tells American servicepeople to act as the island's de facto police, including suppressing any demonstrations or resistance from the population.

Either by design or accident, members of the American military might end up confronting Danish forces, men and women with whom they have trained for years and may have served in Afghanistan. Someone might be killed. The death of a Greenlander, a Dane, or a member of any other military there as a show of support for Denmark--Sweden has already sent troops to Greenland and Britain is considering similar moves--would incinerate the NATO alliance. Then the real nightmare begins.

The United States is already overstretched around the world because of Trump's chaotic threats and impulses. Ships that should be in the Gulf or near Europe or Asia are paddling around in the Caribbean because of Trump's operation to remove the Venezuelan dictator Nicolas Maduro from power. The president has threatened to attack Iran, again, if the regime in Tehran continues to kill its own citizens, and U.S. forces would have to dart back across the world to undertake new assignments in the Middle East. Of course, such a move would undermine Trump's ongoing warnings that he might strike Mexico and Colombia.

As the American military chases Trump's ever-changing Sharpie lines across the world's maps, the West's enemies will be tempted to take advantage of the fact that the United States has obliterated the most powerful alliance in history while scattering American forces around the globe in showpiece operations that have more to do with Trump's vanity than with sound strategy. They have surely noticed that the U.S. defense and intelligence services are in the hands of unqualified loyalists, and that so far Trump's plans for improving the battle readiness of the American military are mostly limited to pictures of make-believe battleships that will never be built.

If NATO collapses because of bullets fired in Greenland, Russian President Vladimir Putin might well assume that he could bury the Atlantic Alliance once and for all by attacking NATO's Baltic members. As the political scientist Ian Bremmer, who founded the analytical firm Eurasia Group, said on social media this week, "Nobody wants the United States to take control of Greenland (and, accordingly, destroy NATO) more than Putin." The Russians don't need to fully occupy Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania; the point would be to start a war aimed at isolating them. (The three countries together are about the size of Wisconsin.) Putin has taken ghastly losses in Ukraine, but he has enough of an army left, backed by drones and other assets, to pummel the Baltic states and grab pieces of territory that may have no strategic value but whose capture would serve to remind the world that the United States--the new masters of Greenland--will not save Europe.

Other nations, however, are unlikely to sit by, especially neighboring NATO countries such as Poland and Finland. Should they come to the aid of their Baltic allies, at least some other European nations would likely support those efforts, and the result would be a broader European conflict involving some of the most militarily capable states in the world. For the first time in almost a century, the continent would be at war, this time one involving multiple nuclear powers. U.S. forces, like it or not, would find themselves in the middle of this bedlam, and with each day of violence the chances would grow of a cataclysmic mistake or miscalculation by any of the combatants.

Read: Trump seizing Greenland could set off a chain reaction

Meanwhile, a world away from Europe, China might wonder if America has finally tied itself in enough foolish knots to put the conquest of Taiwan within reach, especially with Trump's "Golden Fleet" nowhere in sight. And although no one should try to predict what North Korea's bizarre dynasty would do, South Korea and Japan would have to begin planning for the risks that will come during, and after, America's voluntary strategic immolation, most likely with crash programs to develop nuclear arms.

And all this could happen--for what, exactly? The vainglorious demands of one man who can't read a map?

Concerned leaders in both parties should explain to the citizens of the United States how much peril Trump is courting. His obsessions could lead not only to the collapse of their standard of living but present a real danger to their lives, no matter where they live. Congress, of course, should have stopped Trump--on this as on so many things--long ago. The Republican majority has the power to put an end to this lunacy by closing its purse strings and passing laws directly forbidding further adventures: Yesterday, Senators Lisa Murkowski and Jeanne Shaheen introduced the NATO Unity Protection Act, which explicitly prohibits using Federal funding "to blockade, occupy, annex or otherwise assert control over the sovereign territory of a NATO member state without that ally's consent." This is one case where the MAGA base, which claims to hate foreign adventures, might forgive the GOP for opposing Trump.

Most Americans probably couldn't care less about Greenland, but they will be forced to care--tragically, too late--if Trump's gambit engulfs the world in flames.
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Trump Has Redefined Presidential Scandal

The historian Timothy Naftali on Donald Trump's presidential library, comparing the many scandals of the Trump presidency to those of Richard Nixon's, and Trump's foreign policy of American weakness. Plus: a head-spinning week of terrifying crises, and <em>Jane Eyre</em> by Charlotte Bronte.

by David Frum

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




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

On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum discusses the menacing crises the Trump presidency is inflicting on the United States and its own movement to start 2026. David speculates that the recent lethal ICE incident in Minneapolis, the growing erraticism of Trump's rhetoric, and the targeting of Jerome Powell indicate that MAGA world is cracking. He argues that Trump's unpredictable and escalating actions are taking the MAGA movement, the Trump presidency, the U.S., and the rest of the world down a path of doom.

Then, David is joined by Timothy Naftali, the founding director of the Richard Nixon Presidential Library and Museum, to discuss perhaps Trump's most brazen grift: his proposed presidential library in Miami. Frum and Naftali also discuss why comparisons of Trump to Nixon fall flat and how Trump's actions in Venezuela reflect a policy of weakness.

Finally, David ends the episode with a discussion of Jane Eyre by Charlotte Bronte.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum:  Hello, and welcome to this week's episode of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Tim Naftali. You may know Tim from his many appearances on CNN, where he talks about the history of the presidency. Tim is a distinguished historian of U.S. diplomacy during the Cold War. He was also the founding director of the Richard Nixon Presidential Library, and we'll be talking about the many strange moneymaking schemes around the plan for a [Donald] Trump presidential library in Miami. And we'll be talking about the chaos and danger of the Trump foreign policy as it stumbles toward conflict with Europe over Greenland, in South America over Venezuela, in Iran, in the Far East.

My book this week will be Jane Eyre, by Charlotte Bronte, and I'll be talking about that and what it tells us about our changing attitudes toward children and toward cruelty.

But before the dialogue with Tim, before the book discussion of Jane Eyre, some preliminary thoughts about what we have seen in these remarkable early days of January 2026. It does seem that the MAGA movement and the Trump presidency have entered a kind of crazy death spiral. So many bizarre and menacing things have happened in just the past few days. There seems to be a kind of intensification of the crisis that has been with us since the beginning of the Trump era, the crisis that has been with us since the beginning of the Trump second term, and now, in 2026, a crisis that becomes ever more terrifying.

Over the weekend, there was a kind of rampage of ICE personnel in the city of Minneapolis. The weekend opened with the shooting death of a motorist in Minneapolis, Renee [Nicole] Good. And ICE seems to have reacted to the outburst of feeling about that shooting not by investigating the shooting, not by reconsidering its methods, but by using ever more brutal methods against ever more people in the city of Minneapolis and the state of Minnesota.

ICE seems to be acting more and more not like a proper federal law-enforcement agency, with all the high professionalism and exacting standards that Americans rightfully expect and usually get from federal law enforcement. It's acting like an armed MAGA militia, like the armed force of a political party, occupying part of the country and part of the voting population on behalf of another part of the country and another bloc of the voting population.

This comes as President Trump gave an interview to The New York Times in which he said that one of his great regrets about his first term was that he did not order the National Guard to seize voting machines in the election of 2020. Now, back then, there is some question whether, even if he'd issued such a shocking and illegal and improper order, whether the National Guard would have executed it, but now he has this armed mass of ICE militia roaming the country, breaking laws, ignoring rules. He seems to see them as his tool for carrying out such schemes in the year ahead.



At the same time, other bizarre behaviors have been issuing. On Sunday night, we learned that the Trump administration had opened a criminal investigation of Federal Reserve Board Chairman Jerome Powell for obviously specious and fake grounds. The Federal Reserve is renovating its headquarters. It's a big project. There's some questions about how much the project should cost, as there often are in federal buildings. Some of the reason for the expense is because President Trump himself in his first term ordered marble and other fancy accoutrements. Jerome Powell has testified to Congress about the cost. It's a very technical matter, and Donald Trump's people have decided this is their chance to bring pressure to bear on Jerome Powell to force the Federal Reserve to cut interest rates faster to help Donald Trump avoid catastrophe in the elections of 2026.

Jerome Powell then released a video denouncing the politicization of the Federal Reserve, denouncing the politicization of the Department of Justice that would allow itself to be used in such a way. Powell was promptly backed by a Republican senator, Thom Tillis of North Carolina. But we're left with a real question: What happens to the Federal Reserve now? Jerome Powell's term is set to expire in May of 2026. Will any Trump nominee be trusted by anybody as anything other than a Trump stooge? Can the Federal Reserve ever cut interest rates again without it looking like it's yielding to intimidation by the Trump administration? We may, in fact, find ourselves with higher interest rates than we otherwise would have because of Trump's attempt to abusively use improper process of law and his shamefully weak U.S. attorney for the District of Columbia to intimidate the Federal Reserve Board into adopting different monetary policies than the ones that the Federal Reserve, in its collective opinion, collective judgment, thought were appropriate.


 This seems part of a quickening spiral, but it's not all. The president has been issuing other kinds of crazy commands and fatwas into the economy, decreeing with no legal authority that credit card rates be cut, talking about American oil companies that he's trying to bully into crazy and unprofitable investments in Venezuela. Over the weekend, he issued a Truth Social post in which he described himself as the "Acting President of Venezuela," which is kind of a spoof, but also a scene out of Woody Allen's Bananas where the aging authoritarian president seems to be losing his marbles. He's not the acting president of Venezuela. No American president should even joke about such a thing. But this one may not be joking.

And finally, we have the eruptions of more and more people around Trump to justify the killing of the motorist in Minneapolis--three bullets into the side of a car for someone who was, as we can all see, trying to escape a confrontation and who was set upon by an officer who seemed bent on punishing her not for anything she did wrong, but for her attitude toward him, for her disrespect toward him--a killing that seemed to have been motivated by ego, not by any sense of self-defense.

We're in a kind of crack-up of the MAGA world. It's becoming more extreme, more at variance with America, as it feels its unpopularity intensifying because of the terrible economy. We had a job report at the end of the week before I record that showed that the United States in all of 2025 created fewer net new jobs than the population of the city of Spokane, Washington. The economy's in trouble, and prices are rising. The Republican prospects for 2026 are diminishing--at least if there is a free and fair election in 2026. And the president's mind is going to: How can he seize voting machines? How can he use an armed militia against his political opponents? How can he use law enforcement, or the pretense of law enforcement, to pressure the Federal Reserve into making monetary policy subordinate to Trump's reelection wishes? How can he steal oil from Venezuela? How can he steal Greenland from the Danes?

Trump's MAGA movement is spiraling on a kind of death cycle. It's taking the MAGA movement, the Trump presidency, the United States, and much of the rest of the world along for the downward ride to doom. Now, we are not helpless, as individuals, as citizens, to correct course, to stop this ride, to prevent MAGA from doing what it wants to do. We're going to have to act responsibly because there is a stark choice here. MAGA is not America as we knew America, as we believe in America. MAGA is not the America where rights are respected; where police serve the public, and they don't attack and harm the public. MAGA is not the America where the law is independent of the president and where the dollar is something that can be trusted by the whole world.

MAGA's America is one thing; America's America is another. You can have the rule of law in America, or you can have the Trump MAGA regime, not both. This is going to be, in 2026, the year for choosing. I am hopeful that Americans will, together, choose right. But I have to be clear-eyed about what the alternative is, how dangerous it is, and how bent it is on the doom of everything good and decent about the America as you used to know it.

And now my dialogue with Tim Naftali. But first, a quick break.

[Break]

Frum: Timothy Naftali is a senior research scholar and adjunct professor at Columbia University School of International [and] Public Affairs. He previously served as the founding director of the Richard Nixon Presidential Library and Museum. His many books include the 1997 classic "One Hell of a Gamble," the definitive account of the Cuban missile crisis from the Soviet point of view. He is a regular contributor to CNN, where he is their in-house presidential historian. Tim is a native of Montreal, Canada. We were undergraduates together at Yale in the early 1980s and have been friends ever since, although I note for the record that Tim was several classes younger than me and is therefore considerably better preserved. (Laughs.) Tim, welcome so much to The David Frum [Show]. Thank you for making time today.

Timothy Naftali: So you begin with a lie. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) No, no, you are an amazing specimen--intellectual, moral, and physical.

Naftali: (Laughs.)

Frum: So we've got so many things to cover, but I wanna start drawing on your expertise as a founder of a presidential library. There is a project for a Trump presidential library in Miami. It will not surprise you to hear that this project is laden with scandal, but you think it's not just the financial scandals that are important. So let's talk about the financial scandal and the intellectual scandal of the Trump library.

Naftali: First of all, it's great to be with you, David. I had the privilege of working for the National Archives and Records Administration, and I was appointed--I didn't apply for the job, but I was appointed to be the first federal director of the Nixon Library. After Watergate, because of concerns that President Nixon would destroy his famous tapes and the documents, Congress seized his materials; President [Gerald] Ford signed the law, and so. And as a result, the Nixon materials couldn't leave the Washington, D.C., area. So Nixon could not have a real presidential library, so he got an ersatz library. His family built a private Nixon Library--the museum was private. the archive was private--but it didn't have any of his presidential materials, 'cause they couldn't leave Washington, D.C.

Fast-forward about 10 years, for reasons that the Nixon family knows best, the Nixon family decided they didn't wanna run this private library any longer; they wanted the federal government to run it. Well, for that to happen, they had to get Congress to change the governing law that affected the Nixon materials. Congress did change the law. The National Archives would then become responsible for the Nixon Library, would rename it, and would move the presidential materials from Washington, D.C., to Yorba Linda, California. And they needed a director for that, and they appointed me.

One of the challenges for my team was to establish the credibility of this new institution. Understandably, many Americans, not just those who are old enough to remember Watergate, were concerned about what might happen to the Nixon tapes and the Nixon papers if they were moved to Yorba Linda and perhaps, technically, under some kind of watchful eye of the Nixon family. And so it was really essential that the first federal director established the credibility of this space, that it'd be nonpartisan--not anti-Nixon, but not pro-Nixon. And so that was my job.

And among my responsibilities was to be the curator of the Watergate exhibit, the old Watergate exhibit. What we inherited basically made the argument that Watergate was a "coup" that happened in order to overturn the results of the 1972 election, and the Democrats pushed Nixon out, and that Nixon was mistreated. And given that we were moving to Yorba Linda, the documents, the materials that made clear that the president had been engaged in abuse of power--and he was never indicted, so we can't say he was criminally responsible, but let's say that there was heavy, heavy evidence that suggested the president had participated in criminal actions--in any case, how could you move those documents to Yorba Linda and then have in the public space up ahead, 'cause the archive was downstairs, material that contradicted the basic documents that we had? So the Watergate exhibit had to be changed. The Nixon Foundation said they couldn't do it, and they asked me to do it, and the National Archives asked me to do it, so I was the curator of a Watergate exhibit, which was one way of establishing the credibility of the institution. And another way was to make sure a lot of materials were declassified and tapes were made available to the public, which we did. I was there for five years in total.

Frum: So let's move forward in time from the Nixon Library, as you described it, to the project in the 2020s for a Trump presidential library. This library, as I read, is to be built in Miami on an extremely valuable piece of land, almost three acres big, on a highly developable strip of road where you could build condo towers or a hotel or something like that. The land formerly belonged to a local college. The land was transferred by the local college from the college's ownership to the state government with no payment to the college, not the $65 million that is conservatively estimated, not the $100 million it might be worth, not more--nothing to the college. The state then transferred the land to a trust governed by representatives of the Trump family, and the idea is that some kind of Trump institution will be built on this parcel of land.

But there are a lot of hints that what will be built on the land is not just a library, as we've known it, not even the kind of crazy pharaonic library that you get for Barack Obama, but for-profit uses: condos, maybe a hotel. I've seen you quoted in stories about this project. What do you know about the coming Trump library? How does it compare and contrast to other presidential libraries that already exist?

Naftali: Well, I don't know much more than what you've just described, David, but I believe in the idea of a presidential library, and I believe in the importance of nonpartisan public history. One of the things I learned out in Yorba Linda was that presidential libraries are important local institutions; we had a lot of students from local high schools and middle schools come to visit. Obviously, we had visitors from across the country. And we were able, in a sense, to try, as a team, to set a standard for public history.

So I believe in these institutions, and I am worried at the development, at the turn that these institutions have taken. You mentioned Barack Obama. President Obama had an opportunity to set a high standard for public history. We could debate his presidency, but what he did not have was a Watergate or an Iran-Contra. He did not have the sort of overwhelming scandal that allies of any president would have a hard time sort of softening, if not deleting entirely. So he had the opportunity to present, or to create, a model, a gem for public history, allowing the National Archives to do its job, overseeing a museum, but he didn't do it. He decided that he wanted a private museum. Now, I'm not suggesting that Barack Obama wanted to re-create what we inherited and had to change in Yorba Linda, but it was clear that he wanted and his team wanted to be in control of how his presidency is portrayed.

Now we talk about Trump. Now, I'm not saying that President Trump would be doing what he's doing now if Barack Obama had chosen to have a standard presidential library, but the fact that Barack Obama rejected the standard model of a presidential library just made it a little bit easier for President Trump to create what appears to be Trumpland. And I just think it's disappointing. Our public institutions are under extreme stress; you've talked about this in your podcast on multiple occasions. And I think that, as a people, our self-confidence is directly proportional to how willing we are to talk about the peaks and valleys of our history. And one of the places where people can learn about the peaks and valleys of our history are these presidential libraries. And it's sad that we're gonna lose yet another opportunity to learn about the complexities of this era because the Trump library will be as disconnected from reality as possible.

You asked about corruption and Nixon. Before Watergate, Nixon put pressure on a House committee to give up federal land near San Clemente, which was actually part of Camp Pendleton, and allow him to use it for a library--so that's public federal land, not state land. And Nixon's people were putting pressure on getting that land. Of course, with Watergate, not only did that pressure campaign end, but the then-Nixon Foundation collapsed; the one that exists now was created well after Watergate. So the idea of putting pressure on a locality or on the federal government to get land that wasn't really yours for a presidential library, that didn't start with Trump. Nixon attempted to do it, but Watergate ended those particular desires.

Frum: But pre-Watergate Nixon, when he thought about, And we'll have a for-profit use in this hypothetical Nixon Library; there will be a cafeteria, a gift shop, perhaps, he didn't think, We're gonna have a condo tower and hotel.

Naftali: No, of course not. That would have, by the way, obstructed the view from San Clemente. Of course, he didn't wanna have ... (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.)

Naftali: Now, come on. Remember, Richard Nixon was a realist. No, no, no, of course not, but remember--let's keep in mind that Donald Trump is our first developer president, and therefore, he thinks of everything in terms of development and, of course, self-enrichment, so I'm not surprised. Look, one of the things that's clear about the Trump library is it's gonna reflect the mores and the corruption of the era we're living in, so it'll be very representative of this period.

Frum: Yeah, I mean Nixon was a presidency who had a scandal, but Trump is a scandal who has a presidency. (Laughs.)

Naftali: (Laughs.)

Frum: So with Nixon, there are a lot of--and I've seen this amazing and fascinating institution that has been developed there. There are different rooms because there are things you can say about Nixon that are not about Watergate: diplomatic overtures, maybe the single most important environmental record of any of the presidents, meeting and failing to overcome economic challenges, race relations, or crime. There are a series of Nixon stories that are separate from the Watergate scandal story. I don't know if there's any aspect of the Trump presidency, any, that isn't touched by some really important story of self-enrichment or corrupt dealing or lawbreaking of some other kind. I don't think there's a one. There isn't a room that is: Okay, this is the presidency apart from the scandal. And so, as you say, maybe it's fitting that the whole library is itself kind of a scandal.

Naftali: Well, I think the first term had a few things that could be pointed to: Warp Speed. Of course, the Trump people don't wanna talk about that; MAHA does not include vaccines. But I really--and this is a point of view that may seem old-fashioned now and naive--but I really believe that it is healthy for a country to learn about the strengths and weaknesses of our presidents, rather than seeing them as these totems or these saints that are perfect or are devils.

Nixon is complicated. One of the things about Nixon that people might find interesting is that he had a sense of shame. He had a sense of shame, and he had a sense of legitimacy. And his sense of legitimacy was his understanding of what the presidency should look like. And when he thought about the presidency, he was thinking about Dwight Eisenhower and he was thinking about Franklin Roosevelt. So that's why he was so secretive. Yes, he had dark impulses, but he knew that the American people would not embrace them, and so he was not honest about them.

We live in a different period. We live in a period where we have a president who has been reelected despite the fact that he shared his dark impulses with the American people. And he is not constrained by shame. And Nixon had shame, so it meant internal constraint. And then he had guardrails. And of course, we all talk about them all the time, but his term--his time in office; he had a little more than one term--Richard Nixon had guardrails. And he would have been a worse president domestically had it not been for the guardrails. Well, we have now a president with similar, but not identical, dark impulses who has no sense of shame and no guardrails. And that's why the Trump presidency, in its 2.0 version, cannot be compared to the Nixon presidency at all. The Trump first term could be compared because you had a president with dark impulses surrounded by good-government Republicans with guardrails. We're in a different world now.

Frum: Yeah. Well, I think it needs to be stressed again and again with Richard Nixon that the president he most admired was the unlikely figure of Woodrow Wilson, who was the president that most voiced a kind of vaunting idealism, sometimes a little ethereal, out-of-this-world idealism, and Nixon admired that. Richard Nixon's parents, especially his beloved mother, had been huge Wilsonians, and he admired him so much. There's a story that William Safire tells--and I've never been able to find out whether Safire is wrong or right about the story, and we'll just have to take it onto Safire's testimony--but Richard Nixon, in his hideaway office in the Executive Office Building, had a desk that he pulled from the White House inventory--and you must know the story--that was described in the record as the "Wilson desk." And he believed this was Woodrow Wilson's desk, on which Woodrow Wilson typed his work. And Safire, who was a Nixon speechwriter, said he talked to the head of the whoever keeps these inventories, and he said, Look, it's not the Woodrow Wilson desk; it's the Henry Wilson desk, Henry Wilson being [Ulysses S.] Grant's vice president.

Naftali: Yes. (Laughs.)

Frum: But no one has the heart to tell the president that he's got the wrong [Wilson]. (Laughs.) Now, again, I've not been able ever to confirm or deny this story, but Safire would be a pretty good authority; he was there.

Naftali: Well, one thing about Safire is he had a very nice metaphor for Nixon, which was that Nixon was a layer cake, and think of him as a layer cake, and you cut a slice and all these layers, and they're different, and they're somewhat contradictory.

One thing I wanna mention is that, yes, it's true--Woodrow Wilson was a historical mentor of sorts--but so was de Gaulle. Richard Nixon admired [former French President] Charles de Gaulle, next to Eisenhower, of any living leader at the time. And of course, de Gaulle wasn't Wilsonian at all. (Laughs.) He was the most Machiavellian of leaders. So Nixon's a complicated man. The point, however--

Frum: But he was, in his own way, a man of great integrity and ethic who had refused to join the sellout of French national identity after the fall of France and had taken the enormous risk of going into exile with nothing, not even his family; they followed later. So that's an inspirational example too, whereas Donald Trump's example seemed to be Roy Cohn.

Naftali: Well, and one more thing: Again, Richard Nixon also understood the international system. He did not wanna destroy the architecture that [President Harry S.] Truman had constructed. Although he had real doubts about elements, of course, of the Great Society, he wasn't about to dismantle the New Deal. He came from a poor family, and he recognized the importance of a safety net. He's a complicated man.

One of the reasons we talk about him--not simply because he resigned, but he had these dark impulses, and he was a bigot, and he was an anti-Semite. And these dark passions motivated policy, at times, and so that's why we talk about him: He was a flawed character. The difference, however, was he was a smart man, and he was a man who read, and he was a man who understood history, and he cared about history, and he did not wanna be an outlier. He was not someone who believed, I am the beginning and the end of American history. I have predecessors, and I have to be mindful of them, so that's also a source of some constraint on his behavior.

Frum: And I will have successors.

Naftali: And I will be passing on to them a better country, I hope, than the one that I received. But remember, he was thinking in terms of the country. His self-dealing involved a $7,000--get this--a $7,000 shield around his pool in San Clemente. That was the great corrupt bargain of his presidency. Now, his crimes and his abuse of power are quite different, but when you talk about "What did he steal, if anything?," what the Congress found was, yes, he found a way to get the Secret Service to say that it was in the interest of his protection that he have a screen around his pool.

Frum: By the way, that's not a crazy claim.

Naftali: No, it's not a crazy claim, but just to give you a sense of proportion.

Frum: It's not a billion-dollar crypto scheme in which your investors lose 95 percent of their money. (Laughs.)

Naftali: No, no, no. No, he wasn't a grifter. Keep in mind, Richard Nixon was not a grifter, and it's important to keep that in mind.

Richard Nixon also believed in allies. He didn't like all of them--he had some very choice things to say about [former Canadian Prime Minister] Pierre Trudeau and others--but he believed in alliances. He wasn't about to disrupt and destroy what he had inherited, even though he differed from some of his predecessors. We live in an era with a president who is disrupting and destroying because he can.

Frum: Yeah. One of my pet peeves is: People will use the phrase about Trump "the most corrupt presidency in American history." And to which I was saying, Okay, if you were to do the corrupt presidencies: Ulysses Grant, Warren Harding, who else would you--although, as you say, Watergate is not technically a corruption scandal, but let's throw it in because we're speaking loosely. Would you add anybody else to that list?

Naftali: Well, one of the problems for those of us who study this is that the documents are pretty sparse about congressional corruption in the 19th century; we have some documents about presidential corruption. But keep in mind, before Chester Arthur, ironically, pushes for civil service reform, and we get a nonpartisan professional civil service, government jobs were given away to the highest bidder. So, in a sense, you had a basic corruption at the core of presidencies because--

Frum: I wanna dissent for that. They were not sold to the highest bidder; they were given as rewards for party loyalty. So it wasn't [that] there was a lot of cash that traded hands--because people who had cash to spend would not want a government job. They might want a government contract.

Naftali: I was thinking about being the head of the post office--or, actually--

Frum: Yeah, oh, I see. Yeah.

Naftali: --the customs duty officer, or also, the person who had the concession on, in that era, the Indian land reservation, those people made lots of money. Also, that was the era when government documents were actually printed by private companies, and that particular contract was worth a lot of money. No, the president didn't get any cash in return, but he was paying off an ally, and there was a business consequence for the ally.

Frum: And then you have Warren Harding, who himself was kind of a lecherous "slob," as Alice Roosevelt [Longworth] called him, but doesn't seem to have been on the take in any way--

Naftali: No.

Frum: The big corruption scandals were happening around him and with him being checked out and indifferent because he was not very intelligent and not very conscientious, but he was not, personally, a crook.

But the point I'm building to is that I don't think you can compare any of these things to, for example, the Trump crypto business, where a president has made a billion dollars in less than a year in office selling assets that have just collapsed in [value] in the hands of the buyers. And this, to me, looks like that we need to say: This is not the most corrupt president in American history. If Trump were Russian, if Trump were Nigerian, he'd be one of the contenders for the most corrupt president in Nigerian or Russian history. He's just outside the realm of anything ever previously contemplated for a president--not for an Indian lands commissioner, not for the head of the New York [Custom] House, but for a president in American history.

Naftali: If you look at the essence of all of these peace discussions, it is no surprise that sovereign-wealth funds are involved because we--not the American people, but we, our government--is seeking resources. So it's not a peace agreement. What is happening is that we are engaging in some kind of bribery scandal with all these countries, where we are saying, Give us a piece of whatever your mineral resources might be--like in Congo, there are certain kinds, and in Ukraine--and we're saying, We'll help you by throwing our weight around, but in return, you're gonna help us. And us is not the American people writ large, but the president's--I would call them the chauvinistas or chovinistas, of Mar-a-Lago, the people that are close to the Trump family. They're the ones likely--and the tech bros--they're the ones likely to benefit from this.

This is, to use the term from Broadway, this is a musical crap game that is going from conflict zone to conflict zone, and the president is using this as a way to enrich himself and his allies. There is no precedent for this. And because there is no country as powerful as the United States, no authoritarian leader in the world has the opportunities for enrichment that Donald Trump has at the moment.

Frum: Well, this takes us, I think, to the Venezuela topic, which you wanted to discuss. Now, one of the things I have said, and I've said this in a more colloquial way that was open to be misunderstood, that I talked about wars for oil and how no one fights them. Well, that's not quite right; people have fought wars for oil. But what I mean is that anyone who did his accounting wouldn't do a fight for oil because the oil is available on the marketplace. You have to pay for it. Whether or not the oil is on land that is friendly to you or not, whether it's your sovereign territory or not, you have to pay for the technology; you have the return on capital; you have to pay the people who work there; you have to build the infrastructure and the roads. If you do proper accounting, what you'll [find is]: You know what, just buy it; don't fight for it. The war costs way more than any benefit of the oil. But of course, if you don't do the accounting, if you say, Well, no, my accounting is this: The public pays all the bills, and a small handful of insiders get all the benefits. Then, from the point of view of that small handful of insiders, then the war can make sense, which is what seems to be happening in Venezuela.

Americans of a certain age forget this: The United States is now again by far the largest producer of oil on Earth and by far the largest producer of natural gas on Earth. If you throw in Canada--and Trump wants to not throw in but grab Canada, but group the United States and Canada together, whether Canada retains its independence or not--almost 30 percent of the planet's output of oil comes from the United States and Canada. And the price is at barely breakeven right now, so it's not like we're desperately short of it. As I record, it's about $58 a barrel, and in most parts of North America, that's a break-even price. So the idea of having lots more of it--for what? But there are people who say, If I can get my personal hands on Venezuelan oil, at someone else's expense, then I personally can make a lot of money, even though it's a crazy-bad deal for the American people.

Naftali: One of the things that students of the Cold War--some--missed was that we did not engage in our Cold War crusades in search of resources. In fact, the quagmire area was Vietnam, and there were, at the time, no resources whatsoever. We were in the business of regime change and regime construction because we were contesting the world with the Soviet Union, and we were also worried about the credibility of our alliances. When we were dragged into some countries, we were dragged in because of the weakness of our allies, and Iran is a perfect example. We toppled the government of Iran because the British had been pressing us to do this. Why--

Frum: This is in the early 1950s.

Naftali: The 1950s. I'm bringing this up because what our president is doing now is what weak countries do, not strong countries. The British were weak, and they needed to control the oil refinery in Abadan, in Iran, and they did not want the Iranians to have a better share of the money that was really theirs. And so the British put pressure on us to help them. And we knew how weak the British were.

So it's absolutely true that the mercantilist Trump vision of how states are powerful is a vision of a weak country, not a strong one. We have the resources to buy what we need. But I agree: What I think is going on is that his buddies are going to benefit, which is why he is dealing with the Congo and why he's--I'm not sure what he's getting from Thailand and Cambodia, but that's why he's interested in the Congo; that's why he's interested in Azerbaijan, and he called it Albania, but it's Armenia. It's because these places have resources, and he and his buddies would like access to it. It has nothing to do with the interests of the United States.

Frum: Yeah, it's a private profit at public expense. And I think you are putting your finger on something very profound, which is: During the Cold War, at the time of American power, the American interest was always a world system. That's why the United States from 1945 onward, and even before, rejected spheres of influence, because spheres of influence were for losers. The American view was, Sphere of influence? It's the planet. We can't necessarily make our writ run on every part of the planet all the time; there are other powers, some of them hostile. But our vision is of a planetary-wide system of collective security, free trade, American investment--we want the whole thing. And we believe that will be good for people; we believe that we're bringing liberty and prosperity to other people, so it's not something we're cruelly imposing on others. But the ambition was large.

The sphere of influence is what declining powers want: Well, as we no longer can make our writ run broader and broader, so we want an area where we're preserved and where other powers agree not to poach in our waters, because they could if there weren't a deal. You're going to talk about the Monroe Doctrine a little bit--

Naftali: That's the origin--

Frum:  The Monroe Doctrine was issued in the United States--I think you were going to say "was weak," and so explain that.

Naftali: Well, the Monroe Doctrine--1823, the Spanish empire is collapsing in the Americas. There's a great fear that the French and the Russians, what was called then the Holy Alliance, would come in, sweep back into the Western Hemisphere, and reimpose monarchical systems, in competition with our Republican system. And so the U.S. government wanted to say to the European monarchical powers, Stay away. We will be neutral in your conflicts in your sphere. Stay away from the Western Hemisphere. It was an anti-European doctrine. What happens over time is, as American power grows, the Monroe Doctrine becomes a more offensive doctrine.

Frum: I gotta pause you there, though, because this is a thing that I think not enough Americans realize when we talk about spheres of influence being for the weak. What was the enforcement mechanism for the Monroe Doctrine?

Naftali: Oh, it's easy: the British navy. The British navy--
 
 Frum: It was the British navy. (Laughs.) It was the British navy! The way the Monroe Doctrine worked was: The United States said to Britain, We will offer you privileged access, or favorable access, to our markets, which were--we fought two wars, the Revolution and 1812; there's a lot of unpleasantness and ill feeling. Let's put all of that behind us. Let us be permanent friends. (Laughs.) And your navy, which you pay for, will police the Arctic to keep the Spanish and everybody else out of what we are calling our hemisphere, but what we really mean is your hemisphere.

Naftali: Look, we could, and I don't know if your listeners would wanna do this, but we could talk about the peculiar relationship between the Americans and the British. The British actually offered to have a joint statement that was something like the Monroe Doctrine; they actually offered it to the Monroe administration. And John Quincy Adams, who wanted to be president in 1824, realized--he was secretary of state at the time--realized that, because his father was John Adams and associated with the Federalists, which were associated with a pro-British party, that it would be political suicide if he participated in a joint statement with London. So he convinced Monroe, No, no, no, no joint statement with London. Let's have a unilateral statement that says, "Europe out." But the administration actually knew that it needed Britain; it desperately needed Britain. Even Thomas Jefferson, who was a former president by that point, and Jefferson never liked the British much, recognized that Britain could destroy the United States and wanted--this is as a former president--wanted the Monroe administration to be on good terms with Britain, so absolutely, the Monroe Doctrine was a product of weakness, not strength. It's in the 20th century that, with the growth in American power, the Monroe Doctrine is pointed to as a source of strength. It wasn't. That's not its tradition.

Frum: And then, in the early 20th century, the United States has become strong, but is not yet the strongest. Then the United States becomes increasingly aggressive and militaristic in its enforcement of an exclusion zone, especially in the Caribbean--principally against the Germans, much less against the British, who still were a fearsome force in the 1890s, 1910s.

Naftali: Well, I'm gonna say something nice about lawyers. I don't often say nice things about lawyers, American lawyers, but I wanna say this about American lawyers. So you have Theodore Roosevelt, who, because he desperately wants the [Panama] Canal, right, Theodore Roosevelt has something called the Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, which basically says the United States can intervene at will in its sphere of influence, which is the Western Hemisphere, to protect American interests and American private interests. In the 1930s, American lawyers, Elihu Root and Henry Stimson, say, This is a bad policy. We don't wanna be intervening. The United States, for example, had Marines in Nicaragua from 1912 to 1931. It was almost as long as we had troops in Afghanistan.

Frum: Haiti too. Haiti--

Naftali: And the position was: It's foolish. These are expensive investments. And frankly, we don't wanna be running these countries, because then we have to be involved in the day-to-day business of their politics, which are confusing. And anyway, they speak Spanish; Haiti speaks French. So what Stimson, who was secretary of state under Herbert Hoover, says is, We're not doing this anymore. The Monroe Doctrine, it's a doctrine of the United States versus Europe, not the United States versus Latin America. This is not in our interests. We are no longer gonna do this.

And so from 1931 until last weekend, our position in the Western Hemisphere was: We have an interest in an American system of free states. Different presidents had a different threshold for intervention, but the fact of the matter is, ultimately, what we want are all these states to govern themselves and for us to trade with them. It was not, We wanna find the resources we need and acquire them. That had been our policy before 1931. It hasn't been since 1931, and now it has changed, and I sure wish the team in power did a little bit of historical work and realized why we got out of that business back in the early 20th century.

Frum: Well, they're about to find out the hard way because, this intervention in Venezuela--maybe they've just bundled President [Nicolas] Maduro out of town, and they're going to give him a trial and see what happens. I keep saying they have not calculated enough that he might be acquitted. You gotta think that there is a real chance that that could happen because it's not a drumhead court-martial. It's not a Pete Hegseth I take away your pension, and then you sue me. It's going to be a real trial, and the defendant can win. And, by the way, and if the defendant wins, the defendant may have some tort claims (Laughs.) against the United States for the summary method with which he was removed, so that could all happen. They didn't seem to have thought about that.

But if they are serious about trying to extract oil from Venezuela, the oil is in places where the road network isn't good, where the electrical network isn't good. I'm given to understand there are not remotely enough tankers in the world to begin moving Venezuelan oil at any scale. So all of those things are going to have to be built and paid for by somebody.

Naftali: Yes, and ask yourself, with the price of oil dropping--and you're in the oil business--are you going to invest money into what could be a failed state? So then the question is, Okay, well, we--

Frum: With guerilla warfare a real possibility.

Naftali: Yeah. So then we ask the question, Oh, well, we don't want a failed state. Oh, no, no, no, we don't want a Somalia. No, no, no, no, no. And then the question is, Okay, how are you going to avoid a failed state with this particular approach to the transition in Venezuela? You've got a group of people whose intellectual worldview is fundamentally different from our--I don't care how Machiavellian they might be; they are fundamentally different from the vision that the best of the Trump team has for Venezuela, by that, I mean Secretary [of State Marco] Rubio. How are you gonna manage that with them? Well, maybe you can't manage it with them, which means we have to go, which means we find ourselves supervising the police, making sure there's law and order, because no American businessperson is gonna wanna invest in Somalia or you name whichever failed country that might have access to oil--you name it, and they're not gonna wanna do it--which means we've just managed to create a failed state in Venezuela, or at least, that's the possibility.

It's amazing to me the hubris that has led to this. But, by the way, as we've seen before, hubris begets hubris because we're already talking about the next great American expedition and acquisition in the Western Hemisphere: Greenland.

Frum: It's demoralizing.

Do you think the Trump library in Miami will, in fact, ever be built?

Naftali: Hmm. Well, after the first term, of course, the current president decided he hadn't lost and his interest was in regaining power, not in legacy. And so there was no Trump library--there was no foundation for a Trump library after the first term. There seems to be some interest in legacy right now. After all, this is a president who wants his name on everything, so he's clearly thinking about the future. It's fascinating. He's already putting his name everywhere, as if he's about to retire. So I have a feeling that the old man actually wants a Trump library.

Frum: Let me develop the thought a little bit. He's tapping out hundreds of millions of dollars for this Trump ballroom that is being built beside the White House. The estimate began at $200-something million. It's risen to $300 million. I don't know that there's any real cost accounting going on here; I would not be surprised if it turns out to be a lot more than that. He won't care, because he's raising the money from people who are buying influence. They don't care: Well, what does it cost to keep Trump happy? Twenty-five million dollars. I give it; I get something in return.

But a lot of those people are going to be tapped out. He's not going to want to pay for the Trump library himself. He's going to wanna turn to that same network of donors. And their calculus of interest in paying for it may be quite different after November than it is now. They're not giving it because they like them so much; they're giving it because they expect something from him. And that library advances to the extent that Trump can deliver benefits to people of whom he's asking tens of millions of dollars.

Naftali: Well, we have to ask ourselves, To what extent will the government of Congo, will Qatar, will the UAE, will Saudi Arabia, to what extent are they gonna front-load payments to this library as part of elaborate agreements that the Trump team is engaged in? I wouldn't be surprised if there are promissory notes for all these things that have already been established, and that would allow the Trump library to be sort of a laundering mechanism for whatever follows. So I wouldn't put it past this team--I'm talking about the Trump team--that they are not thinking about ways to use this quasi-commercial Trump library as a place to park money, and money that we can get from governments that have an interest in what we're deciding today, get it from them now. So they're not gonna wait until December of 2028 to get this money.

Frum: Tim, thank you so much for your time and insight today.

Naftali: My pleasure. Thank you, David, for inviting me on.

[Music]

Frum:  Thanks so much to Tim Naftali for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As mentioned at the top of the program, my book this week is Jane Eyre, by Charlotte Bronte. I opened this book series by discussing the masterwork by her sister Emily, Wuthering Heights, one of the darkest novels in the entire canon of English literature. Jane Eyre is a more assimilable document. It is much more like a classic love story, although very dark in its way. The story of Jane and her brooding, mysterious Mr. Rochester has, I think, enlivened a lot of high-school classes. I wanna discuss something that is not the love story, something that occurs earlier in the book Jane Eyre.

Jane Eyre tells autobiographically, in the first person, the story of a young English woman, starting from about the age of 10 until she is married and has children. The young Jane Eyre is an orphan who is sent to live with an aunt by marriage and cousins, who treat her neglectfully at best, quite brutally at worst. And the book opens with a searing depiction of the maltreatment and unkindness of the adult world to unwanted children. So here is a passage from the recollections of the young Jane Eyre, aged only 10. The aunt by marriage is named Mrs. Reed, and Mrs. Reed is the person referred to in the quote I'm about to read.

"Well might I dread, well might I dislike Mrs. Reed; for it was her nature to wound me cruelly; never was I happy in her presence; however carefully I obeyed, however strenuously I strove to please her, my efforts were still repulsed and repaid by such sentences as the above." The above is a quoted insult to the young Jane. "Now, uttered before a stranger, the accusation cut me to the heart; I dimly perceived that she was already obliterating hope from the new phase of existence which she destined me to enter; I felt, though I could not have expressed the feeling, that she was sowing aversion and unkindness along my future path; I saw myself transformed into an artful, noxious child, and what could I do to remedy the injury?

"'Nothing, indeed,' thought I, as I struggled to repress a sob, and hastily wiped away some tears, the impotent evidences of my anguish."

Now, those are not a 10-year-old's words. That's not a 10-year-old's vocabulary. But those are very much a 10-year-old's feelings. And what I draw attention to here is this book, published in 1847, is the beginning of a new thing in English literature specifically and in world literature in general, which is attention to the vulnerability and feelings of the young child.

Now, it's not invented in Jane Eyre. Oliver Twist is published in 1838, earlier, and I'm not scholar enough to know, but I'm sure somebody in English literature was doing this even before [Charles] Dickens and Charlotte Bronte. But it is something you will not find much of in the literature before 1800; nothing at all, I would think, before 1750; and nothing at all in Greek and Roman literature, and the other literatures that shaped English literature of the 19th century. It's a new thought that is forming; a revolution against cruelty to the vulnerable, especially the young; a transformation in human consciousness expressed through literature and taught through literature.

Where does it come from, and what does it mean, this new thing in the world? Well, it comes from, in some ways, from a sort of secularized Protestant Christianity that a lot of the--Jane Eyre is a very religious person, and it's a very religious book. Although the Brontes had not much use for the formally constituted clergy, the awareness of God and the person's relationship to God is a powerful theme, especially in Jane Eyre, but in all the Bronte novels. It comes too, I think, from something that is happening in the material world around them. The 1840s are the beginnings of the moment where individual people in England would feel the power of the Industrial Revolution to transform humanity's relationship to its environment.

When young Jane Eyre is sent off to school, there's an outbreak of some kind of disease--maybe tuberculosis, maybe typhoid fever--that kills a lot of the girls. Now, Jane Eyre is written before the advent of modern germ theory. Neither the narrator nor the author understand where this disease comes from. But they do have a sense that something could and should be done about it, which is a new idea. As people become more masterful toward nature, they become more insistent that something better than what existed before could and should happen. And the way you measure this change, this transformation is, above all, in the status of the most vulnerable people in society and especially children. A revolution against cruelty, and you can see it happening in the pages of novels, and you can see it happening, especially, in the early parts of Jane Eyre.

It's a remarkable thing to see a new idea coming into being, especially such a sweet and generous new idea as that of goodness and protectiveness toward children of every status, not just those who are children of kings, not just those who are heroes and gods, but every child. That's the message of Jane Eyre. That's a new idea in the world, and it's one that we're still integrating into our consciousness, but that has more and more power to shape and guide us, and should have more and more power to shape and guide us. The rejection of cruelty is one of the proudest things about modern humanity, and it's good to meet it at the beginning of its career and to speed it along its way at this later phase in its career.

Thanks so much for joining me today on The David Frum [Show]. As ever, I recommend, if you would like to support the work of this program, the best way to do it is by subscribing to The Atlantic. That way, you support the work of me and all of my colleagues. You can follow me on social media: @DavidFrum on both Instagram and X (Twitter). I am so grateful that you joined this week. I hope to see and talk to you again next week as you watch or listen to The David Frum Show. Thank you. Bye-bye.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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Photos: Minneapolis Neighborhoods vs. ICE

In recent days, federal immigration agents continued enforcement actions in Minneapolis and St. Paul, while state officials fight the Trump administration in court and local residents confront the masked agents in their neighborhoods.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 14 Jan 2026


Federal immigration agents face angry residents following a house raid on January 13, 2026, in Minneapolis, Minnesota. (Scott Olson / Getty)




Tear gas tossed by federal immigration agents fills the air as agents clash with residents trying to retreat following a house raid on January 13, 2026, in Minneapolis. (Scott Olson / Getty)




People embrace while visiting a makeshift memorial for Renee Good, who was fatally shot by an ICE officer last week, on January 13, 2026, in Minneapolis. (John Locher / AP)




Students from Roosevelt High School protest during a walkout, on January 12, 2026, in Minneapolis. (Jen Golbeck / AP)




A family member reacts after a federal immigration officer used a battering ram to break down a door before making an arrest on January 11, 2026, in Minneapolis. (John Locher / AP)




U.S. Border Patrol agents smash a man's car window before dragging him out and taking him into custody when he failed to present citizenship documentation at a gas station on January 11, 2026, in St. Paul, Minnesota. (Scott Olson / Getty)




A person makes obscene gestures at Border Patrol agents after they made arrests on January 11, 2026, in Minneapolis. (Adam Gray / AP)




Protesters are arrested by federal agents near the scene where Renee Good was fatally shot by an ICE officer last week, on January 13, 2026. (Adam Gray / AP)




U.S. Border Patrol commander Gregory Bovino shouts at protesters on January 11, 2026, in Minneapolis. (Jen Golbeck / AP)




Federal agents stand by a damaged civilian's car, which was hit by ICE agents in Minneapolis on January 12, 2026. (Tim Evans / Reuters)




Federal agents deploy tear gas as they clash with community members during an immigration enforcement operation in Minneapolis on January 13, 2026. (Mostafa Bassim / Anadolu / Getty)




A person carries a child away from the scene where ICE agents were confronted by protesters after they arrested people from a residence on January 13, 2026, in Minneapolis. (Stephen Maturen / Getty)




A resident films as people gather to confront ICE agents after two people were detained on January 13, 2026, in Minneapolis. (Stephen Maturen / Getty)




A protester is sprayed with pepper spray by a federal agent on January 13, 2026, in Minneapolis. (Adam Gray / AP)




Observers confront federal agents after they detained two people from a residence on January 13, 2026, in Minneapolis. (Stephen Maturen / Getty)




A Border Patrol agent scans the face of a driver as they stop and question him in the street during an immigration enforcement operation in Minneapolis, on January 13, 2026. (Mostafa Bassim / Anadolu / Getty)




A person looks out of their door during an immigration raid in Minneapolis on January 11, 2026. (Mostafa Bassim / Anadolu / Getty)




A federal agent holds up a riot control tear gas grenade, following an incident where a civilian's car was hit by ICE agents on January 12, 2026. (Tim Evans / Reuters)




Federal agents break a window and detain a motorist in a vehicle during a raid in Minneapolis on January 13, 2026. (Victor J. Blue / Bloomberg / Getty)




Onlookers and residents confront federal immigration agents following a house raid on January 13, 2026, in Minneapolis. (Scott Olson / Getty)




People visit a makeshift memorial for Renee Good, who was fatally shot by an ICE officer last week, on January 13, 2026. (John Locher / AP)
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Denmark's Army Chief Says He's Ready to Defend Greenland

Danish forces are moving to the island to show NATO--and Trump--that they're serious about security.

by Isaac Stanley-Becker

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




Greenland is 836,000 square miles, more than five times the size of California, and it's mostly ice. President Trump has been threatening to commandeer the island, complaining that Denmark has neglected the Arctic territory. On Wednesday, I met with Peter Boysen, the chief of the Danish army, and asked him how his country plans to strengthen Greenland's defenses.

Boysen, who has a lean frame and stoic features, ticked off air capabilities and cyber defenses--satellites, drones, and other technology that can collect data and establish "domain awareness." In layman's terms, that means figuring out exactly who's doing what on the mostly uninhabited territory at the top of the world, which acts as a bridge between the European continent and the northernmost reaches of the Americas.

But then the army chief paused. "In order to maintain sovereignty, you need boots on the ground," he said. He leaned forward over a small table in the Kastellet, a 17th-century fort in Copenhagen that still houses military offices, so that I could not mistake his meaning. "We need, of course, to have units that are able to deploy to Greenland in times of crisis to show presence."

The crisis has come. The foreign ministers of Denmark and Greenland met today at the White House with Vice President J.D. Vance and Secretary of State Marco Rubio. After the meeting, the Danish foreign minister, Lars Lokke Rasmussen, called the dialogue constructive but acknowledged, "We didn't manage to change the American position. It's clear that the president has this wish of conquering over Greenland." Trump confirmed as much, once again telling reporters, "We need Greenland for national security."



Hours earlier, the Danish defense ministry announced a stepped-up military presence in Greenland, including aircraft, ships, and soldiers. A spokesperson for the Danish Defense Command told me that the military presence represents "routine task execution," part of "preparation for upcoming activities," and presented it as the fulfillment of promises made last fall to spend more on Arctic security, including on Greenland. Sweden's prime minister said soldiers from his country were also arriving on Greenland today, and German personnel were expected to begin arriving tomorrow.



Danish lawmakers I spoke with suspected that the timing was not a coincidence. They said the government in Copenhagen wants to avoid inflaming tensions with the United States, but also knows it can't sit on its hands. "If we want to have a credible deterrent, we have to send something," said a member of the Danish parliament's defense committee, speaking on the condition of anonymity because of the matter's sensitivity. A U.S. official in Copenhagen told me that the deployment is consistent with Denmark's promises to boost Arctic deterrence, but was likely expedited because of tensions with the United States.

The move seems to offer the Trump administration a stark choice: Will you join our efforts or destroy them?

Denmark's defense minister, Troels Lund Poulsen, appeared to preview the new military footprint in remarks to reporters yesterday. He said additional forces would showcase a "clear response to the challenge facing the Arctic," but he characterized the deployment as a joint NATO effort, not a threat to the Americans.

Boysen struck a similar note in our conversation. He has been head of the army since 2024, helping lead a military buildup that stretches eastward to the Baltic Sea island of Bornholm and westward to Greenland. Historically, Denmark's military hasn't had a large permanent presence on Greenland, though its Joint Arctic Command is headquartered in the capital, Nuuk, and there are additional personnel at Station Nord, the northernmost military base in the world, as well as several other outposts. Despite Trump's claims that adversaries are bearing down on the island, Boysen said Denmark's foreign-intelligence service hasn't identified an imminent threat--"from Russia or China or anybody else." Current and former U.S. officials told me the same.

Boysen said Denmark deployed units totaling about 600 soldiers to the Arctic last year. With new conscription rules adding to the ranks of the Danish army, as well as joint NATO priorities in the polar region, he said the country's "ability to operate up there will increase." Danish authorities expect allies to step up their footprint on Greenland as well, Boysen told me, pointing to a Denmark-led exercise on the island in 2025, which included France, Germany, Sweden, and Norway. "So again," he said, "I think some of our key allies would want to join us, including the Americans, on Greenland."

Read: Trump seizing Greenland could set off a chain reaction

But Trump seems intent on a different path. He has ridiculed existing efforts to defend Greenland, and insisted that the United States must own the island, which has enjoyed home rule within the Kingdom of Denmark since 1979. A Cold War-era agreement signed by Denmark and the United States gave Washington broad latitude to conduct military operations on the territory, and the U.S. Space Force currently has a base on the island's northwest coast. Rasmus Jarlov, a Danish lawmaker, told me that the Trump administration has yet to articulate a single objective on Greenland, aside from acquiring it. "That's the challenge we have," Jarlov said. "And, of course, since they already have full access, it's a little hard to improve."

"But," the lawmaker added with a laugh, "we're willing to try."

Trump, for his part, doesn't appear to be in the mood to negotiate. He wrote this morning on social media that anything less than ownership was "unacceptable." Last year, his interest in acquiring Greenland was as much a way to bait the Europeans as it was a clear foreign policy ambition, but he has recently embarked on a renewed push for the U.S. to dominate its own hemisphere. The recent military strike in Venezuela--and subsequent pledge to "run" the South American nation--rekindled his desire for expansion, his aides say. Trump has expressed a preference for purchasing Greenland but has not ruled out using force; one of his advisors said he likes "to get people guessing" and that no option is off the table.

Yesterday, after Greenland's prime minister, Jens-Frederik Nielsen, vowed to cast his lot with Denmark over the United States, Trump said that he didn't "know anything about" Nielsen but that such a choice would be a "big problem for him."

What would be a big problem, for everyone, is a U.S. military incursion in Greenland. For one thing, Article 5 of NATO's charter compels members of the alliance to treat an attack on one as an attack on all. (It doesn't contemplate what happens if NATO members attack one another.) There's also a royal decree from 1952, issued in response to Denmark's humiliating rout by Nazi forces in the Second World War, that compels the country's soldiers to fight back if their territory is invaded. Boysen was unequivocal in describing the decree as a fact of military service. "You have to," he said. "It's an obligation."

When I asked whether Danish forces would really fight back against Americans, he demurred. "This is highly political," he said. "And I'm just a soldier."

Jonathan Lemire and Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed reporting.
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Putin's Explosive Message to Trump

The Oreshnik missile that struck Lviv carried a political payload.

by Andrew Ryvkin

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




On Friday, Russia attacked Lviv, a major Ukrainian city near the Polish border, using Oreshnik: an intermediate-range, nuclear-capable ballistic missile. Security-camera footage captured brief flashes in the sky, the missile's multiple warheads entering the atmosphere at 10 times the speed of sound, and then--impact. The missile that struck Lviv did not carry a nuclear payload, but it did carry a political one, at a moment when Vladimir Putin appears to be cornered and Donald Trump is more belligerent than ever.

Firing an Oreshnik comes with logistical headaches. The launch must be carried out by the Strategic Rocket Forces--the core of Russia's nuclear triad--and it cannot be a surprise. Moscow notifies the United States in advance to avoid triggering a retaliatory strike. More important, without a nuclear payload, the missile has limited military value; Russia has other weapons capable of inflicting similar damage at a fraction of the cost. The most logical reason for Russia's use of this weapon at this time is to remind America that it is still a superpower and that Putin is still in control.

Trump has been friendly to Putin--but not useful to him. Moscow entered 2026 under more U.S. sanctions than before Trump's reelection, with a much-worse economy, and is unable to agree to any of the peace proposals on the table. The Kremlin is all smiles whenever Special Envoy Steve Witkoff is in town, and Putin still calls Trump ahead of the U.S. president's meetings with Volodymyr Zelensky, but Oreshnik is the Kremlin's statement piece. The missile's launch means that Russia's hopes for an agreeable Trump have more or less vanished--especially after U.S. forces captured former Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro on January 3.

Read: Why Maduro probably can't count on Putin

Numerous pundits and opinion pieces suggested that Trump's Venezuela raid would send a welcome signal to Russia and China: Spheres of influence are back, and the U.S. will dominate the Western Hemisphere while allowing China to invade Taiwan and Putin to freely go after the countries that were once part of the Warsaw Pact.

Beijing, however, is unlikely to be seriously reconsidering its decades-old Taiwan policy based on Washington's 17th regime change in South America. As for Putin, he did not need any "signals" from George W. Bush to attack Georgia in 2008. He never received a green light from Barack Obama to annex Crimea in 2014 or intervene in Syria a year later. And even though Joe Biden upheld the so-called rules-based international order, Putin still launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Years before American bombs fell on Caracas, the Russian leader was waging the largest land war in Europe since World War II, alongside an ongoing hybrid campaign across the continent. He didn't need U.S. Special Forces to storm Maduro's compound to order Zelensky's assassination--he's already tried and failed repeatedly to have the Ukrainian president killed.

The expectation in Moscow was that America would be withdrawing from the world, but just in the past few weeks, Washington has bombed Nigeria, Syria, and Venezuela, and issued threats to bomb Iran (again), should the Islamic Republic open fire on protesters, which it has done. The Kremlin tried to shield an oil tanker that the United States was determined to seize--allowing it to fly the Russian flag, issuing diplomatic warnings, and even shadowing it with Russian military vessels, reportedly including a submarine. The U.S. Coast Guard took the ship anyway and then seized a second tanker near Venezuela.

On January 3, Russia lost a major foothold in South America. In the past two decades, Moscow has provided $34 billion to Venezuela, mostly to purchase Russian-made weapons, and loaned it $3.15 billion that now may not be paid back. Russia also signed a defense-cooperation pact with Cuba last spring. The Trump administration is threatening that country, too, and Moscow is not really in a position to prevent Washington from raiding Havana.

Washington's rhetoric toward Moscow has changed as well. While visiting shipbuilders in Newport News, Virginia, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth quipped about the Venezuela operation, "Seems those Russian air defenses didn't quite work so well, did they?" When asked what safeguards were in place to prevent escalation with Russia over Venezuela, Secretary of State Marco Rubio delivered one of the most unpleasant lines Moscow could hear: "We're not concerned about an escalation with Russia with regards to Venezuela." He added that the United States has always expected Moscow to provide only "rhetorical" support for the Maduro regime. He then wished Sergey Lavrov, Russia's foreign minister, a merry Christmas.

Putin's options for retaliation are limited at best. Ukraine was supposed to be for Russia what Venezuela was for the U.S.--a quick, victorious war against a much smaller neighbor. That war has now lasted longer than the Soviet campaign against Nazi Germany (1941-45). This time, however, no cavalry, no army reserves, and no Soviet tank divisions will be plowing through Europe. Russia has lost many, if not most, of its tanks. It has no navy capable of defending allied regimes such as Venezuela and Cuba against the United States. After spending years trying to conquer Ukraine, Putin has effectively narrowed Russia's room for maneuver to Ukraine's borders alone. A Russian "victory" now amounts to little more than a flattened village with a Russian flag planted in the rubble. Even then, success is never assured: Putin believed he had captured the small city of Kupiansk, until Zelensky posted a video of himself there. Thus comes the symbolic firing of the intermediate-range Oreshnik--one of the last ways for Russia to project its power.

Trump is especially reactive to anything nuclear, or the "n-word," as he calls it. Last summer, he announced tariffs on India and an additional penalty for purchasing Russian oil, and former Russian President Dmitry Medvedev responded on Telegram that Trump should "revisit his favorite movies about the living dead and recall just how dangerous the mythical 'Dead Hand' can be"--a reference to Russia's Cold War-era automatic nuclear retaliation system. Trump fired back on Truth Social: "Based on the highly provocative statements of the Former President of Russia, Dmitry Medvedev, who is now the Deputy Chairman of the Security Council of the Russian Federation, I have ordered two nuclear submarines to be positioned in the appropriate regions, just in case these foolish and inflammatory statements are more than just that."

As evidenced by new sanctions on Russian oil, the seizure of Russian tankers, and the continuing flow of American weapons to Ukraine, Putin has repeatedly overplayed his hand with the president of the United States. What's worse for Putin--and possibly for the world--is that this Trump is on the warpath. Most of his recent press conferences have included references to bombing or regime-changing one country or another (the list now includes a NATO country, too). This is not the real-estate or cryptocurrency Trump. This is Trump with guns--a leader whose doctrine boils down to "ICE for Americans. Delta Force for everyone else."

On Friday, Fox News's Peter Doocy asked Trump whether he would ever order a mission to capture Putin. Trump replied, in part, "I don't think it's going to be necessary. I've always had a great relationship with him."

The statement read as deeply insulting to the Russian leader. Still, launching an intermediate-range ballistic missile to send a message to this new version of Trump may not play out the way Putin intends. Rather than reasserting Russia's power, it risks putting two aging authoritarians with nuclear stockpiles on a path of mutual escalation--one of the most dangerous developments since the start of Russia's full-scale invasion, and perhaps even since the Cold War.
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How Doubt Became a Weapon in Iran

AI manipulation, and the very suspicion of it, serves those who have the most to hide.

by Mahsa Alimardani

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




Updated at 9:54 a.m. ET on January 15, 2026

The protests in Iran are real. The country's economic desperation runs deep, and millions of citizens want to see a corrupt and repressive regime gone. The violent crackdown on the protests is also real and appears to have cost thousands of lives. Yet the accounts, photos, and videos coming out of Iran are riddled with accusations of AI manipulation and fakery that have the effect of calling even what's true into doubt.

There's a term of art for the benefit that accrues to bad actors when they sow public uncertainty as to whether anything at all is real: It's the liar's dividend, and it's very much in evidence in Iran.

AI-generated or -enhanced online content has become a global problem for those seeking to understand or document protest movements, because it allows interested parties to shape narratives. In 2025, AI-generated images of real protest moments muddied the view of events in Turkey, and AI-generated content became a mobilization tool for Nepal's Gen Z uprising. But Iran is perhaps the most fraught arena of all. Multiple political factions, foreign governments, and the Iranian regime itself are all competing to shape the narrative of current events. And the tools for fabricating reality have never been as advanced and accessible as they are today.

Arash Azizi: The Islamic Republic will not last

Videos of Iran circulating on social media show crowds moved by an array of convictions and desires. Some simply chant against the regime; others chant for Reza Pahlavi, the crown prince of Iran's deposed monarchy, or invoke his father, the last shah. Numerous confirmed videos show demonstrators venting economic anguish and hatred for Iran's supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei; the security forces; and the Islamic Republic itself. All of these views of the protests are grounded in Iran's complex reality. Yet the presence among them of images and videos that have been--or are even suspected of being--doctored with AI, mislabeled, misattributed, or spliced with content from other places or times has given oxygen to the dark imaginings of the movement's enemies within the regime.

As a diaspora Iranian who has studied online deception, censorship, and surveillance efforts for almost 15 years, I take a particular interest in Iran's information environment. At the human-rights organization Witness, I'm involved with something called the Deepfake Rapid Response Force, which helps journalists and human-rights defenders assess manipulated media. We have plenty to work with during the current Iran crisis.

What we are seeing is not a single disinformation campaign but something much messier. Iran's information ecosystem has been shaped by extreme distrust of the Islamic Republic's official media; social-media influence efforts coming from both the regime and foreign powers; and rampant distortions of online content--some deceptive, some careless, some well intentioned--that make verifying what Iranians are actually saying or doing during these protests difficult. The liar's dividend redounds to the regime more than anyone else.

Iran's nationwide uprising erupted on December 28. And within hours, regime-aligned accounts began dismissing authentic images from the protests as AI-generated.

An early, high-profile case involved a picture that came to be known as Iran's "tank man" photo. Its source was a low-quality video that had been captured with a zoom lens on December 29, showing a protester facing down security forces in Tehran. A BBC Persian journalist posted a screengrab from the video the same day, and that image, which had a higher picture quality, began to circulate. The event was real: It has been verified from multiple angles and by fact-checkers. But somewhere along the line, someone enhanced the still image of it with AI editing tools, likely to make the blurry original screengrab sharper and more shareable.

Regime accounts seized on visible artifacts from AI enhancement as opportunities to dismiss the photo and other footage from the protests. "It's all AI slop," one regime account with a visibly AI-generated profile photo opined. "Just when you think Zionists can't be more pathetic, they prove you wrong."

Deepfakes have given AI a reputation for being deceptive. But many commonly employed image-editing tools use generative-AI capabilities, for better or worse. The public does not generally know how to distinguish good-faith use of these tools from malicious fakery. And this allows bad-faith actors such as the Islamic Republic, which has spent decades undermining protests and dissidence, to use not only AI itself but also the suspicion it generates as an accelerant.

The same pattern has played out with audio manipulations. On December 30, an account presenting itself as affiliated with the Mujahedin-e Khalq--a controversial exiled opposition group known as the MEK that has an armed wing and was once designated a terrorist organization by the United States--posted a video in which pro-Pahlavi chants are clearly dubbed over protest footage. The account then "exposed" the video as manipulated and used it to claim that monarchists were fabricating support. Within hours, pro-regime accounts had reposted this content to amplify the accusation that pro-Pahlavi chants were fake.

What was striking was that the alleged MEK account both introduced the manipulated video and was the first to call it out. Moreover, regime-aligned accounts were ready to rebroadcast that post almost immediately. Iranian researchers have long documented the regime's use of opposition personas on social media to sow confusion, divide the opposition, and discredit authentic documentation, and leaked documents and videos from within the regime have confirmed the practice.

Within a day of the supposed MEK post being published, a Russian propaganda account set the AI-enhanced "tank man" photo alongside the allegedly manipulated Pahlavi audio and presented both as proof that the protests were a foreign fabrication. The loop was closed: manipulated content introduced by what may have been a regime account, amplified by pro-regime voices, then aggregated by Russian state-aligned media as evidence of an AI-driven Western psyop.

If that cycle isn't complicated enough, consider that the regime's accusations capitalize on at least one documented instance of manipulation by monarchists. On December 29, Manoto, the London-based Persian-language channel aligned with the monarchist opposition, aired footage of crowds chanting in favor of Pahlavi. The audio is real--but traceable to a memorial for Khosrow Alikhordi, a human-rights lawyer whose suspicious death last month drew thousands of mourners. It had been lifted and overlaid onto unrelated protest footage. Whether the doctored video was planted by hostile actors or intentionally created by someone within the royalist camp, the effect was the same: It handed malicious accounts exactly the precedent they needed.

Royalists are not the only anti-regime camp that has either generated or circulated fake content that serves their narrative. On December 30, Radio Farda and other accounts shared a 2020 video, as though it were footage of the current protests, of protesters chanting, "No to the oppressor, be it the shah or the leader." BBC Verify's Shayan Sardarizadeh flagged the misattribution.

The Islamic Republic has a habit of attributing authentic, homegrown dissent to Israeli and American conspiracies. This supposed foreign subversion then becomes a pretext for repression. The latest crisis is no different in that regard--but now foreign actors are helping boost the regime's narrative by sharing doctored, misleading content that the regime can then expose.

Israel has been using AI-generated content to push anti-regime and pro-Israeli narratives in Iran since at least last summer's 12-day war. The Citizen Lab, a research and policy center based at the University of Toronto, points to AI-fabricated footage of a supposedly surgical strike on Evin Prison, among other examples. A Haaretz investigation found that Israeli influence operations were promoting ideas aligned with Iranian monarchist factions.

Shortly before the protests broke out last month, an Israeli diplomat shared a montage of four alleged strikes on Iranian command centers during the June war captioned, "very precise." Our analysis found that of the four clips, one is authentic footage that had aired on Iranian state television; the other three show signs of having been generated by AI. BBC Verify traced the video montage to an Instagram account that has more than 120,000 followers and identifies itself as "Islamists and Khomeinists' Nightmare" and "Media Warfare Expert." When users pointed out the manipulation of the air-strike footage, the diplomat did not delete the post. He acknowledged that parts of it may have been AI-manipulated, but argued that the video still demonstrates the precision of Israel's operations--in other words, he stood by admittedly fabricated content because it illustrates a story he wanted to tell.

Perhaps similarly, on January 1, the Israeli Foreign Ministry posted an image on its Persian-language X account of Iranian police blasting two protesters with a water hose. The image was AI-altered: The original, published by BBC Persian's Farzad Seifikaran the day before, shows the protesters being hosed down from a distance and then an officer approaching with a loudspeaker, not a hose.

These sorts of interventions may be meant to boost the opposition to the Islamic Republic, but the use of doctored media has other, no doubt unintended, effects. Actors with a vested interest in hiding what is happening in Iran's streets use the existence of untrustworthy content promoted by foreign powers to convince the public that all documentation of the protests is a foreign deception. The dividend again accrues to the Islamic Republic.

Sometimes the problem is not manipulation at all but just the impossibility of capturing a fractured reality. On December 29, Iran International shared footage from a march in the town of Malard, where a crowd was chanting for Pahlavi. Another user posted a different angle of the same street and the same march, only with different audible slogans. One user who had shared the first footage issued a correction; others accused the Pahlavi camp of spreading falsehoods. But who is to say that on that long street, different crowds at different moments didn't simply chant different things?

This is epistemic fog. Even without deception, people operating in good faith, trying to verify what they have seen, cannot know what is representative. Such knowledge is elusive in any case: Iran is a country of more than 90 million people whose aspirations can hardly be generalized from any single video or protest chant.

Journalists, courts, human-rights investigators, and protest movements everywhere have long depended on shared standards of proof. Today we are seeing what happens when those standards collapse. When any image can be dismissed as possibly synthetic, those in power no longer need to suppress speech. They have only to raise questions that undermine belief in a shared reality.

Since Thursday evening, the Iranian regime has thickened the fog to near impenetrability with a national internet shutdown and a blackout of communication with the outside world. From where I stand, the information picture has fractured further. Verified footage has slowed to a trickle; what comes out largely passes through Starlink terminals. Diaspora Iranians are frantic, unable to reach family members. Death-toll figures vary wildly, as documentation organizations struggle to access data: The latest verified number from Human Rights Activists News Agency is 2435, but some estimates place the figure at 12,000 or higher.

Read: How Trump could help the people of Iran

Our Deepfake Rapid Response Force has been trying to help validate legitimate human-rights documentation that is sometimes falsely tagged as AI. An enormous effort is afoot among human-rights organizations to accurately count the dead. Meanwhile, regime accounts have been disseminating footage from counterprotests in favor of the Islamic Republic--clips that some opposition accounts suggest are AI-generated, and that official news media vehemently insist are real. Everyone is primed to distrust everything, and the shutdown ensures that nothing--not the scale of the protests, the severity of the crackdown, or the state of the regime--can be witnessed in real time.

The Iranian regime has spent more than four decades undermining the credibility of dissent. Now it has AI not just as a tool for creating fakes but as a rhetorical weapon. Every glitch, artifact, and even protective blur becomes evidence that nothing can be trusted. In a world where policy makers and platforms invest in AI detection and fact-checking, perhaps ordinary people would not be fighting through such darkness, or bad actors reaping such dividends.

What Iranians want and are fighting for is a question only they can answer. And their answer deserves to be heard--not shaped by foreign governments, dismissed by regime propagandists, or drowned in fog that others have helped create.
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The Climate Question That Economists Cannot Answer

Models can predict catastrophic or modest damages from climate change, but not which of these futures is coming.

by Noah Kaufman

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




Most Americans now accept the basic physics of climate change--that manmade greenhouse-gas emissions are raising global temperatures. Yet the public discussion of climate change is still remarkably broken in the United States. Leaders of one political party frame climate change as an existential emergency that threatens human life and prosperity. Leaders of the other dismiss it as a distraction from economic growth and energy security.

Economists like me, trained to think about trade-offs, are uneasy with both camps. But, in practice, we have helped fuel the extremes of this dysfunctional debate. High-profile economic studies claim to quantify the global damages that will be caused by climate change centuries into the future and have produced estimates that range from modest to catastrophic. They have lent a veneer of scientific authority to arguments for both complacency and alarm, even though these studies are far too limited to support either position.

Last week, the United States withdrew from the world's climate treaty, the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, among other international agreements and organizations that the White House said ran counter to "national interests, security, economic prosperity, or sovereignty." President Trump and his allies have previously claimed that climate change poses only a minor threat and have cherry-picked economic studies to support that view. In July, for instance, the administration released a report arguing that mainstream economics showed such negligible damages from climate change that any strong policy response was unjustified.

The report relies heavily on the work of the Yale economist William Nordhaus, who pioneered the use of economic models to quantify certain categories of damage caused by climate change. Nordhaus weighed those damages against the potential costs of reducing emissions, to identify what he called the "optimal" global-emissions path. This was groundbreaking work that won him the Nobel Prize in 2018, but his conclusions cut against the goals the world had set out in the Paris Agreement three years earlier: to limit warming to well below 2 degrees Celsius. Because Nordhaus's model showed relatively modest damages and high costs of avoiding them, it implied that only limited efforts should be taken to reduce warming. The optimal pathway that he presented in his Nobel Prize lecture entails well more than 3 degrees Celsius of warming by 2100, similar to projections of where the world appears headed today.

Although Nordhaus himself has long supported climate policy, in particular a carbon tax, opponents of climate policy have embraced his results as validation of doing nothing at all. Before becoming U.S. secretary of energy, Chris Wright wrote that Nordhaus's damage estimates show that climate change is "far less urgent" than other societal priorities and that reaching net-zero emissions by 2050, a key goal of the Biden administration, is "neither achievable nor humane."

At the opposite end of the spectrum, similar economic models are invoked to justify climate action at almost any cost. The Network for Greening the Financial System--a global consortium of central bankers and financial supervisors--had relied on a prominent study showing that climate change could reduce per capita incomes by 20 to 60 percent, compared with a world without climate impacts, by 2100. Events widely regarded as economic catastrophes--wars, financial crises, pandemics--are often shown to cause permanent income losses of single-digit percentage points.

That study, by researchers at the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research, was retracted from the journal Nature last year because of methodological errors. (The paper's authors have said the issues raised were fair, and they are revising the article in hopes of republishing it.) The retraction, however, has largely been treated as an isolated incident, because the study was just one contribution to a growing body of research estimating that large economic damages will come from climate change, as well as disastrous noneconomic effects, including warming-induced deaths. Almost any climate policy appears cheap by comparison.

The implication of these studies, sometimes made explicit, is that economic evidence strongly supports the Paris Agreement's climate goals. Climate advocates, in turn, cite those targets to argue against new fossil-fuel infrastructure, such as liquefied-natural-gas terminals on the Gulf Coast and natural-gas pipelines in the Northeast.

Few economists embrace these all-or-nothing views on climate policy. Many would point out, for instance, that oil and natural-gas development could lower energy prices and spur economic activity that supports local communities. Conversely, jettisoning climate policy altogether amounts to giving up humanity's insurance policy against the risks that would be posed by a climate like we've never experienced. There is broad support within the profession for climate policies such as carbon prices and emissions standards that aim to reduce emissions with minimal economic disruption. Indeed, the central message of Nordhaus's work is the importance of balancing the benefits and costs of climate action, rather than identifying any particular pathway forward.

Despite this, the most visible use of climate-economics analysis today is to advance extreme arguments that most economists do not agree with. How did that happen?

One important reason is that policy makers want these damage estimates. Elected officials want to show that the benefits of their preferred climate policies exceed the costs. When I worked at the Council of Economic Advisers, part of my job was to implement an executive order from President Biden to "capture the full costs" of greenhouse-gas emissions in regulatory decisions. Many other jurisdictions similarly require the use of climate-damage estimates in policy processes.

The economic analysis of climate change is a worthwhile endeavor: It can help identify where climate risks are concentrated, who bears them, and which responses are most likely to reduce harm. But quantitative estimates of aggregated global damages over centuries lie far beyond our analytical capabilities. Small changes in assumptions--for example, how damages scale with rising temperatures or how humans mitigate and adapt to those risks--can yield results that appear to justify virtually any policy response. In other words, these models can display a pessimistic worldview in which climate damages accelerate to catastrophic levels, or a more optimistic one in which human progress keeps damages relatively modest. They offer little help in determining which of these futures is coming.

Uncertain projections can still be useful. The challenge is to establish criteria that distinguish the projections that offer meaningful guidance from those whose uncertainty is so great that they mainly offer a false sense of precision. On this front, climate economics has fallen short. Estimates that suggest economic models are capable of comprehensively quantifying climate damages over centuries continue to feature prominently in top academic journals, at conferences, and in the writings of influential economists, effectively granting carte blanche to those who wish to use such figures to advance their agendas.

This problem is neither new nor obscure. Many economists have warned that attempts to quantify climate damages far into the future risk overstating what the discipline can credibly deliver. Among the most prominent was the Harvard economist Martin Weitzman. In a 2009 paper, he advised economists to avoid presenting estimates of aggregated climate damages as if they were "accurate and objective," and instead urged economists to stress openly that they might be "arbitrarily inaccurate" given their reliance on subjective and deeply uncertain assumptions. That intellectual humility, he argued, "might go a long way toward elevating the level of public discourse concerning what to do about global warming." Weitzman himself emphasized the possibility of catastrophic climate outcomes, even if unlikely and unquantifiable, as a motivation for stronger action, in part by underscoring the fragility of climate-damage estimates that appeared to justify weaker responses.

Experts being clearer about what economics can and cannot tell us would not resolve disagreements about climate policy. But this would make it harder to treat speculative damage estimates as decisive evidence for unsupportable claims. The full effects of climate change are unknowable, and a more constructive public discussion about climate policy will require getting more comfortable with that.
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'Some Foreign Influence Will Be Hard to Reverse'

China will remain a player in Latin America long after Maduro.

by Simon Shuster

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




In early December, as U.S. forces prepared for a possible attack on Venezuela, a Chinese navy ship sailed near the American armada gathered in the Caribbean. The CNS Silk Road Ark, a massive vessel in China's South Sea Fleet, didn't pose much of a threat to the U.S. warships. But its appearance in the waters near Venezuela presented exactly the kind of split screen Beijing wanted the nations of Latin America to see.

On one side were the Americans, their ships loaded with missiles and aircraft that had already killed dozens of alleged drug smugglers in strikes on small boats. The U.S. arsenal would soon be used to storm Venezuela's capital and capture its president, Nicolas Maduro. On the other was a floating military hospital on a mission to provide free medical care to thousands of people in the region and, along the way, to burnish China's image as a better partner than the United States.

Cultivating that image has long been central to Xi Jinping's strategy in Latin America, and the U.S. raid on Caracas may have made that job easier by allowing him to contrast Chinese investments with American intimidation. Since Xi took power, in 2013, China has dished out an impressive slate of business deals, aid packages, loans, and infrastructure projects across the Western Hemisphere. But the U.S. now wants to unravel that network of relationships, starting with Venezuela.

"We will deny non-Hemispheric competitors the ability to position forces or other threatening capabilities, or to own or control strategically vital assets, in our Hemisphere," the U.S. declared in its new National Security Strategy in early December.

The problem with that plan is that China's influence campaign across the region has been methodical, well financed, and persistent. Whereas Donald Trump wants to achieve quick victories through tariffs, missiles, and commando raids, China has positioned itself as the obstinate alternative--a predictable overlord that can enrich local elites in exchange for their fealty to Beijing.

China is already the largest trading partner of Brazil, Peru, and Chile. After China made investments in Panama, El Salvador, and the Dominican Republic, all three countries agreed to cut their diplomatic ties with Taiwan, which Beijing views as a rogue province. Last spring, Xi unveiled a three-year plan to improve cooperation with 33 countries in Latin America and the Caribbean, offering a line of credit to them worth $9 billion.

Even the National Security Strategy concedes that, in the Western Hemisphere, "some foreign influence will be hard to reverse."

Apart from its soft-power flexes, China has become a leading arms supplier to the region while establishing footholds for its military, such as the Espacio Lejano Space Station, an advanced radar system China operates in the Patagonian desert under a 50-year lease from the government of Argentina.

In its most pointed response to the National Security Strategy, the Chinese military conducted a series of war games last month to simulate a clash in Latin America. The exercises were not unusual; military planners run all kinds of simulations all the time. What stood out about these drills was the way they were publicized on state-run media for the world to see.

Evan Ellis, a professor at the U.S. Army War College, had never known China to demonstrate its presence in the region so overtly in the 25 years he has spent studying it. The report aired on an affiliate of China Central Television and featured maps of the Western Hemisphere, with dots marking the places where the Chinese own or control "dual use" facilities, such as ports and other infrastructure projects, which could serve as bridgeheads for China's military in the event of a war.

The maps illustrated just how difficult it would be for the U.S. to evict the Chinese from the region. "I think the message was designed to be subtle, low-key," Ellis wrote me in an email when I asked how he interprets the Chinese war games. Despite the American push to dominate Latin America, "China diplomatically, but confidently, is continuing its engagement there. And if it has interests in challenging the US there in time of war, it will do so."

Among the clearest statements of China's intent in the Western Hemisphere came in the fall of 2024, when Xi traveled to Peru to inaugurate the Chancay Port, the largest deepwater facility on the western coast of South America. Controlled and operated by a state-run Chinese firm, the project promised to reinforce the region's dependence on trade with China by halving the time it takes Chinese container ships to reach the shores of Latin America and the Caribbean.

"We are now an interdependent community with common interests and a shared future," Xi told a summit in Lima that November, less than two weeks after Trump won the U.S. presidential race. In an apparent reference to the trade war Trump promised, Xi added that "the world is in a new period of turbulence and transformation," one in which "unbridled unilateralism" threatens to reverse the process of integration that China and its partners had been pursuing for decades. "The grave challenge for us is like sailing up a river," he said. "We either forge ahead or drift downstream."

Xi has tried to make that choice as easy as possible for governments across Latin America and the Caribbean. Chinese firms have invested more than $200 billion there since the turn of the century, according to a study conducted in 2024. The Chinese Communist Party often demands political loyalty in return for its largesse, especially in insisting that potential  partners break off relations with Taiwan.

The port in Chancay, financed with a loan from Chinese banks worth nearly $1 billion, raised particular alarm among U.S. military planners. While it was under construction, in 2024, General Laura Richardson, the head of the U.S. Southern Command, told the Senate Armed Services Committee that the facility could provide China's military with "multi-domain access" in the event of a war. Through such projects, Richardson added, China "is playing the 'long game' with its development of dual-use sites and facilities throughout the region."

With the strike on Venezuela, Trump sought to warn the Chinese away from that strategy. He has bragged that no other military could move with such strength, speed, and precision as the U.S. demonstrated in Caracas--and that America's display of military power would deter China and others from crossing the United States, according to people close to him. But squeezing China out of Latin America will take far more than a single show of force, no matter how impressive.

At another congressional hearing on the subject last spring, Ellis cataloged the dizzying range of projects that have cemented China's position. These include dozens of so-called Confucius Institutes, where the recruitment of students to study in China has been flagged by the FBI as a potential tool of Chinese propaganda. It also includes "luxurious paid trips to China for thousands of journalists, academics, political party elites, and even judges, military personnel and police officers," Ellis testified.

The list reminded me of the tools the U.S. used during the Cold War in many regions of the world. These methods were expensive, laborious, and, over the long term, incredibly effective. They used various means of American influence, including espionage, diplomacy, education and the arts, to win the grand contest for international supremacy against the Soviet Union.

Although it took a few decades, the United States eventually succeeded, not only in causing its rival to collapse but in securing the preeminence of American finance, culture, and technology around the world. The defining paradox of Trump's confrontation with China is that, since returning to the White House a year ago, he has worked to dismantle many of the same institutions the U.S. used to advance its cause in the 20th century.

From the February 2026 issue: The purged

He has shut down the U.S. Agency for International Development, moved to defund Voice of America, imposed new visa restrictions on foreign students and academics, and withdrawn from multilateral agreements and organizations. Last week, the White House recalled more than two dozen U.S. ambassadors in the biggest purge of the diplomatic ranks in the history of the foreign service.

China, by contrast, has spent decades replicating the Cold War strategies of American soft power and turning them against the United States. In his campaign to counter these efforts, Trump has reached for hard power, and it might work, at least in the short term. In Venezuela, the Chinese will now need Trump's blessing to continue their purchases of oil, and they stand little chance of recovering the balance of their loans to Caracas, estimated at about $10 billion.

The countries most reliant on trade with the U.S., such as Mexico, have mostly fallen in line behind Trump's push to dominate the region. Though she condemned the operation to seize Maduro and bring him to New York for trial, Mexican President Claudia Sheinbaum also imposed steep tariffs on a long list of Chinese goods last year.

But the methods Trump has used to win compliance with his vision for Latin America have also created opportunities for China, whose response to the capture of Maduro betrays a confidence that should worry the White House. Beijing has pledged to continue courting allies in the region, investing in infrastructure and serving as a counterweight to U.S. influence. The National Security Strategy acknowledges: "The choice all countries should face is whether they want to live in an American-led world of sovereign countries and free economies or in a parallel one in which they are influenced by countries on the other side of the world."

That may not be such an obvious choice for the countries forced to make it. Trump's plan to dominate the Western Hemisphere has not made the countries in this region feel any freer or more sovereign. His attempt to win their loyalty against China relies on coercion and force rather than more traditional American appeals to the values of liberty and self-determination. Some governments will feel compelled to play along. Others will weigh their options and find China to be the more reliable partner.

Would China use its military to defend its investments in the Western Hemisphere? Probably not. The People's Liberation Army does not have the means to win a major war so far from its shores. Xi will instead continue to paint himself as the more responsible force in regional affairs. In that sense, the contest Trump started with China in Latin America will pit hard power against soft power, and Beijing has wagered that, in the long run, it will wield more influence by sending hospital ships, not gunboats, to project its power around the world. The history of the Cold War suggests China might be right.

Jonathan Lemire contributed reporting for this article. 
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A Different Type of 'Muscle Memory'

Repeated exercise, or wasting, can change the way key genes work.

by Bonnie Tsui

Wed, 14 Jan 2026





 Before Adam Sharples became a molecular physiologist studying muscle memory, he played professional rugby. Over his years as an athlete, he noticed that he and his teammates seemed to return to form after the offseason, or even from an injury, faster than expected. Rebuilding muscle mass and strength came easy: It was as if their muscles remembered what to do.



In 2018, Sharples and his research lab, now at the Norwegian School of Sport Sciences in Oslo, were the first to show that exercise could change how our muscle-building genes work over the long term. The genes themselves don't change, but repeated periods of exertion turns certain genes on, spurring cells to build muscle mass more quickly than before. These epigenetic changes have a lasting effect: Your muscles remember these periods of strength and respond favorably in the future.



Intuitively, this makes sense. Past exercise primes your muscles to respond more robustly to more exercise. Over the past few years, Sharples's lab has found that muscles have additional molecular mechanisms for remembering exercise; he and other scientists have been building on this research, too, confirming epigenetic muscle memory in young and aged human muscle, after different modes of training, as well as in mice. Now 40 years old, Sharples is still thinking about how our muscles remember but has lately been investigating the inverse trajectory: Do muscles have a similar memory for weakness?



The answer appears to be yes. "Our new data shows that muscle does not just remember growth--it also remembers wasting," Sharples told me, of a study published in preprint on bioRxiv and currently in peer review for Advanced Science. "The more encounters you have with injury and illness, the more susceptible your muscle is to further atrophy. And, well--that's what aging is, isn't it?"



The Norwegian government's research council has been funding Sharples's research and has a vested interest in the lab's discoveries. In the next decade, Norway is expected to become a "super-aged society," in which more than one in five people are age 65 or older. Japan and Germany have already crossed this threshold, and the United States is expected to reach it by 2030. Age-related muscle weakness is a major factor in falling risk; falling is a leading cause worldwide of injury and death in people 65 and older. Better understanding how muscles remember and react to their weakest moments is a crucial step toward knowing what to do about it.



As part of the new study, Sharples's team studied repeated periods of atrophy in young human muscle, using a knee brace and crutches to immobilize participants' legs for two weeks at a time. This level of disuse, Sharples said, is comparable to real-world situations in which muscle rapidly loses size and function--limb immobilization after fractures or other injuries, periods of hospitalization or bed rest, reduced weight-bearing during recovery. A couple of years ago, I went to observe this research for my book On Muscle; one study participant, an avid skier and cyclist, told me he was shocked by how significantly the muscles in his leg deteriorated after just a couple of weeks of immobilization. The team also ran a concurrent study in aged rat muscle, in collaboration with Liverpool John Moores University; in both studies, repeated periods of disuse led to epigenetic changes--shifts in the way genes were expressed.



These changes affected the core functions of muscle cells, hampering the genes in mitochondria--the powerhouses of the cell, which generate the energy required to contract and relax muscle fibers. Letting muscles weaken suppressed genes involved in mitochondrial function and energy production in particular, including genes that are essential for muscle endurance and recovery. The researchers also found that a key marker of mitochondrial abundance dropped more drastically after repeated atrophy than after the first episode, indicating that repeated disuse makes muscle more vulnerable. In other words, the evidence suggests that every time you fall down the hole, it becomes more difficult to climb back out.



Similar changes occurred in both the young human muscle and the aged rat muscle. But the young muscle could adapt and recover. After repeated atrophy, it showed a less exaggerated gene-expression response than the aged muscle did. "There seems to be some resilience and protection with young muscle the second time around," Sharples said. He likened this to an immune-system response: Young muscle responds better to atrophy the second time because it has encountered it before and knows how to bounce back. By contrast, aged muscle becomes more sensitive after repeated atrophy, showing a worsened response with the second episode.



How long our muscles hold on to any of these memories is still up for debate. "Because of our study periods, we do know with some certainty that epigenetic memories can last at least three to four months, and that protein changes can also be retained," Sharples said. "How long after that is difficult to say. But we know from our studies of cancer patients that epigenetic changes in muscle were retained even 10 years out from cancer survival."



This was startling to hear. If an adverse health event is dramatic enough, like cancer, our muscles can carry the effects of that for a decade or more. More typically, though, inactivity, aging, and repeated episodes of disuse may gradually shift the system toward a state in which weakness becomes more entrenched and recovery slower.



Understanding what drives muscle to remember being in stress situations--either beneficial, like exercise, or damaging, like illness--could help us better judge what to do about this, says Kevin Murach, an associate professor at the University of Arkansas who studies aging and skeletal muscle and who was not involved in the new study. Knowing the mechanisms that drive beneficial changes at the molecular level could help develop drugs with similar effects. On the other end of the spectrum, if illness and immobilization have long-term negative effects, Murach told me, the next question to answer is: "Can we use exercise to offset that?"



Both Murach and Sharples said the data are getting only more robust that strength training, paired with endurance or high-intensity interval training, is the best therapy to protect against age-related loss of muscle and function. "Perhaps the key takeaway is that at any point along this continuum, new exercise or loading stimuli can still shift the balance back towards growth and health," Sharples said. "I don't think there is a point at which muscle can't respond at all--it simply becomes less efficient when repeatedly weakened or when older."



Identifying genes associated with muscle growth, as well as pharmaceutical targets, could mean that drugs or gene therapy may eventually be able to assist with boosting muscle response for people who cannot exercise. Murach and Sharples cautioned, though, that stimulating muscle-cell growth can have unintended consequences, in part because growth pathways are common across cell types--including cancer cells.



What the new work does show is that our muscle mass is not a blank slate. "What we're finding suggests that our muscles may carry a history of both strength and weakness," Sharples said. It's shaped by factors including age, baseline muscle health, previous atrophy events, and previous exercise training. "And that history shapes how our muscles respond in the future." I came away from our conversation thinking about the battle between positive muscle memory for strength and negative muscle memory for atrophy as a kind of tug-of-war: The two are constantly in tension, but the more experiences you have of one or the other, the more it pulls you into its embrace.
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Rubio Won; Liberty Lost

Is it really a win when the regime you detest stays in place?

by Missy Ryan, Vivian Salama

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




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

In early 2019, Marco Rubio pressed his way through a dense crowd near Colombia's border with Venezuela, his aides holding back refugees clamoring for a handshake or a photo with the man heralding the imminent arrival, they all felt sure, of liberty for Venezuelans. With his polo shirt dotted with sweat and a Venezuela Libre cap shielding his face from the tropical sun, the then-senator made an urgent appeal to the country's security forces: Do the right thing and defy Nicolas Maduro's authoritarian orders. "In every person's life there sometimes comes a key moment," Rubio said, "when they have to make a decision, a decision that will define the rest of their life."

This may be that defining moment for Rubio, Donald Trump's secretary of state, national security adviser, and, now, unofficial Venezuelan viceroy. Maduro's ouster begins to fulfill an objective central to Rubio's political identity: ending the reign of Latin America's leftist strongmen. But it leaves a tandem goal--replacing them with democratically elected governments--nowhere closer to reality. That latter objective is instead colliding with Trump's focus in Venezuela on oil, migration, and regional dominance. Determined to prove that military intervention will pay for itself, he's shown no interest in giving the Venezuelan people a say in their own affairs. The disconnect poses a dilemma for Rubio, who had long advocated for widening the circle of those reaping the blessings of liberty.

Speaking to the crowd in the Colombian border city of Cucuta seven years ago, as Washington and other governments backed what they saw as an unstoppable popular uprising against Maduro, Rubio said the United States would stand by Venezuelans until they achieved the rights they deserved. "Freedom and democracy require sacrifice," he said in Spanish. In this case, the things that appear to have been sacrificed, for the foreseeable future, are the freedom and democracy of Venezuelans.

Across Latin America, the coups, juntas, and disappearances that dominated the 20th century are now mostly relegated to the past. The region's gradual democratization, now complete except for authoritarian holdouts in Cuba, Venezuela, and Nicaragua, found strong support from U.S. politicians of both parties. America would respect the wishes of Latin America's voters, leaders in Washington said over the years, and gunboat diplomacy would be retired. But Trump has ushered in a new era. Along the way, he has sidelined Venezuela's pro-democracy opposition leaders, Maria Corina Machado and Edmundo Gonzalez, even though Washington and others recognized that Gonzalez beat Maduro in the 2024 presidential election. "It's a total change for people like Marco Rubio, who supported democratic change in the region," Todd Robinson, who led the U.S. mission to Venezuela during Trump's first term, told us. "I'm completely flabbergasted."

Rubio has laid out a three-stage plan for Venezuela. It begins with stabilization, funded by the proposed seizure and sale of 30 million to 50 million barrels of oil. Then follows foreign investment in the country's mineral and energy sectors and steps to begin reconciliation with Maduro's opposition. Finally comes an undefined political transition. Although Trump is moving ahead with negotiations over oil, his efforts to push U.S. companies to open their wallets have so far yielded few results. And like Trump's plans for a petro-renaissance, Rubio's hopes for a flourishing future could yet devolve into chaos.

Rubio's supporters say the approach reflects sober, mature statecraft designed to avoid the mistakes the U.S. made in nation building in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Libya after 9/11. Instead of ousting the governing class in a push for societal freedoms, Trump and Rubio have blessed Maduro's vice president, Delcy Rodriguez, as interim president and chief interlocutor. Other key figures responsible for the regime's years of repressive practices--the arrest and torture of opponents, the abuse and killing of protesters--remain in place. (That includes Interior Minister Diosdado Cabello, who allegedly ordered Rubio's assassination in 2017. U.S. officials couldn't verify the threat, but it led to Rubio getting a security detail.) In effect, Rubio sees the current plan as a series of necessary steps on the road toward self-governance and other Jeffersonian ideals, his supporters say.

Read: Trump's FAFO Doctrine

"This is learning the lesson from history and understanding that without stability, you're not going to get this other piece of it," one person familiar with the planning process told us. "If you can be in a position where you have leadership--they are not legitimate leadership, but they're the de facto ones running the country--and they are willing to do things that Maduro did not do and begin to make the transition, that is a better outcome than what we had under Maduro. And it's certainly a better outcome than the way that it was approached in Iraq."

The day after Maduro's ouster, Rubio portrayed the operation as a blend of his high-minded goals for Latin America and the administration's unapologetic self-interest in "America First."

"We care about elections, we care about democracy, we care about all of that, but the No. 1 thing we care about is the safety, security, well-being, and prosperity of the United States," he told NBC's Meet the Press. "And that's what we're going to focus on first and foremost here."

Rubio's politics were forged in South Florida, where he grew up surrounded by Latin Americans who had escaped political repression or turmoil. His own family's flight from Cuba in the 1950s played a central role in shaping his worldview. That dislocation at once spared them the abuse and privations of Communist Cuba and inculcated Rubio with a harsh view of Latin America's leftist failures. Rubio has credited his maternal grandfather for ushering him into the Republican Party at a young age and, after Jimmy Carter's 1979 hostage fiasco, imparting the importance of American leaders projecting strength to the world.

After vaulting into the U.S. Senate from Florida state politics, in 2011, Rubio emerged as perhaps the leading advocate for political change in Latin America--the ideal scenario for which would be dislodging the Communist bosses of his family's home island. Rubio argued frequently for protecting the hemisphere from the influence of China, Russia, and Iran, but he always put that goal in the context of a principled struggle for political liberty and civil rights. "This is not about just Nicolas Maduro, because if you want another dictator, there are, like, seven or eight other people who are more than happy to be the next dictator," Rubio said in 2019 with unwitting prescience. "This is about transitioning to democracy, about restoring, helping the people of Venezuela restore constitutional order."

During Trump's first term, the president and Rubio dispensed with the mutual hectoring of the 2016 campaign and together supported Venezuelan national assembly leader Juan Guaido's attempt to force Maduro from power in 2019. When Trump mused about using force against Maduro, those around him let the idea die, including Rubio himself, according to then-National Security Adviser John Bolton. Guaido's uprising failed, but Rubio remained a key adviser on Latin America.

The president grew fond of his onetime political foe, who shared his love of sports, and believed Rubio to be a useful advocate in the Senate. Rubio also developed relationships with others in Trump's inner circle, working with Ivanka Trump on expanding the child tax credit.

Rubio "tells it like it is, but he doesn't tell the president how to think or what to do," a senior administration official told us. "He also knows how to get the president's attention, and I think we saw that play out with the Venezuela policy."

When James Story served as U.S. ambassador to Venezuela from 2018 to 2023, he met with Rubio more than he did with any other senator. Their conversations, Story told us, focused on Maduro's brutality and illegitimacy; he said the two men never discussed oil.

As Trump angled to return to the White House in 2025, Trump considered Rubio as a potential running mate who brought anti-communist bona fides. Trump selected J. D. Vance instead, but Rubio became secretary of state and then, in short order, national security adviser and the archivist of the United States. He is among the tiny cohort helping Trump make major foreign-policy decisions, often in a way that avoids the government's in-house experts. Although Rubio has been coy about whether he will launch a future presidential bid, those who know him say he retains those ambitions.

Rubio has evolved into a more sharp-edged nationalist in other ways, backing Trump's bid to take Greenland and forcing out visa holders who criticize U.S. policies. Rubio was also a longtime supporter of foreign-assistance and media programs that the administration has scrapped under his watch. Ironically, the official purpose of Rubio's 2019 visit to the Colombia-Venezuela border was to highlight Washington's supply of humanitarian aid, which U.S. officials accused Maduro of blocking out of spite. In Cucuta, visitors took in sacks of food and other necessities provided by the U.S. Agency for International Development, which Rubio helped dismantle over the past year.

Rubio has chided critics for failing to acknowledge--as he says U.S. leaders did for too long--that all nations act in their own interests. It's only right for the United States to do the same, he has argued, and keep out of other countries' affairs unless they impact our own. It's a worldview in line with what Trump outlined in Saudi Arabia in May, when he suggested that Middle Eastern nations were right to ignore the "Western interventionalists" who told them how to run their countries. (In Venezuela, however, Trump and Rubio are doing exactly that.)

Read: The wrath of Stephen Miller 

In the months leading up to the Maduro action, Rubio worked closely with the immigration hard-liner Stephen Miller as the Pentagon built up a highly unusual naval and air force in the Caribbean and then began deadly strikes on suspected drug-trafficking boats. Since Maduro's capture, Rubio has gone along with Trump's sidelining of Machado, whom the president says doesn't command the respect of Venezuelans.

Cesar Conda, who served as Rubio's chief of staff in the Senate, told us that Rubio's long-term objective remains a democratic Venezuela, even if other members of the administration don't share that goal. But, Conda added, "given the political realities, I suspect Marco was willing to set aside the Venezuelan opposition for now. As with most issues, he's adept at working within the policy constraints of this White House."

Representative Darren Soto, a Democrat from central Florida who knows Rubio well, said his constituents have welcomed Maduro's departure from Venezuela. But, Soto told us, "even with a new head of the snake, it's undecided whether we'll see any more stability. The ultimate goal must be new free and fair elections in order to truly achieve that objective."

In the meantime, Soto and other Democrats are accusing Trump and his advisers of harming the Venezuelans they say they're acting to help. They are demanding the administration reinstate Temporary Protected Status--which allows foreigners to remain in the United States because of perilous conditions in their home countries--for Venezuelans. They argue that some Venezuelans who return home could be detained or murdered given that the regime remains intact. The administration ended Temporary Protected Status for Venezuelans last year, saying the country's conditions no longer justified special protections. The government in Caracas has detained people caught celebrating Maduro's ouster and, according to activists, released only a few dozen of the hundreds of political opponents held in regime custody.

Read: The tiny White House club making major national-security decisions

For the moment, those concerns take a back seat to stability. "We don't want backwards movement on those. We don't necessarily need progress," the person familiar with Rubio's plans said. "Progress would be nice, obviously, but stability is the most important key here." Asked whether the ultimate goal remains democracy and political freedoms, the person cited the need for cooperation on security, migration, cyber, and other issues, and on choosing Washington over Beijing and Moscow. "The big-picture goal in the hemisphere is to have countries that are aligned with the United States," the person said.

To that end, Trump has issued threats in recent days against other countries and territories in his sights, starting with Greenland and Cuba. One unanswered question is whether Rubio, if he and Trump follow through with those warnings, would be willing to support a similar outcome in Havana, keeping most of Cuba's Communist leaders in place. "If Cuba had something we wanted, would we say, 'Okay, we're going to take that, and then we're going to wait on the democracy piece?'" Story, the former ambassador, said.

The last time that democracy was dangling just out of reach for Venezuelans, when Rubio gave his impromptu press conference in Cucuta, a boy of 7 or 8 yelled the senator's name from afar and was pushed to the front of the crowd. The boy, named Juan Angel, was holding a half-eaten apple as he was lifted to the podium. "The children of Venezuela want freedom," he said in his tinny little voice.

"And that's what we want for you," Rubio responded, reaching across a bank of microphones to shake his hand. "You're going to be with your family in a free and democratic Venezuela, God willing."

Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed reporting to this article.
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MAGA's Jewish Intellectuals Helped Create Their Own Predicament

The nascent effort to contain the spread of anti-Semitism is years overdue.

by Franklin Foer

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




At a Turning Point USA conference in December, the podcaster Ben Shapiro delivered a speech that was hailed as the sort of moral stand one rarely encounters in the age of polarization. Confronting the right's surging anti-Semitism, he denounced two of its most popular peddlers--Tucker Carlson and Candace Owens--by name. Speaking at a Heritage Foundation event the day before, Shapiro had called for "ideological border control," a purge of the haters from the movement.

It was a brave foray into intramural politics, but also a damning self-indictment. Not so many years ago, Shapiro was guilty of the very thing he now decries. The Daily Wire, of which he is a co-founder and part owner, hired Owens in 2020. Even before she arrived, there were signs of where she was headed: "If Hitler had just wanted to make Germany great and have things run well, okay, fine," she had told a crowd in London in 2018. Shapiro's company ignored that and subsequent warnings. When Kanye West went on an anti-Semitic tear in 2022, Owens rushed to his defense: "It's like you cannot even say the word 'Jewish' without people getting upset."

That incident was the moment for border control. Shapiro refused. "We allow disagreement at The Daily Wire," he said, "even when I think that some of my colleagues are wrong." No wonder anti-Semitism crept toward the movement's mainstream.

For a time, it was possible for the Jewish intellectuals of MAGA--a small but influential set of podcasters, columnists, and theorists--to minimize anti-Semitism in the movement. But it's now so ubiquitous and so noxious that even they can't ignore it. Joel Pollak, the former editor in chief of Breitbart News, wrote on X in December that, until a few months before, he would have happily sent his children to a Turning Point USA event. Not anymore. "Now: why would I send them to one more place where Jewish kids have to defend who they are and what they believe?"

From the April 2024 issue: The Golden Age of American Jews is ending

But Pollak, Shapiro, and others were delusional in denying the problem for so long. They built careers inside a movement animated by fantasies about "globalists," suspicions of hidden hands, and a yearning for national purity--an ideological combination that has never been particularly healthy for Jews. They lent their prestige to it anyway, certain that the hateful rhetoric was meant for someone else. Now that it has landed directly on them, they want credit for noticing the stench.

No case is sadder than the Israeli American political theorist Yoram Hazony--a Princeton and Rutgers graduate who ran a conservative think tank in Jerusalem, but saw Trump and the American right's bubbling hostility toward classical liberalism as his chance to break out on a larger stage. In 2018, he published The Virtue of Nationalism, not a flame-throwing manifesto so much as a homely defense of nationalism as the natural way to organize a polity--an argument he traced back to biblical times.

Hazony didn't just write about the revolt against liberalism; he became one of its leading impresarios. He convened regular gatherings of what he called the "National Conservatives," a melange of theocrats and populists, and grasped for a new coalition that might provide the bedrock ideology of right-wing political parties throughout the Western world. Rising Republican politicians including J. D. Vance and Josh Hawley headlined these conferences, which, for several years, were the hottest tickets on the right.

Under the National Conservative banner, the right was swerving from classical liberalism to nationalism, away from the most American of American ideas: that the United States is held together by a creed rather than a bloodline. Hazony's movement didn't merely sneer at "wokeness"; it sneered at the pluralist project, articulated movingly by George Washington himself, that enabled Jews to flourish in the U.S. in the first place. Say what you will about the Enlightenment; at least it emancipated Jews.

While Hazony projected a mild image, his conferences were bombastic. When my colleague David Brooks attended one in 2021, he walked away gobsmacked by the "callousness, invocations of combat, and whiffs of brutality." His dispatch from the conference was titled "The Terrifying Future of the American Right."

Jewish history supplied a pretty good preview of what that terrifying future might look like. Four years after Brooks attended Hazony's conference, it has unmistakably arrived. Each week brings a new instance of anti-Semitism moving from the internet's febrile periphery into the conservative movement's mainstream. A leaked text chain from the New York Young Republicans included the line "Great. I love Hitler." Tucker Carlson, arguably the movement's most popular personality, hosted Holocaust deniers on his show. Kevin Roberts, the head of the Heritage Foundation, rose to Carlson's defense by dismissing the host's critics as a "venomous coalition"--language that echoed old insinuations about a Jewish cabal pulling the strings. (Roberts eventually apologized.)

When Hazony convened the National Conservatives in September, he felt obliged to address the matter of surging anti-Semitism. He told the crowd that he'd been "pretty amazed by the depth of the slander of Jews as a people" online. Then he made what would surely count as one of the most naive statements ever offered at a political conference, at least if it could be judged sincere. "I didn't think it would happen on the right," he said. "I was mistaken."

But contained in his speech were clues that perhaps he wasn't as surprised as he claimed to be. For years, he said, he had defended his comrades against accusations of anti-Semitism. "It makes you really popular," he said. "Everybody is really grateful: I'm the guy who defended them against absolutely false, ridiculous accusations of anti-Semitism."

What did this long history of loyalty buy MAGA's Jewish intellectuals? Several days after Shapiro addressed the Turning Point USA conference, Vance took the same stage. Because of all the attention Shapiro's speech had received, Vance was compelled to address his concerns. But when the time came to evict Holocaust deniers and conspiracists from the movement, Vance chose a different path. He rejected "purity tests," telling the crowd, "I didn't bring a list of conservatives to denounce or to deplatform." Vance spectacularly failed Shapiro's moral test. And yet, Shapiro said nothing critical in response. He stayed silent, and evidently chose to preserve his relationship with the Republican Party's heir apparent. In other words, Shapiro failed the moral test he himself wrote.

Yair Rosenberg: J. D. Vance's bad answer to an anti-Semitic question

Despite all their bellyaching, the Jewish intellectuals of MAGA still hesitate to wage civil war or break ranks. After wringing his hands about anti-Semitism on the right, Hazony turned around and defended Roberts as he was besieged by accusations of anti-Semitism: "I'll never forget how the jackals circled, sniveling for blood," Hazony said. Sniveling is an interesting choice of words, given all the feeble excuses that Hazony has made for his allies.
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An Apocalypse Film That Will Prompt Wild Cheering

The sequel to <em>28 Years Later</em> offers an optimistic twist on a nihilistic genre.

by David Sims

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




It's the oldest, creakiest trope in the zombie-movie storybook: You know who's scarier than decaying, flesh-eating monsters? The people they're chasing! Every legendary entry in the genre, be it Night of the Living Dead or the never-ending Walking Dead franchise, has dug into this concept at some point. After all, it's just as terrifying to imagine how the survivors of societal collapse might behave toward one another as it is to envision them beheading the undead. So it's especially impressive when a movie about the undead somehow finds a new angle on such a well-worn premise. 28 Years Later: The Bone Temple, in theaters this week, does just that, finding a reason to be hopeful, rather than fearful, for postapocalyptic humanity.

This kind of reinvention is perhaps unsurprising for an entry in the 28 Days Later saga, which has been innovative from the jump. With the first film in the series, released in 2002, the director Danny Boyle offered an aesthetic twist on the zombie film: Instead of the archetypal shuffle, these decomposing villains, dubbed "the infected," had the power to dash around at top speed. But 28 Days Later's final act still felt familiar, as the film's human protagonists confronted a unit of soldiers who had decided, in the grimmest ways possible, to take the law into their own hands.

Last year's 28 Years Later, Boyle's inventive sequel, revisited that world in a distant future, with Britain (the site of the "infection," a virus that emerged from a lab leak) quarantined from the rest of the planet. The few survivors either huddled to tiny communities or began to stalk the island's overgrown remains, looking for resources. Although I loved 28 Years Later, I worried about the cliff-hanger ending--a jarring sequence seemingly designed by the script's writer, Alex Garland, to lead straight into the next installment. In the movie's final minutes, the plucky young hero Spike (played by Alfie Williams)--who left his local village behind to discover what exists beyond it--runs into a pack of infected but is saved by a sadistic cadre of teenagers all referring to themselves as "Jimmy," who gleefully rip bodies apart with spears and golf clubs. Here was Garland's apparent vision of humanity at its worst: a cult of tracksuit-clad weirdos just as gruesome as the monsters they're dismembering.

Would focusing on such bizarre characters be enough to sustain a sequel? The answer is yes. The Bone Temple is gnarly, challenging, and an incredibly impressive swerve, with Garland's grim worldview beautifully captured by the director Nia DaCosta. Her visual approach is less kinetic and showy than Boyle's in the previous film, which was shot back-to-back with The Bone Temple. But that style suits the sequel's tone--unsettling, mordant, and sometimes bitterly funny. At the fore are the weird ways that belief and spirituality can evolve under the harshest, strangest of conditions, explored through the journey of the homicidal "Jimmys." Yet DaCosta and Garland also offer stunning pockets of compassion, further iterating on a narrative blueprint that's often followed the same pattern.

Read: The lightest, fizziest Marvel movie in years

The Bone Temple portrays its central figures as the scum of the earth. The adolescent "Jimmys" are led by a mellifluous adult who calls himself Sir Lord Jimmy Crystal (Jack O'Connell). Jimmy Crystal and his crones' costumes, which include peroxide-blond wigs, are modeled after the British TV personality Jimmy Savile--one of the eeriest, most visually troubling ideas Garland has cooked up. Savile, who died in 2011, is best-known these days for the horrifying child-sexual-abuse allegations that emerged against him after his death. But in the world of the film, everything came to a halt in 2002, when the public was unaware of Savile's predatory behavior; to Jimmy Crystal, Savile was just a beloved entertainer famous for his charity work helping children. Jimmy Crystal was a child when the infection spread, and his crew reflects the mind of someone raised on the TV of that moment: They do Teletubby dances and wield Tamagotchi toys. At the same time, they're Satan worshippers who wear inverted crosses and are fond of torturing anyone they come across.

The story begins with Spike's induction into the gang, and what follows is sometimes very tough to watch. The Bone Temple is disquieting even within the bounds of a gory horror movie because of how young the Jimmys are; if the entire movie just depicted their terrible exploits, and Spike's efforts to escape the group, it would probably be too much to take. O'Connell's layered performance helps keep the events from becoming overwhelming, making clear that Jimmy Crystal's response to the end of the world adheres to a twisted sort of juvenile logic. He's not only a lawless, evil being, but a sad and childlike one too.

The Jimmys' harrowing travails are further balanced out by The Bone Temple's other plotline, which is optimistic, humorous, and oddly sweet. Also returning from the previous entry is Dr. Ian Kelson (Ralph Fiennes), a former general practitioner with the National Health Services; he has devoted his postapocalyptic life to building a giant memorial to the victims of the epidemic out of their bones. Kelson is both a strange creature and an aspirational ideal: someone who has managed to endure society's complete dissolution with his morals intact. Kelson is primarily interested in healing Samson (Chi Lewis-Parry), a hulking mega-infected with whom he has formed a strange bond. The notion of reversing the virus's effects is highly unorthodox by zombie-film rules, but Garland manages to make some sense out of this risky direction.

The Bone Temple is, on the whole, much heavier on rumination than Boyle's thrill-fest. But the film is never lacking for tension. Although DaCosta doesn't employ the same kind of flashy camera business that Boyle is so fond of (he shot much of 28 Years Later with iPhones), she creates a gorgeous and moody atmosphere, building to an outstanding climactic set piece that should prompt wild cheering from any audience. This may be another zombie movie about the inhumanity of man, but it's also deeply, triumphantly humane.
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Trump Is Risking a Global Catastrophe

His irrational fixation on Greenland could lead to widespread conflict.

by Tom Nichols

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




Donald Trump has a lot of odd fixations, both as a person and as a president. He tends to focus his tunnel vision on things he wants: the demolishing of the White House's East Wing, the renaming of the Gulf of Mexico. Many of Trump's quirks are harmless, if unpleasant. (He seems to hate dogs, for example, but no one is forcing him to adopt one.) Some of his ideas, however, are more destructive: His stubborn and ill-informed attachment to tariffs has brought about considerable disorder in the international economy and hurt many of the American industries they were supposed to protect.

But a few of Trump's obsessions are extraordinarily dangerous, and likely none more so than his determination to seize Greenland from Denmark, a country allied to the United States for more than two centuries. Perhaps because he does not understand how the Mercator projection distorts size on a map, the president thinks that Greenland is "massive" and that it must become part of the United States. If Trump makes good on his recurring threat to use force to gain the island, he would not only blow apart America's most important alliance; he could set in motion a series of events that could lead to global catastrophe--or even to World War III.

Isaac Stanley-Becker: Denmark's army chief says he's ready to defend Greenland

Greenland, of course, is important to the security of the United States--as it is to the entire Atlantic community and to the free world itself. This fact might be new to Trump, but Western strategists have known it for a century or more, which is why the United States has had a military presence in Greenland for decades.

During the Cold War, America and its allies were determined to defend the sea lanes between Greenland, Iceland, and the United Kingdom (often referred to at the time as the "GIUK" gap), the North Atlantic passages through which the Soviet Union could have sent submarines from its Arctic bases toward NATO convoys trying to reach Europe. America and Denmark have always worked closely in the Arctic region, and even once had a secret "gentlemen's agreement" under which Denmark declared Greenland off-limits for the stationing of nuclear weapons, but would look the other way so long as the United States kept the presence of any such weapons quiet and unacknowledged. (The U.S. Air Force, in a rather flexible reading of that agreement, flew nuclear-armed B-52 bomber patrols over Greenland; one of them crashed and scattered radioactive debris on the island in 1968.)

The Cold War is over, but Greenland is still an important part of North Atlantic security, which is one of many reasons Denmark and the United States and other North Atlantic nations are part of a thing called the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. But for the Trump administration, NATO--another of the president's hostile fixations--is not enough to guarantee America's safety. Trump, like the mad president in the 1965 novel Night of Camp David, seems to believe that the United States must absorb Canada and Greenland and create some sort of Atlantic co-prosperity sphere stretching from Alaska to Norway, a ring of ice and iron that would stand as a tribute to the imperial ambitions of America's 47th president.

In Trump's first term, he made overtures about buying Greenland, as if the territory and its people were just a house on the market, available for purchase with all of its original furniture and fixtures. Neither the Danes nor the Greenlanders were interested, and the whole scheme faded away once Trump was immersed in the series of scandals and outrages that led to his loss in 2020 and his attempted coup against the Constitution in 2021. When voters returned Trump to office in 2024, his electoral affirmation seemed to strengthen his determination to do all the things that the responsible adults in his previous administration told him he couldn't do the first time around.

The idea of a purchase is, in theory, still on the table. Denmark is still not selling. At this point, Trump is so consumed with acquiring Greenland that he has implied that he would use force against an old American friend, if that's what it takes to get the island. "I would like to make a deal the easy way," Trump said last week, "but if we don't do it the easy way, we're going to do it the hard way." (He added, in one of his verbal tics, that he's "a fan" of Denmark, as if it were a sports team or a rock band and not an allied nation of 6 million people located less than 1,000 miles from Russia.)

As Trump's rhetoric has escalated, other administration officials have tried to clean up his remarks, but with little success. Secretary of State Marco Rubio dutifully met with members of Congress to reassure them that Trump intended only to offer to buy the island, but the next day, the White House issued a statement reaffirming that "utilizing" the military "is always an option." The same week that Rubio was on the Hill, White House Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller on January 5 scoffed at the idea that seizing Greenland would lead to armed conflict, because "nobody's going to fight the United States" over Greenland. (A few days earlier, his wife, Katie, also a White House aide, posted a picture on social media of an American flag superimposed over Greenland, with the comment: "SOON.")

The president's obsession with Greenland is especially dangerous because it has no real constituency: Trump is determined to get the island, it seems, only because Denmark and the rest of the world are telling him that he can't have it. As is so often the case, telling Trump not to do something makes him more determined to do it.

Even the loyal MAGA base has shown no interest in Greenland, or at least not yet; the president's supporters, of course, usually end up supporting whatever he wants. But so far, taking Greenland is not a chant or talking point on the same level as, say, building a wall along the Mexican border once was. In fact, polls show that most Americans oppose the whole idea. Even so, that didn't stop Randy Fine, who represents Florida's Sixth Congressional District, from introducing the Greenland Annexation and Statehood Act on Monday. Perhaps Fine's constituents in Palatka or Pierson are clamoring for a victory parade in Nuuk, but this idea seems to have possessed Trump and almost no one else, which means the president may choose to get it done with the only instrument that he feels is totally within his control: the United States Armed Forces.

This morning, Denmark sent an advance military command to Greenland in preparation for sending yet more Danish forces to the island. Danish lawmakers told my colleague Isaac Stanley-Becker last week that the timing of this deployment is not a coincidence and represents an attempt to create a "credible deterrent" on the island--presumably to the Americans. This afternoon, the foreign ministers of both Denmark and Greenland met with Vice President J. D. Vance and Secretary of State Marco Rubio at the White House, and, clearly, got nowhere: Both ministers reiterated that any solution to Trump's "concerns" that does not respect the territorial sovereignty of Greenland and the Kingdom of Denmark is "totally unacceptable." (The Danish foreign minister called these Denmark's "red lines" on the matter.)

The Danes are not going to hand over Greenland; the Greenlanders will not vote to become part of the United States. What, exactly, is left for Trump to do, and what will happen if he takes Greenland over the objections of Denmark and NATO?

As my colleagues Shane Harris, Isaac Stanley-Becker, and Jonathan Lemire reported recently, Danish officials are concerned that Trump will simply issue a late-night proclamation that the United States owns Greenland and then dare anyone to contradict him. The international community has become inured to many of the president's grandiose statements, and Trump declaring himself Lord Protector of Greenland might not have much impact.

But Trump might then try to enforce his claims. He could start by ordering the U.S. military to treat Greenland as sovereign U.S. territory. And such an order, which would be illegal but would likely be fulfilled by Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth's Pentagon, could set in motion a disastrous chain of events.

Assume, for example, that Denmark closes Greenland's airspace to U.S. flights in order to assert its continued sovereignty (and to prevent Trump from sending more troops to the island). Trump might then order the Air Force to ignore any directions from local authorities--because, of course, Greenland would now be American airspace--and to treat all such encounters as potentially hostile. Or imagine that Denmark, following some intemperate claim from Trump, demands that U.S. forces in Greenland remain confined to their bases, and Trump, incensed at the insult to his putatively unlimited power, tries to force the issue and tells American servicepeople to act as the island's de facto police, including suppressing any demonstrations or resistance from the population.

Either by design or accident, members of the American military might end up confronting Danish forces, men and women with whom they have trained for years and may have served in Afghanistan. Someone might be killed. The death of a Greenlander, a Dane, or a member of any other military there as a show of support for Denmark--Sweden has already sent troops to Greenland, and Britain is considering similar moves--would incinerate the NATO alliance. Then the real nightmare begins.

The United States is already overstretched around the world because of Trump's chaotic threats and impulses. Ships that should be in the Gulf or near Europe or Asia are paddling around in the Caribbean because of Trump's operation to remove the Venezuelan dictator Nicolas Maduro from power. The president has threatened to attack Iran, again, if the regime in Tehran continues to kill its own citizens, and U.S. forces would have to dart back across the world to undertake new assignments in the Middle East. Of course, such a move would undermine Trump's ongoing warnings that he might strike Mexico and Colombia.

As the American military chases Trump's ever-changing Sharpie lines across the world's maps, the West's enemies will be tempted to take advantage of the fact that the United States has obliterated the most powerful alliance in history while scattering American forces around the globe in showpiece operations that have more to do with Trump's vanity than with sound strategy. They have surely noticed that the U.S. defense and intelligence services are in the hands of unqualified loyalists, and that so far Trump's plans for improving the battle readiness of the American military are mostly limited to pictures of make-believe battleships that will never be built.

If NATO collapses because of bullets fired in Greenland, Russian President Vladimir Putin might well assume that he could bury the Atlantic Alliance once and for all by attacking NATO's Baltic members. As the political scientist Ian Bremmer, who founded the analytical firm Eurasia Group, said on social media this week, "Nobody wants the United States to take control of Greenland (and, accordingly, destroy NATO) more than Putin." The Russians don't need to fully occupy Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania; the point would be to start a war aimed at isolating them. (The three countries together are about the size of Wisconsin.) Putin has taken ghastly losses in Ukraine, but he has enough of an army left, backed by drones and other assets, to pummel the Baltic states and grab pieces of territory that may have no strategic value but whose capture would serve to remind the world that the United States--the new masters of Greenland--will not save Europe.

Other nations, however, are unlikely to sit by, especially neighboring NATO countries such as Poland and Finland. Should they come to the aid of their Baltic allies, at least some other European nations would likely support those efforts, and the result would be a broader European conflict involving some of the most militarily capable states in the world. For the first time in almost a century, the continent would be at war, this time one involving multiple nuclear powers. U.S. forces, like it or not, would find themselves in the middle of this bedlam, and with each day of violence the chances would grow of a cataclysmic mistake or miscalculation by any of the combatants.

Read: Trump seizing Greenland could set off a chain reaction

Meanwhile, a world away from Europe, China might wonder if America has finally tied itself in enough foolish knots to put the conquest of Taiwan within reach, especially with Trump's "Golden Fleet" nowhere in sight. And although no one should try to predict what North Korea's bizarre dynasty would do, South Korea and Japan would have to begin planning for the risks that will come during, and after, America's voluntary strategic immolation, most likely with crash programs to develop nuclear arms.

And all this could happen--for what, exactly? The vainglorious demands of one man who can't read a map?

Concerned leaders in both parties should explain to the citizens of the United States how much peril Trump is courting. His obsessions could lead not only to the collapse of their standard of living but present a real danger to their lives, no matter where they live. Congress, of course, should have stopped Trump--on this as on so many things--long ago. The Republican majority has the power to put an end to this lunacy by closing its purse strings and passing laws directly forbidding further adventures: Yesterday, Senators Lisa Murkowski and Jeanne Shaheen introduced the NATO Unity Protection Act, which explicitly prohibits using Federal funding "to blockade, occupy, annex or otherwise assert control over the sovereign territory of a NATO member state without that ally's consent." This is one case where the MAGA base, which claims to hate foreign adventures, might forgive the GOP for opposing Trump.

Most Americans probably couldn't care less about Greenland, but they will be forced to care--tragically, too late--if Trump's gambit engulfs the world in flames.
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The Provocation That Helped Create America

<em>Common</em> <em>Sense</em> was subversive in 1776. Maybe its ideas are what we need now.

by Jake Lundberg

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




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

Thomas Paine may have exaggerated when he said his pamphlet Common Sense was the most successful publication "since the invention of printing," but only by a little. Published 250 years ago last week, Common Sense is perhaps the most consequential piece of political writing in American history. At a moment when hostilities with Britain had already commenced but many still entertained hopes of reconciliation, it made a forceful and seemingly irrefutable argument for independence. As the Atlantic writer Frederick Sheldon wrote in an 1859 portrait of Paine, many Americans "stood shivering on the banks of the Rubicon" at the beginning of 1776. Common Sense helped them cross it.

Reading it now, Paine's words are a kind of portal back to the Revolutionary moment. Although Common Sense is an 18th-century text with 18th-century language and preoccupations, a live current still runs through it. To revisit what Paine captured as a turning point in human history is to be reminded of the most expansive possibilities of the American idea at its creation.

Paine was an unlikely spokesman for American independence. When he wrote Common Sense, he'd only recently arrived in America from England. He was 37, and mostly a failure after turns as a staymaker (an artisan who made corsets), teacher, shopkeeper, and tax collector. The two things Paine was best at--talking and writing--had at least landed him in useful company in London, and he'd left for Philadelphia late in 1774 bearing a letter of introduction from no less a patron than Benjamin Franklin. Not long after his arrival, Paine began editing the weekly Pennsylvania Magazine, taking on the horrors of slavery, the unwelcome presence of British troops, the prospects of defensive war, and the trials of marriage (another venture in which he had failed).

With Common Sense, Paine, in the words of the American general Charles Lee, "burst upon the world like Jove, in thunder." First issued on January 10, 1776, it was printed up and down the colonies in some 25 editions over the course of the year. Paine would later claim that it sold 150,000 copies, making it the best-selling "performance" since "the use of letters." Whatever the figures, if Common Sense didn't single-handedly convert Americans to independence, it gave words to growing feelings. As a Massachusetts man wrote to Paine, "every sentiment has sunk into my well-prepared heart."

It did not do so by accident. Paine crafted Common Sense as a kind of talking book; its pages are alive with the voices and scenes of the Revolutionary moment. John Adams complained that Common Sense sounded like it was written by a former inmate of London's notorious Newgate Prison, "or one who had chiefly associated with such company." For Paine, this was high praise. He wished for Common Sense to sound like what one might hear in the tavern, the shop, the coffeehouse, or the street. Anticipating public readings, he fashioned the text as something of a script, adding italics and capitals to direct its performers to catch its cadences and hurl its barbs: "The blood of the slain, the weeping voice of nature cries, 'TIS TIME TO PART."

Paine's argument for parting was as powerful as his language. His reasoning began with an indictment of the whole institution of monarchy (which he called "the most prosperous invention the Devil ever set on foot for the promotion of idolatry.") What monarchy's devotees claimed as natural and divine, Paine described as a crime of history. The first king? He was the "chief among plunderers" and "nothing better than the principal ruffian of some restless gang." Such rhetoric announced a marked turn in the discourse on America's relation to Britain, both in tone and target. Previously, the debate involved the abstract language of political theory and had largely focused on the question of Parliament's authority over the colonies. Paine's anti-monarchy appeal at once simplified the case and made it more democratic, shaking the foundations of a world defined by rigid hierarchies.

For even some American leaders, such ideas were dangerously subversive. Adams, who recognized Paine's genius but feared his book's influence, called Paine a "disastrous meteor" whose appearance portended disorder and tumult. Paine wasn't merely making a case against monarchy and for American independence--he was offering a thrilling vision of America as a refuge for liberty and equality, a laboratory for self-government, independent not just from Britain but from all the existing institutions that kept people in their places. "We have it in our power to begin the world over again," he announced. "The birthday of a new world is at hand."

This year, the 250th birthday of the nation Paine helped write into existence is at hand. But with a leader who yearns for the powers of a king and an administration working to discount the currency of our most Revolutionary ideals, we seem to be reverting to the old world Paine wished to bury. His pamphlet, a provocation then, is perhaps the provocation we need now. It remains true that "men who look upon themselves born to reign, and others to obey, soon grow insolent." It is not theoretical that some figure "laying hold of popular disquietudes, may collect together the desperate and the discontented, and by assuming themselves the powers of government, may sweep away the liberties of the continent like a deluge." And as freedom is being "hunted around the globe," we would do well to remember that America was born, in aspiration at least, as a home for the fugitive and "an asylum for mankind."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/01/common-sense-thomas-paine-idea-helped-create-america/685633/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Elizabeth Warren's Abundant Mistakes

Her critique of moderate Democrats is a mischaracterization of her opponents within the party.

by Jonathan Chait

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




The Democratic Party has two competing plans to "pick up the broken pieces from the 2024 election," claimed Elizabeth Warren, in a widely touted speech she delivered Monday at the National Press Club. "One vision says that we should shape our agenda and temper our rhetoric to flatter any fabulously rich person looking for a political party that will entrench their own economic interests," she argued. The other vision--hers, as you might guess--is noble and pure.

Warren's account of the party's internal divide is nonsensical demagoguery. Almost nobody in the Democratic Party--perhaps literally nobody--believes it should design its message to flatter selfish billionaires.

But the existence of an internal schism is quite real. And the fact that Warren, who has long styled herself as an intellectual and political leader of the party's progressive faction, must resort to grotesque mischaracterization of her opponents within the Democratic Party is an indication of how poorly the argument has gone for her side over the past year and a half.

The actual claim moderates tend to make about why their party lost in 2024 is that Kamala Harris was unable to credibly separate herself from the toxic social-policy stances she adopted during her 2020 campaign--the highest-profile being her promise to support taxpayer-financed gender-reassignment surgeries for prisoners and detained migrants. She also did too little to distance herself from the Biden administration's unpopular governing record.

Many progressives reject that analysis, especially the first part, which implies that the party needs to abandon unpopular positions. They argue that the social views held by a majority of the electorate are (as one progressive strategist put it) "unacceptable." Rather than compromise with the holders of those unacceptable beliefs, Democrats can simply focus public attention on the evils of the billionaire class, a message thought to be powerful enough to overcome the political drag created by any nonnegotiable social-policy stances.

Warren's speech articulates this strategy--though it might be more accurate to say that it carries out this strategy by ignoring or mischaracterizing the views of her internal Democratic Party critics and instead depicting them as puppets of the wealthy.

In her speech, Warren repeatedly argued that the moderate analysis of Democrats' shortcomings is that they lost because they offended rich people and therefore failed to raise enough money. She decried "the temptation--in this moment of national crisis--to sand down our edges to avoid offending anyone, especially the rich and powerful who might finance our candidates." She insisted, "A Democratic Party that worries more about offending big donors than delivering for working people is a party that is doomed to fail."

Jonathan Chait: Democrats still have no idea what went wrong

Revealingly, Warren did not cite any Democrat who holds this supposedly influential belief. Through insinuation, however, she tried to associate it with advocates of the abundance agenda. "Reid Hoffman is sending everyone he knows a copy of Ezra Klein and Derek Thompson's book on abundance and backing pro-abundance candidates," she warned. "Running on small, vague ideas that may also raise costs for families--instead of on full-throated, economic populist ideas--is a terrible plan for winning elections."

In fact, the abundance agenda is neither small nor vague, nor a plan for winning elections. It is not a political strategy but a set of policy arguments that have caught the attention of liberal intellectuals. The agenda, in short, argues that cities should permit more housing to be built, that the government should make building public infrastructure easier, and that the government has been too bound up by procedures and regulations that prevent swift action.

The abundance agenda is designed to make it easier for government to carry out the energetic work that progressives desire, which has inspired an earnest debate over its wonky particulars. Yet it has drawn withering fire from the left, perhaps because it points the finger at progressives themselves for tying up government in knots. In particular, it blames left-leaning interest groups for upholding well-intentioned rules that make governing costly and slow and that freeze the built environment in place. Progressives such as Warren believe in maintaining a firm alliance with the very groups that the abundance agenda blames.

The abundance agenda intersects with the political arguments moderates have made, because both the abundance proponents and the moderates decry the excessive influence of the groups. Many people who believe Democrats should move to the center also embrace the abundance agenda as a set of governing priorities. Despite their somewhat common set of targets, however, abundance proponents and moderates are not the same thing.

The biggest reason some progressives detest the abundance agenda seems to be  that they, like Warren, genuinely adhere to the populist analysis of American politics, which takes it as axiomatic that every problem is caused by nefarious wealthy interests.

At one point in her speech, for instance, Warren claimed that Donald Trump "is trying to push out the chairman of the Federal Reserve Board and complete his corrupt takeover of America's central bank--so that it serves his interests, along with his billionaire friends'." Is it true that Trump's billionaire friends would benefit from undermining central-bank independence? The billionaires don't seem especially excited about this aspect of Trump's power grab. An alternate explanation for Trump's behavior is that, rather than carrying out a clever plan to enrich his allies, he doesn't understand monetary policy very well. To the populist monomaniac, however, there are no dumb ideas, only plots.

The abundance agenda, by contrast, is premised on the belief that at least some problems do stem from misconceived ideas, including the left-wing variety. The abundance proponents do not defend the role of the wealthy, nor do they imply that Democrats should steer clear of taxing the rich and regulating harmful business practices. (Most of the prominent advocates of the abundance agenda, including Klein and Thompson, favor such steps.) They simply call attention to the existence of some problems that are not entirely the fault of billionaires.

Elaine Godfrey: What happened to Elizabeth Warren?

If you are unable to imagine any economic problem that is not the product of billionaire greed, then you naturally assume that anybody who sees the world differently is a tool of the rich. Yet the Democratic Party is completely unified on the merits of raising taxes on the rich and spending more on benefits for the poor and middle class. Its true divide concerns Warren's fixation with wealthy interests as the source of all evils, and whether this political style offers the party a path to the majority.

We have three broad ways to measure the political appeal of Warren's message. First, she has run for Senate three times. She has won those races. But because she is a Democrat in Massachusetts, one of the most overwhelmingly Democratic states in America, winning alone tells us little about her appeal. The election-data-analytics firm Split Ticket found that in 2018 and 2024, Warren ran 9.4 points and 10.8 points below the vote share that a generic Democrat would have attained--making her one of the party's poorest performers each cycle. The database in that measurement does not include 2012, the year Warren first ran for Senate, but in that race she ran seven points behind Barack Obama in her state, even though Obama was facing Mitt Romney, the state's well-regarded former governor, at the top of the ticket.

Second, Warren ran for president in 2020 and performed miserably. Lots of candidates ran in that cycle and failed to break through. Warren attracted huge amounts of donor support; the media covered her like a front-runner. Her problem was that the voters simply didn't choose her. She finished third in Iowa, fourth in New Hampshire and Nevada, and fifth in South Carolina before dropping out after losing her home state. Her high-profile defeat did not inspire any obvious recriminations. Warren's campaign memoir expresses bewilderment that her successful courting of progressive activists did not translate into votes among Black and Latino primary voters, without questioning whether those activists represented large numbers of real voters as opposed to just the progressive donors who funded their work.

Third, and most revealingly, despite crashing and burning in the primary, Warren built enough prestige among Democratic Party elites to gain deep influence over both the staffing and the policy agenda of its ultimate victor. As the nominee and as president, Joe Biden adopted many of Warren's campaign proposals, co-authored an op-ed with her, and frequently solicited her advice. "President Joe Biden is enlisting a small army of her former aides and allies to run his government," reported Politico in 2021.

How did Warren's speech process the humbling fact that her policy blueprint was implemented, and Americans rejected it at the ballot box? Mostly by ignoring the entire four years.

The moderates have blamed Harris for failing to separate herself from Biden--most infamously, when she told The View that she couldn't think of a single policy on which she differed from him. In the speech, Warren's only specific criticism of Harris's relationship to Biden came when she attacked her for failing to pledge to keep Lina Khan, a Warren favorite, as head of the Federal Trade Commission. (Warren, of course, blames this decision on billionaires.)

Jonathan Chait: The coming Democratic civil war

Warren's speech also insisted that "we can't rebuild trust by excommunicating Biden-administration law enforcers who, for the first time in decades, actually fought to hold corporations accountable for driving up prices."

Excommunication in general is a rather stringent penalty that ought to be employed only for serious offenses, and ideally by a church. Still, it is revealing that Warren's only takeaway from the Biden administration is that the Democrats should bind themselves to keeping his staff in place indefinitely.

Warren blithely credited the Biden aides with holding corporations "accountable for driving up prices." But did this actually prevent inflation? Or did it at least make the public give Biden credit for fighting inflation? The answer to both is no. Yet this is the blueprint she demands the party follow into the future.

In the airtight world of populist logic, no evidence for Warren's beliefs is necessary. Blaming corporations for any given problem is self-evidently correct, and failing to embrace this logic can be explained only by corruption. Warren has put Democrats on notice that if they resist her moral certitude, she will question their integrity. The lesson they should draw from her speech is that, if they want to build a majority more durable than Biden's, questioning Warren's dogma is a necessity.
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The U.S. Military Can't Do Everything at Once

Hot spots around the globe mean a heightened risk that any retaliation succeeds.

by Nancy A. Youssef

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




Even with a nearly $1 trillion budget, the U.S. military can only do so much. Pentagon officials are privately warning that the United States may not be able to threaten Venezuela's regime, support protesters seeking to topple Iran's government, and protect its interests in the Asia-Pacific without being overstretched. The competing demands could heighten the risk to ground forces in the Middle East, who would be in the line of fire of any retaliation from Iran should President Trump decide to strike.

U.S. military commanders are used to having most of the assets they need to wage war. The cost of two decades in Afghanistan topped $2 trillion, to say nothing of Iraq and, more recently, Yemen, Iran, and Somalia. But the military faces an unusual problem: how to get the ships, munitions, and planes that were protecting U.S. forces in the Middle East--but are now in the Caribbean--back to the Middle East. The answer is probably that they can't have everything they want everywhere they would like.

In the weekslong run-up to the U.S. capture of the Venezuelan leader Nicolas Maduro, the U.S. sent roughly 11 ships and submarines stationed near Venezuela, marking the biggest U.S. military footprint in the region since the Cuban missile crisis. Initially, the forces struck suspected drug boats, later stopped sanctioned oil tankers, and ultimately took custody of Maduro after Delta Forces snatched him while he was sleeping in Caracas. Many military assets came from the Middle East and have yet to leave the Western Hemisphere.

Until last fall, commanders in the Middle East could count on having an aircraft-carrier strike group nearby that was either in the Persian Gulf or could reach it quickly. Fighter jets can take off from a carrier and conduct strikes in defense of U.S. ground forces. Destroyers accompanying the carrier can shoot down enemy missiles bound for U.S. bases. Not this time. The USS Gerald R. Ford, which had been closest to the Middle East, left the shores of Europe last fall for the U.S. pressure campaign on Venezuela. It would take at least two weeks for the Ford to move back within range of the Middle East. The USS Abraham Lincoln carrier strike group, now the nearest carrier, is operating in the western Pacific and would likely take just a little less time to arrive. Based on Trump's latest statements, U.S. strikes in Iran no longer appear imminent. But he hasn't ruled them out.

Drones, tankers, and other flight assets also moved out of the Middle East for operations near Venezuela, defense officials told me. The capture of Maduro involved more than 150 planes and drones, according to the Pentagon. And although the administration is dangling economic carrots in front of Venezuela's transitional government, it also plans to keep its military sticks nearby, defense officials told me.

Enough U.S military power remains in the Middle East to launch a strike on Iran's security forces or even its nuclear program. But there may not be enough to defend U.S. troops from a regime that has repeatedly vowed to strike back at nearby U.S. assets and regional allies if it's attacked. Iran's theocratic regime may be all the more inclined if it feels that it is on its last legs. This morning, the U.S. military advised some personnel to leave their base in Qatar, describing the move as a precaution. Iran fired toward that base in June after U.S. strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities. Other nearby bases are expected to make similar precautionary moves, U.S. defense officials told me. America's ability to protect its own troops is where the heavy demands on military assets could come into play.

"It's not carrying out the strike that we have to worry about. It's the Iranian response," one former military commander who operated in the Middle East told me.

Read: So this is what 'America First' looks like 

During the June strikes on Iran, the military sent bombers and other aircraft from the United States on a round-trip mission, roughly 37 hours in all. The USS Carl Vinson carrier strike group was operating nearby, and the USS Nimitz, another aircraft carrier, and its accompanying ships also arrived that month. Both are now at their home ports in the United States.

Trump began threatening a new U.S. military response on January 2, as Iran cracked down on protesters who'd first flooded the streets five days earlier. But the Pentagon has yet to execute a surge of fighter jets, bombers, tankers, and drones toward the Middle East.

Should the U.S. quickly fly planes toward the region, they could be there in as little as 16 hours. Trump wrote on Truth Social on January 2 that if Iran "violently kills peaceful protesters, which is their custom, the United States of America will come to their rescue." He added, "We are locked and loaded and ready to go." Since that post, reports have emerged that at least 2,400 protesters have been killed and as many as 18,000 detained. Trump raised the ante last night during an interview with CBS News, threatening to "take very strong action" if Iranian authorities begin hanging anti-government protesters this week. By midday today, he said that he had it on "good authority" that Iran would not conduct executions.

As soon as any president begins discussing the use of military force, Pentagon planners start coming up with options should the president ask for them. Under this administration, such threats, usually made via social media, come so frequently that nearly every combatant commander has had to draft such a plan. The Trump administration has also discussed attacking Greenland, possibly helping Ukraine in the face of Russia's unwillingness to strike a deal, and preparing to defend Taiwan in the event of Chinese aggression. The U.S. National Defense Strategy, which helps the Pentagon set its priorities, was supposed to be published by now but has not been. So the military has no specific doctrine to follow.

"That's a lot of theaters at the same time, and we are not built to do that," a U.S. defense official explained to me.

Read: Is the Iranian regime about to collapse?

U.S. Central Command, which is responsible for military operations in the Middle East, presented options roughly a week after the president's initial statements about using U.S. military force in Iran. Those options included military strikes and nonmilitary options, including cyberattacks. But the Pentagon also asked for the administration to outline U.S. objectives for any military strikes. Many U.S. military officials believe that Iranians most need restoration of their internet, which military strikes would not achieve. Centcom revised its options earlier this week as the president called for Iran to cancel any planned executions, defense officials told me.

Several types of protections are in place for U.S. forces in the region, just not as many as the U.S. military may want. They include ground-based interceptors, which can shoot down missiles aimed at U.S. military bases in the region, as well as at least three destroyers that could deploy, defense officials told me.

The administration is facing pressure from its allies to not strike for different reasons. Turkey has publicly called for negotiations. And according to a Wall Street Journal report, Iran's Arab rivals--Saudi Arabia, Oman, and Qatar--are urging restraint out of fear that attempts to overthrow the regime could rattle oil markets and disrupt the global economy.

Regardless of whether the United States conducts strikes in Iran, the Trump administration's push to intervene militarily in multiple parts of the world could lead to another kind of financial pressure, in this case on the American taxpayer. Last week, the president announced that he would ask Congress for a $1.5 trillion Pentagon budget.
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Jeff Bezos Needs to Speak Up

The raid on a <em>Washington Post </em>reporter's home is deeply troubling.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




When the government stomps on some once-inviolable right, it may be carrying out the next step in a concerted plan, or it may just be stumbling clumsily. The proper response in these moments is not to wax hysterical, but instead to draw clear moral lines. That is especially true for powerful people with the ability to make themselves heard.

This morning, FBI agents searched the home of the Washington Post reporter Hannah Natanson and seized her devices, allegedly as part of a leak investigation targeting sources she had covered.

Journalists are supposed to enjoy legal protections from raids such as this, because courts have recognized that if the government could treat them as criminals for acquiring nonpublic information, their work--protected by the First Amendment--would become impossible. Gray areas do exist, and previous administrations have often tangled with the media over where to draw the line between legitimate investigations of important government secrets and impingement upon the free press.

Depending on what facts the FBI produces, the raid of Natanson's home may lie within that traditional gray area. But there are reasons it may portend something more ominous.

Paul Farhi: Trump's campaign to crush the media

One is that Donald Trump refuses to accept the legitimacy of an independent media. He has repeatedly described media outlets whose reporting he doesn't approve of as operating illegally, and has threatened more than a dozen times to remove the broadcast license of offending outlets. In his first term, he retaliated against The Washington Post's owner, Jeff Bezos, by withholding a lucrative Pentagon contract from Amazon.

In his second term, Trump has learned to apply this pressure more pointedly. He has made it plain that owners of large media firms should expect much friendlier regulatory treatment if they bring to heel the journalists they employ. What makes this tactic so deviously effective is that many influential media outlets are just a tiny portion of their owners' business interests. The Ellisons own CBS News, but CBS News is a speck in their financial portfolio. Losing audience share for 60 Minutes because the show relinquishes its independence would be an insignificant financial setback, but losing the administration's approval for the Ellisons' merger bids would be catastrophic.

The same logic applies to Bezos. Companies he founded take in billions of dollars in federal space and defense contracts, and require the government's approval for satellite communications. Bezos has good reason to worry that the fate of these companies is tied to Trump's feelings toward the Post, a newspaper whose gains or losses amount to a rounding error. Bezos has sent a procession of compliant signals: replacing the Post's leadership and its writers for its editorial page with more conservative figures, spiking the newspaper's presidential endorsement, and appearing at Trump's inauguration in a Putin-esque display of oligarchic cooperation.

The question that has hung over the Post since Bezos's heel turn has been whether he is still willing to protect the paper from a president who yearns to subdue it. He could answer the question by speaking out forcefully in defense of his journalists and their right to report on the government without intimidation. Or he could continue to remain silent, which, in its own way, is also an answer.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/01/raid-washington-post/685621/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Do ICE Officers Have 'Immunity'?

States don't often prosecute federal officers, but they can.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




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

As often happens, Stephen Miller gave the locker-room talk, which was, more or less: No one can stop us. Back in October, when Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker objected to having more federal immigration officers in his state, the deputy chief of staff and dominant West Wing voice had a message in response.

" To all ICE officers, you have federal immunity in the conduct of your duties, and anybody who lays a hand on you or tries to stop you or tries to obstruct you is committing a felony," he said on Fox News.

After the ICE officer Jonathan Ross shot and killed the protester Renee Good, the administration stuck to that message. It declined to open an investigation into the shooting, and said it would be sending hundreds more ICE officers into the state; then it pushed to instead initiate an investigation into Renee Good's widow. The we-have-your-back attitude, says our staff writer Nick Miroff, who covers immigration, undoubtedly emboldens ICE. It sends "a signal to continue to do what they're doing, to not give any ground to protesters or to public officials in Minnesota," Nick says.

But is Miller correct? Are ICE agents in fact immune? Can anyone hold them accountable? The federal government may have the officers' backs, but state laws have jurisdiction too, and Minnesota is so far not ceding to the administration's wishes.

This week, six federal prosecutors in Minnesota resigned reportedly because of the Justice Department's push to investigate Good's widow, but not Ross. States and the federal government have historically fought over holding each other's agents accountable, and states have not always lost.

In this week's episode, we talk to Bryna Godar, an attorney with the State Democracy Research Initiative at the University of Wisconsin Law School. She studies the power that states have to hold federal officers such as Ross accountable. And we ask Miroff whether ICE is expanding beyond immigration enforcement, turning Homeland Security into an openly political entity that welcomes clashes with American citizens.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Minneapolis remains tense this week. People are out on the streets clashing with ICE agents. Social media is full of a new kind of video: federal agents not out arresting undocumented immigrants, but getting into physical confrontations with American citizens, sometimes on otherwise quiet suburban streets.

[Music]

Rosin: One video circulating this week showed a masked ICE agent shoving a Minneapolis city councilman into the street.

(Whistles blare.)
 Protester 1: Yo! Yo! What the fuck are you doing?
 Protester 2: Get the fuck out! Get the fuck out! Get the fuck out!


Rosin: The protests come, of course, after ICE agent Jonathan Ross shot and killed an unarmed protester, Renee Good, in her car. And they've grown dramatically with the Trump administration's response to the shooting, which has been no Department of Justice investigation, no sense of accountability or even discussion of accountability.

In fact, the administration has reflexively defended the shooter and dismissed Good as "highly disrespectful" and committing an "act of domestic terrorism." And then the administration is sending hundreds more officers into the city to double down on their mission, which leaves citizens everywhere asking, Have we reached the point where a federal agent can shoot an unarmed American citizen and we just continue on with the program?

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Today: Will there be justice, or will things only get worse?

Back in October, as Illinois leaders pushed back on the immigration deployment in their state, [President Donald] Trump's deputy chief of staff, Stephen Miller, had this message on Fox News.

Stephen Miller (on Fox News):  To all ICE officers: You have federal immunity in the conduct of your duties, and anybody who lays a hand on you or tries to stop you or tries to obstruct you is committing a felony. You have immunity to perform your duties, and no one--no city official, no state official, no illegal alien, no leftist agitator, or domestic insurrectionist--can prevent you from fulfilling your legal obligations and duties.


[Music]

Rosin: Miller's message--that you can operate with impunity, even against Americans--suggests that maybe the role of ICE is evolving. Could Homeland Security be turning into an openly political entity that welcomes clashes with American citizens? We'll talk about that in the second half of the show.

But first, there is another important authority in the mix: the state of Minnesota, which seems not to be falling in line with the administration's program.

This week, six federal prosecutors in Minnesota reportedly resigned because the Justice Department pushed to investigate Good's widow, but not the ICE agent who shot Good.

Bryna Godar: I think this does mark a significant shift for the country and is potentially setting up an escalating conflict between states and the federal government in a way that we haven't seen in a long time.


Rosin: That is Bryna Godar, an attorney with the State Democracy Research Initiative at the University of Wisconsin Law School. Godar studies the power that states have to hold federal officers, like ICE agent Ross, accountable.

I started by asking her about Stepehen Miller's claim: that they were immune.

Rosin (in interview): Is that a real thing? Do federal officers have this kind of immunity that he's describing?

Godar: They do not have immunity that is that broad. Federal officers do have some immunity, but it is not absolute immunity for things that they do on the job. They still have to comply with federal laws. They still have to act in a reasonable way in carrying out their duties and not violate people's rights.

Rosin: If Minnesota decides they wanna charge this specific shooter with a crime, and the federal government has already decided he didn't do anything wrong, what happens? How does that unfold?

[Music]

Godar: So the state--or in this case, it would likely be Hennepin County prosecutors--could file criminal charges against the officer involved if they think they have enough evidence there. And then that officer would likely claim federal immunity and try to get the case moved to federal court and try to get the charges thrown out based on claims of federal immunity.

And from there, it would just depend on what the federal court decided, of whether the case could proceed. And if it did, then state and local prosecutors would go ahead and take that case to trial in federal court for a state-law crime.

Rosin: So this is a gray area. It's like, there's a lot of details to be hashed out--

Godar: Yes.

Rosin: --in a situation like this. Right. And is it the kind of thing that would get adjudicated for years, or is it fairly clear--they put out a warrant for the shooter's arrest? How does it unfold, in general?

Godar: We have seen some cases take years to resolve on this immunity issue. For example, the 1992 Ruby Ridge incident, where a federal sniper shot and killed an unarmed woman. That took place in 1992, and it wasn't until 2001 that the Ninth Circuit ultimately ruled that that case could go ahead and that that officer didn't necessarily have immunity from the state criminal prosecution in that.

So these are not easy cases, and I don't wanna overstate the ability of states to win these cases. We have seen repeatedly that federal courts will throw out charges if the federal courts think that the officer is acting reasonably and carrying out their federal duties in a reasonable way.

But states have succeeded in getting these cases to trial in cases where the facts were sufficiently disputed, and the federal court agreed that it wasn't clear that the officer was acting with lawful force. So that's really the big hurdle here, is if the state can show that there is enough question around the reasonableness of this officer's actions in order to get over that immunity hurdle.

Rosin: Right, and as you've watched the administration respond to this particular case, have you seen them kind of preempt some of these arguments? 'Cause they're speaking in very specific language about force, the correct use of force, all this kind of stuff.

Godar: This administration is, first of all, trying to say that states don't even have the power to bring these types of cases, which is just flatly wrong based on this long history of states bringing this exact type of case. And the federal government is definitely trying to spin the narrative in a certain way so that the officer would be able to more easily claim immunity.

But it's important to note that this would ultimately be a decision in federal court, and it wouldn't be the federal-administration officials who have been speaking about this being the ones who are making that determination.

Rosin: Right. So they can spin a public narrative, but it doesn't necessarily affect or determine what happens in the actual courts.

Godar: Exactly.

Rosin: I guess I have a fundamental question, which is: Why is the law designed this way? Why is it important for states to be able to hold the federal government accountable in certain cases?

Godar: Yeah, so this idea of dual sovereignty and the checks and balances that come with that is baked into how our country is designed. So at the founding, there was this idea that, if the federal government overstepped on people's rights, the states would be there to check the federal government and vice versa. And that was really seen as foundational to protecting people's rights and guarding against tyranny and abuse from the federal government or state governments.

Throughout history, these cases have come up most frequently during periods of more friction between the states and the federal government.

[Music]

Godar: Some of the times where we've seen this come up include the Prohibition era, where there was pretty intense and violent federal enforcement of prohibition laws, and states were charging federal officers with violating various state criminal laws, like manslaughter, murder, assault, in carrying out those actions.

Other times, we've seen states more actively pushing back on the enforcement of federal laws, such as when the Fugitive Slave Act was in existence. We saw a number of states, including Wisconsin, charging U.S. marshals with kidnapping for capturing previously enslaved people. And in some of those cases, the federal courts were quite quick to throw out those charges because the federal officers were acting lawfully under federal law, but the states were nevertheless using that as a tool to push back on those federal actions.

And then, conversely, we saw during periods of desegregation some states pushing back on federal government efforts to integrate schools and enforce desegregation policies.

Rosin: So I have heard the administration put out statements to state officials sort of warning them against taking state action.

Godar: Yes, there have been multiple statements from federal officials threatening to charge state and local officials who are considering charges against federal officers, to charge them with federal crimes like obstruction, harboring aliens, conspiring to impede federal officers, or seditious conspiracy. We've seen these from U.S. Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche, as well as Stephen Miller and Attorney General Pam Bondi.

These statements really upend the traditional dynamic in these cases, where it's typically up to the federal courts to decide whether a state is overstepping in its prosecution, and that's the check and balance that we have in this system.

I think the goal of these threats is to stop state and local officials from pursuing these types of cases, and I think it's possible that federal officials could follow up on those threats. I think it's highly unlikely that they would ultimately succeed in court if state and local officials are really just carrying out their jobs, but that doesn't mean that federal officials couldn't try to bring those cases.

Rosin: It's interesting because, with law-enforcement actions, at least most recently, it's been the opposite: It's been federal government putting pressure on states to hold local police departments accountable, like in George Floyd's death, for example. And now we have this inversion: The state's trying to put a check on federal officers. How does that inversion change the power dynamic here?

Godar: I think one difficult aspect of it is that it's not something that we are super familiar with in recent decades. And so I think it's just unfamiliar to people that states actually have this power and have this role and that that is a proper role for states to play.

And then I think the other way it impacts it is that there are dynamics about the investigation process that are flipped, where instead of concerns about a state withholding information from federal investigators, that is now flipped as well, where there's concerns about federal investigators withholding information from state investigators.

Rosin: Looking back at the history, is there a case, a moment, an instance, which gives you hope about this situation, where something or someone or some state has risen to the occasion in a way that we can look to now and think, Oh, that's the model?

Godar: There are several cases where federal courts have recognized that federal officers do not have absolute immunity and that, even where the facts are sufficiently disputed, the case can go ahead, so I would specifically point to the U.S. Supreme Court deciding in a 1906 case where two federal soldiers shot and killed a man who they believed was stealing from federal property.

And we've seen this in other cases too, where if the facts are sufficiently in dispute and there's a version of them that seems to suggest that the officer was just not acting reasonably, those cases can go ahead. Even if the officer ultimately wins at trial, that immunity step, I think, is really important for getting the case over that hurdle and to a trial, and recognizing that it doesn't have to be that the facts are all predetermined. It can be enough that there is this debate over what the officer did was reasonable.

Rosin: I think what's challenging about this particular moment is that the federal government didn't just forego investigating whether the shooting was justified; now they seem to be opening an investigation into Becca Good, the widow of Renee Good. So what do you make of all that--the federal government's just absolute, definitive stance?

Godar: It is really unprecedented to see that type of extreme defense of an officer before watching the whole process play out and gathering all the facts.

[Music]

Godar: And I think it is a point that really underscores how important it is to have states protecting their residents as well, because if you have one level of government failing at that and violating people's rights, you really would not have an option if you didn't have the state there. And so I think this really highlights the importance of that role, and I think seeing if that actually is going to be an effective method of accountability is really important for the future of the country.

Rosin: Well, Bryna, thank you so much for explaining this all to us and its implications.

Godar: Thank you for having me.

Rosin: So in short, no, federal agents, such as ICE officers, do not have absolute immunity--despite what the Trump administration says. States can prosecute federal officers, although we're not used to seeing that lately, and it sounds like it's a long road.

So does the average ICE officer on the streets of Minneapolis think they're immune? And how does that affect their behavior?

After the break, we go inside the Department of Homeland Security. We talk to Nick Miroff, Atlantic staff writer who covers immigration. That's in a minute.

[Break]

Rosin: Nick, welcome back to the show.

Nick Miroff: Good to be back with you.

Rosin: So it's already been an eventful year for ICE and DHS, and then came last week.

Hours after Renee Good was killed, we all saw those videos circulating about the shooting, and instead of the usual pledges to investigate that we would expect, Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem defended the shooting, called Good's actions an "act of domestic terrorism."

For someone who's followed these agencies for years, what did you make of the administration's response to what happened?

Miroff: I think it's a sign of the knee-jerk defensive posture that they are in. It goes hand in hand with the aggressive deployment of these officers and agents in these cities, with marching orders to--let's think about the "F around and find out" ethos of our foreign-policy adventures in the current moment.

[Music]

Miroff: I think it's also being applied in a domestic context, and there is a diminishing patience with public pushback, with protest tactics--

Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem: --and when a mob of agitators that were harassing them all day began--


Miroff: --with the idea that officers and agents are gonna be restrained and are gonna try to avoid engaging directly with the protests.

Noem: --this appears as an attempt to kill or to cause bodily harm to agents.


Miroff: And so when she immediately leapt to defend Officer Ross's decisions--

Noem: An act of domestic terrorism.


Miroff: --I saw that as an eagerness to both send a kind of political signal to the president's base, but also a signal to the broader DHS workforce, which includes ICE, that this White House and this administration is basically gonna defend you no matter what you do.

Rosin: So that's the administration's position. What are you hearing from people at ICE and DHS? Are they leaning into this fight? Are they with the administration, either at the leadership level or rank and file? Can you tell?

Miroff: Well, these videos were like a Rorschach test for the country and our politics, and it's not surprising that that's also true within the ICE workforce, though it's not like I've done a broad poll, but I have tried to ask almost everybody I can think of what they saw.

And it ranges from--I've had very senior ICE officials, who are not softies by any means, tell me that this was just straight-up murder, and that Officer Ross was way out of line and needs to be held accountable in a way that sends a real signal to the rest of the workforce.

But I think that--I would say that, to generalize, most of the ICE officials that I heard from had a kind of a more nuanced view and felt like, once that vehicle was coming at Officer Ross, that he could be found to have made a reasonable decision to fire in self-defense, and that most of the people I spoke to said that he made a very risky decision and putting himself in front of that vehicle with its engine on was inherently dangerous.

And some of the folks I spoke to have heard that he, within the Minneapolis field office, had had a reputation for being really, like, gung ho--one person put it euphemistically: that he was very "enthusiastic" about his job. But he was a guy who was clearly highly trained and was really doing his job aggressively. The incident in June, in which he was very seriously injured, similarly involved taking some risks, some tactics that are generally discouraged. In this case, he was stopping this individual, and he shattered the window, and then he reached into the vehicle, and he ends up getting dragged and all cut up on his arm.

It's not hard to think that that incident must have played into his mindset when he was approaching Good, but it's like, if you've had that happen to you recently, to go and stand in front of a vehicle like that again is a very dangerous posture to take.

Rosin: Before you knew anything about the shooter, before we even knew his name, would you have guessed it was one of the new recruits? 'Cause you've written a lot about how ICE has tried to staff up quickly. Were you surprised to learn that this was actually a veteran officer?

Miroff: I was surprised. My first thought was, like, Oh, wow. Is this one of the new hires that they just rushed through the academy? And so to see that Officer Ross is not only, like, a 10-year veteran of ICE, he's a member of the Special Response Team, which is their tactical unit that's the most highly trained, so they are trained to be in more confrontational and riskier situations--he's not, like, some case officer who's been pushed out onto the street with a gun and is out of their element. He is used to being in tense, confrontational situations like this. He would've practiced these kinds of scenarios many times.

And before that, he was a Border Patrol agent. He was an Iraq War veteran. This is a guy who's been in military or law-enforcement services his entire career and has had to go through any number of training exercises in which use-of-force policies would be addressed.

Rosin: So how do you make sense of that? The Minneapolis chief of police, recently, when he was criticizing ICE's actions, referred to that June injury to Officer Ross and whether the agency was making sure he wouldn't behave unsafely in similar situations. So that's maybe one theory out there about what happened. Do you have another theory? You just described him as kind of prepared.

Miroff: The interpretation that makes sense to me, that I've discussed with some sources--who are just, again, don't have actual information about the investigation, but are observing, trying to formulate a version of what could have happened based on the videos--is that they were preparing to maybe arrest Renee Good and her partner for obstruction.

[Music, followed by siren blaring]

Miroff: And so you see that he pulls out his phone, and he's going around the vehicle recording her license plate.

Becca Good (in video of her encounter with Jonathan Ross): It's okay. We don't change our plates every morning, just so you know.


Miroff: And then, at the moment when he seems to sort of complete the circumnavigation of the vehicle, that's when she's simultaneously hearing from her partner to drive--

Good: Drive, baby! Drive! Drive!


Miroff: --grabbing the passenger-side handle, while you have another ICE officer approaching, telling her to get the F out of the car.

ICE officer: Out of the car. Get out of the fucking car.


Miroff: And then she starts turning the wheel and hits the gas, and it's impossible to know, was he looking at his phone? What was he looking at, right? And all of that is gonna come out in the investigation.

But I think these things are entirely split-second decisions, and he, based on what we've seen from the video, seemed like he was pretty antagonized and was in a pretty aggressive mindset, based on just his conduct in the 40-odd seconds.

So it's really gonna come down to: Was it a reasonable decision to start to open fire once that vehicle was rolling? And so, again, a lot of the ICE officers I've talked to about this think it probably was. And we could end up where--

Rosin: Was or wasn't?

Miroff: It was.

Rosin: Uh-huh.

Miroff: You could end up with a kind of situation where he will be faulted for putting himself in a dangerous situation, but he wouldn't be held criminally liable for killing Renee Good, because the vehicle was coming at him and he had a reasonable fear that he could be killed or injured.

Rosin: So there's the details of this case, and then there's the administration's response, which is a reflexive defense of this officer. And then there's this week, in which things seem to be amping up in Minneapolis. We've seen videos of ICE agents breaking a car window, shoving a city councilman. How do you think the administration response is affecting how ICE officers are behaving on the streets? Does it embolden them? Are they worried? What's your sense of that?

Miroff: I think it emboldens them. I think when they see other administration officials with this kind of unqualified defense of whatever they're doing, and an investigation that is trying to criminalize Renee Good and her partner, turning the focus of the attention to them, I think that that undoubtedly sends a signal to continue to do what they're doing, to not give any ground to protesters or to public officials in Minnesota.

And what we saw in Chicago in the late summer and fall was not dissimilar.

[Music]

Miroff: They shot and killed a guy who wouldn't comply with their orders in his car.

News anchor (from NBC Chicago): It happened during a traffic stop in Franklin Park. According to the Department of Homeland Security, the man resisted arrest and dragged the officer--


Miroff: They shot a protester, Marimar Martinez, who was in her vehicle, five times--

News anchor (from ABC 7 Chicago): The Department of Homeland Security says the woman was one of several people using their vehicles to box in agents--


Miroff: --and then tried to charge her with a federal crime, ultimately dropping the charges.

But, again, we saw protesters and agents and officers in these intense confrontations in the street. We saw them pulling their guns. We saw them shooting people. But once the evidence made its way into courtrooms, and it started to go badly for the administration, the administration kind of pulled back.

And we're at the stage right now where it's too early to say what their response will be once evidence involving this shooting and other incidents is introduced into court. But it doesn't seem like this administration is gonna back down from street-level protests or from public officials in Minneapolis dropping F-bombs at press conferences.

Rosin: Okay, so we spoke to an attorney, who told us that, despite the federal government saying, We have your back, it's not actually true; states can prosecute ICE officers, or they have some tools to do that. What do you think the rank-and-file ICE officers believe? Do you think they believe they're immune? Do they know this?

Miroff: I don't know. I've heard that, but what is an example of a state successfully prosecuting a federal law-enforcement officer in recent years based on a use-of-force incident of this kind? Everybody I asked about this told me that these cases are transferred into federal court and that it's extremely rare for state or local jurisdictions to successfully bring charges against a federal law-enforcement officer accused of wrongdoing while in the course of their duties.

Rosin: So I guess there's two things here. It's definitely possible, but maybe it hasn't happened in recent history, so it's not prime in their minds. The bigger thing, though, is the things that you're describing--me, as an average citizen, I look at ICE; I think, Oh, ICE had a mandate to find undocumented immigrants. What you and I are talking about here is: ICE shot an American citizen, or ICE going after an American citizen. That is very, very, very different. Do you see it as different? Do you see ICE as evolving into a very different role than what it initially started as or what one would think ICE is?

Miroff: Absolutely. Just to be clear, there is no precedent for what we're seeing right now, where the Border Patrol and ICE officers are in the streets of American cities, in neighborhoods, pulling cars over, confronting protesters, zooming around in unmarked cars with masks on. This is just not what these agencies were created to do.

And so at the root of all of this is the Trump administration's quest for a million deportations a year, a mass-deportation campaign that is going to happen in this episodic, rolling basis in blue, Democratic-run cities, and a desire to have imagery of confrontation in which they can have this political fight over immigration, the future of this country, left-wing protesters, have all of these things play out on social media, on television. I think that they think it is winning politics for them, and I think that they think that this is winning policy for them. This is what Stephen Miller has been building up to his entire political career.

We didn't see it on this kind of level in the first Trump administration, because there were checks, there were safeguards, the border was still the focus. But now that the border is basically closed, and all of the energy and the resources and attention are on this deportation campaign, these confrontations are what they've been building up to for a long time.

Rosin: So where this goes--Trump is not gonna be president forever. It does feel right now like the Department of Homeland Security has become much more openly political than we're used to a federal department being. So do the DHS people worry about what happens when Trump is not in office?

Miroff: So this is something that I'm writing about this week. And I think that the main takeaway is that the Department of Homeland Security has gotten way off of its foundational mission.

[Music]

Miroff: But at the core of it is this unresolved conflict in our politics and our country about immigration enforcement, and the role of immigration and immigrants in American society. And there are two completely divergent visions right now that are clashing in a way we've never seen.

Rosin: Thank you, Nick. Thanks for joining us.

Miroff: My pleasure. Always good to be with you.

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes and Jinae West. It was edited by Kevin Townsend and fact-checked by Alex Marono Porto. 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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Denmark's Army Chief Says He's Ready to Defend Greenland

Danish forces are moving to the island to show NATO--and Trump--that they're serious about security.

by Isaac Stanley-Becker

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




Greenland is 836,000 square miles, more than five times the size of California, and it's mostly ice. President Trump has been threatening to commandeer the island, complaining that Denmark has neglected the Arctic territory. On Wednesday, I met with Peter Boysen, the chief of the Danish army, and asked him how his country plans to strengthen Greenland's defenses.

Boysen, who has a lean frame and stoic features, ticked off air capabilities and cyber defenses--satellites, drones, and other technology that can collect data and establish "domain awareness." In layman's terms, that means figuring out exactly who's doing what on the mostly uninhabited territory at the top of the world, which acts as a bridge between the European continent and the northernmost reaches of the Americas.

But then the army chief paused. "In order to maintain sovereignty, you need boots on the ground," he said. He leaned forward over a small table in the Kastellet, a 17th-century fort in Copenhagen that still houses military offices, so that I could not mistake his meaning. "We need, of course, to have units that are able to deploy to Greenland in times of crisis to show presence."

The crisis has come. The foreign ministers of Denmark and Greenland met today at the White House with Vice President J.D. Vance and Secretary of State Marco Rubio. After the meeting, the Danish foreign minister, Lars Lokke Rasmussen, called the dialogue constructive but acknowledged, "We didn't manage to change the American position. It's clear that the president has this wish of conquering over Greenland." Trump confirmed as much, once again telling reporters, "We need Greenland for national security."



Hours earlier, the Danish defense ministry announced a stepped-up military presence in Greenland, including aircraft, ships, and soldiers. A spokesperson for the Danish Defense Command told me that the military presence represents "routine task execution," part of "preparation for upcoming activities," and presented it as the fulfillment of promises made last fall to spend more on Arctic security, including on Greenland. Sweden's prime minister said soldiers from his country were also arriving on Greenland today, and German personnel were expected to begin arriving tomorrow.



Danish lawmakers I spoke with suspected that the timing was not a coincidence. They said the government in Copenhagen wants to avoid inflaming tensions with the United States, but also knows it can't sit on its hands. "If we want to have a credible deterrent, we have to send something," said a member of the Danish parliament's defense committee, speaking on the condition of anonymity because of the matter's sensitivity. A U.S. official in Copenhagen told me that the deployment is consistent with Denmark's promises to boost Arctic deterrence, but was likely expedited because of tensions with the United States.

The move seems to offer the Trump administration a stark choice: Will you join our efforts or destroy them?

Denmark's defense minister, Troels Lund Poulsen, appeared to preview the new military footprint in remarks to reporters yesterday. He said additional forces would showcase a "clear response to the challenge facing the Arctic," but he characterized the deployment as a joint NATO effort, not a threat to the Americans.

Boysen struck a similar note in our conversation. He has been head of the army since 2024, helping lead a military buildup that stretches eastward to the Baltic Sea island of Bornholm and westward to Greenland. Historically, Denmark's military hasn't had a large permanent presence on Greenland, though its Joint Arctic Command is headquartered in the capital, Nuuk, and there are additional personnel at Station Nord, the northernmost military base in the world, as well as several other outposts. Despite Trump's claims that adversaries are bearing down on the island, Boysen said Denmark's foreign-intelligence service hasn't identified an imminent threat--"from Russia or China or anybody else." Current and former U.S. officials told me the same.

Boysen said Denmark deployed units totaling about 600 soldiers to the Arctic last year. With new conscription rules adding to the ranks of the Danish army, as well as joint NATO priorities in the polar region, he said the country's "ability to operate up there will increase." Danish authorities expect allies to step up their footprint on Greenland as well, Boysen told me, pointing to a Denmark-led exercise on the island in 2025, which included France, Germany, Sweden, and Norway. "So again," he said, "I think some of our key allies would want to join us, including the Americans, on Greenland."

Read: Trump seizing Greenland could set off a chain reaction

But Trump seems intent on a different path. He has ridiculed existing efforts to defend Greenland, and insisted that the United States must own the island, which has enjoyed home rule within the Kingdom of Denmark since 1979. A Cold War-era agreement signed by Denmark and the United States gave Washington broad latitude to conduct military operations on the territory, and the U.S. Space Force currently has a base on the island's northwest coast. Rasmus Jarlov, a Danish lawmaker, told me that the Trump administration has yet to articulate a single objective on Greenland, aside from acquiring it. "That's the challenge we have," Jarlov said. "And, of course, since they already have full access, it's a little hard to improve."

"But," the lawmaker added with a laugh, "we're willing to try."

Trump, for his part, doesn't appear to be in the mood to negotiate. He wrote this morning on social media that anything less than ownership was "unacceptable." Last year, his interest in acquiring Greenland was as much a way to bait the Europeans as it was a clear foreign policy ambition, but he has recently embarked on a renewed push for the U.S. to dominate its own hemisphere. The recent military strike in Venezuela--and subsequent pledge to "run" the South American nation--rekindled his desire for expansion, his aides say. Trump has expressed a preference for purchasing Greenland but has not ruled out using force; one of his advisors said he likes "to get people guessing" and that no option is off the table.

Yesterday, after Greenland's prime minister, Jens-Frederik Nielsen, vowed to cast his lot with Denmark over the United States, Trump said that he didn't "know anything about" Nielsen but that such a choice would be a "big problem for him."

What would be a big problem, for everyone, is a U.S. military incursion in Greenland. For one thing, Article 5 of NATO's charter compels members of the alliance to treat an attack on one as an attack on all. (It doesn't contemplate what happens if NATO members attack one another.) There's also a royal decree from 1952, issued in response to Denmark's humiliating rout by Nazi forces in the Second World War, that compels the country's soldiers to fight back if their territory is invaded. Boysen was unequivocal in describing the decree as a fact of military service. "You have to," he said. "It's an obligation."

When I asked whether Danish forces would really fight back against Americans, he demurred. "This is highly political," he said. "And I'm just a soldier."

Jonathan Lemire and Marie-Rose Sheinerman contributed reporting.
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Democratic Bosses Are Launching a Remake of the 2028 Calendar

States are jockeying for an early spot and a greater say in the nominee.

by Michael Scherer

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




The caucus gyms of first-in-the-nation Iowa transformed Barack Obama from curiosity to contender in 2008. Black-church networks in South Carolina handed Joe Biden the Democratic nomination in 2020. If not for the restaurants and bowling lanes of New Hampshire, Bill Clinton's campaign and career would likely have been, to borrow a phrase, as dead as the "last dog" in 1992.

Picking Democratic presidential nominees in the United States, in other words, has always been a concocted local game. Even after Democratic leaders decided in the early 1970s to empower regular people through primaries and open caucuses, they kept a grip on the schedule of contests and the rules by which delegates are selected and can act. Rather than aspiring to provide equal representation, party bosses designed the system to give voters in some states more sway than those in others.

Now the Democratic Party is trying to decide what type of voters it wants to shape its attempt to regain the White House in 2028. Three years after then-President Biden effectively eliminated the Democratic nominating competition by reordering early contests in his favor, the party's Rules and Bylaws Committee has invited all 57 states and territories to apply by tomorrow for pole position in the reshuffled 2028 calendar. The result, expected to be announced later this year, will reset the playing field for Democratic aspirants to the world's most powerful job--and likely anger those who feel cut out.

Read: 'I run the country and the world' 

Even though the party has the power to do virtually anything it wants, conversation has once again largely centered on the handful of states that have led the calendar for decades. Iowa Democrats, who appear likely to be shut out of the early-nominating window for the second cycle after a disastrous 2020, are openly discussing the option of going rogue and holding an unsanctioned early caucus. The New Hampshire and Nevada state parties are lobbying to be the first-in-the-nation primary state, and New Hampshire is threatening to hold a meaningless first contest if it doesn't win the prize. South Carolina, which has represented the nation's Black Democratic electorate in the early window since 2004 and went first in 2024, wants to stay there, but other southern states--including Georgia, Virginia, and North Carolina--are expected to jockey to crowd in on their traditional importance.

At stake is not just a geographic advantage or disadvantage for prospective candidates, but the prospect of windfalls for local-television stations and roadside-hotel chains, as candidates devote tens of millions of dollars to winning early contests in hopes of slingshotting in popularity. The result could also give Republicans, who plan to stick to the traditional early-state order of Iowa and New Hampshire, a general-election advantage in states where Democrats are trying to regain statewide office. Entire campaigns could rise or fall on the outcomes. Quentin Fulks, who worked as the principal deputy campaign manager for the Democratic ticket in 2024 and has been discussed as a potential campaign manager in 2028, described the calendar order as a weight on the scale of the whole contest.

"It's essentially a filter on the party's future, determining which voters are heard first, which issues shape the race, and which candidates remain viable by the time the rest of the country weighs in," Fulks told me; he has previously worked for Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker and Senator Raphael Warnock of Georgia. "We should be clear-eyed about there being advantages for specific candidates in whatever order is chosen."

This year's fight has already created some unlikely allies and shuffled allegiances. Twenty years ago, Donna Brazile, fresh off a turn as campaign manager for Al Gore's 2000 presidential bid, celebrated the addition of Nevada and South Carolina to the top of the calendar as a win for racial and ethnic diversity in the party. This year, she told me, her focus has shifted.

"I think the most important thing is that the party needs to look at how to woo independents, because without independents, Democrats cannot win in 2028," Brazile said. That means, as a member of the Democratic National Committee's Rules and Bylaws Committee, she is looking favorably at restoring New Hampshire--where roughly 90 percent of residents are white and the largest share of voters are "undeclared" for either political party--to its historic position as the first primary contest. She also said that she has some doubts about South Carolina because it has not voted for a Democratic presidential candidate since 1976, and she hopes other southern states enter the conversation. "I am open to a southern state, but I don't believe I am necessarily open to South Carolina. I am all about the Electoral College. Period. End of sentence," she said.

South Carolina stumbled into first place during the 2024 cycle because Biden chose to overrule DNC deliberations to make his path to the nomination as seamless as possible. Now the state that never asked to go first is defending its position, though many of its voters will be happy if it retains some place in the calendar before Super Tuesday. "We are 100 percent defending our position for first," Jay Parmley, the executive director of the South Carolina Democratic Party, told me. He added that if the committee declines, it will "have to explain away removing a primary for a southern state with Black and rural voters." He also said that South Carolina welcomes another southern state joining the early window, as long as his remains.

Read: Inside the Democratic rupture that undermined Kamala Harris's presidential hopes

Nevada state leaders, meanwhile, sent holiday cards and candy canes to the committee members late last year. The cards feature a prickly Joshua tree wearing a Santa hat, and an invocation to "keep fighting the good fight" from "your friends in Nevada." There are plans to distribute "Nevada First" poker chips to the committee in the coming months, according to people involved in the process. Four years ago, Nevada felt that it was on the verge of winning first-primary blessings, only to have Biden impose his will. It doesn't want to see the chance slip away again.

"Nevada is what America is," Artie Blanco, one of the state's two members on the committee, told me, before listing off stats about the state's ethnic diversity, low number of college graduates, and powerful unions, not to mention its razor-thin margins in recent elections.

But New Hampshire is in a stronger position now that Biden, who finished fifth there in 2020, has left the scene. Unlike everywhere else, the New Hampshire secretary of state is empowered to choose the state's primary date at the last minute, and, by state law, he must select one that occurs ahead of any other presidential primary in the nation. In practice, this means that if Democrats don't let New Hampshire go first, New Hampshire will go first anyway with a contest that doesn't count toward the nomination--a loss that could sting in a purple state. It could also shut Democratic candidates out of valuable news cycles as the Republican primary in the state takes center stage. Lawmakers in the state, who are facing contested statewide 2026 races for governor and U.S. senator, are likely to make the point loudly that the party stands to lose if it shows again that it doesn't care. "We certainly aren't taking anything for granted," New Hampshire Democratic Party Chair Ray Buckley told me.

These words will likely please some potential 2028 candidates, such as Kentucky Governor Andy Beshear, Senator Ruben Gallego of Arizona, and Pritzker, who all found time last year to visit the state. Former Chicago Mayor Rahm Emanuel also signaled to my colleague Ashley Parker that he sees a first-in-the-nation New Hampshire as a potential springboard to the top tier. Other possible candidates, such as Maryland Governor Wes Moore, visited South Carolina last year, and former Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg appeared for a town hall in Iowa. (Another potential presidential contender and Nevada neighbor, California Governor Gavin Newsom, is my cousin. I do not report on him and am not involved in coverage of him.)

Some party leaders with close ties to Buckley and DNC Chair Ken Martin have suggested that they hold early sympathy for New Hampshire reclaiming kickoff status. "The folks on Rules and Bylaws understand that state laws and state governance will truly matter with who is in the first four states," Nebraska Democratic Party Chair Jane Kleeb told me. "This is not a 'Well, we hope the calendar looks like this.' This is a very practical decision."

None of that bodes well for Iowa, which starting in 1972 carved out an enormously powerful place as the first contest in the Democratic presidential saga. That fell apart in 2020, when the party, already struggling to hold any statewide office, failed to produce a clear caucus winner for days because of a technological glitch. Biden effectively erased the state from the 2024 process. After Iowa's leaders declined to support Martin's bid for DNC chair, Iowa lost its seat on the Rules and Bylaws Committee, even though the representation of South Carolina, New Hampshire, and Nevada doubled to two. Martin distanced himself from that decision by delegating the committee selection to other party members.

The state known for nice is now shifting closer to war footing. "All options are on the table for Iowa Democrats in 2028," Iowa Democratic Party Chair Rita Hart told me in a statement. "No matter what the Rules and Bylaws Committee decides, Republican presidential candidates will be in Iowa. It was a mistake for the DNC to cut us out of the calendar, letting Republicans' attacks go unanswered in Iowa while millions of dollars in advertising, organizing and the worldwide media flooded our state."

Read: Iowans knew this day would come

One Iowa Democrat told me that the unspoken threat is a "rogue" caucus, which would occur outside of the Democratic nominating process at the same time that Republicans are campaigning in the state. "Part of it depends on if we think the process was fair and we get a fair shake," this person said, requesting anonymity to discuss private conversations.

Such a move could lead some candidates for president to campaign for a caucus win even if it wouldn't award delegates, in the hopes of raising their public profile. In the past, the DNC has threatened to strip convention delegates from states that hold contests outside of the rules. In 2008, the early states of Iowa, New Hampshire, and South Carolina pressured major Democratic candidates to pledge that they would not even campaign in Michigan and Florida, which were defying the rules.

Under the committee's rules, four or five states will get special permission to go in the early window of contests, and they will include a single state from each of the nation's party-recognized regions: the West, the Midwest, the South, and the East. Michigan, which was put in the early schedule in 2024, is expected to seek to maintain its spot, though Democrats expect the total number of applicants for an early role to be fewer than the 20 states and territories that applied in 2022. As before, the committee will decide on a group of finalists to offer more formal presentations.

Without a sitting president to disrupt the process this time, party leaders have established a vague three-pronged test to decide the outcome: "The Rules and Bylaws Committee is committed to running a rigorous, efficient, and fair process that will deliver the strongest presidential nominee for our party," Jim Roosevelt and Minyon Moore, who lead the committee, told me in a statement. But as with everything in party politics, such principles are easily subsumed by horse trading and individual influence. After the bosses decide, the nation's Democratic candidates and voters will have to make do.
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Putin's Explosive Message to Trump

The Oreshnik missile that struck Lviv carried a political payload.

by Andrew Ryvkin

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




On Friday, Russia attacked Lviv, a major Ukrainian city near the Polish border, using Oreshnik: an intermediate-range, nuclear-capable ballistic missile. Security-camera footage captured brief flashes in the sky, the missile's multiple warheads entering the atmosphere at 10 times the speed of sound, and then--impact. The missile that struck Lviv did not carry a nuclear payload, but it did carry a political one, at a moment when Vladimir Putin appears to be cornered and Donald Trump is more belligerent than ever.

Firing an Oreshnik comes with logistical headaches. The launch must be carried out by the Strategic Rocket Forces--the core of Russia's nuclear triad--and it cannot be a surprise. Moscow notifies the United States in advance to avoid triggering a retaliatory strike. More important, without a nuclear payload, the missile has limited military value; Russia has other weapons capable of inflicting similar damage at a fraction of the cost. The most logical reason for Russia's use of this weapon at this time is to remind America that it is still a superpower and that Putin is still in control.

Trump has been friendly to Putin--but not useful to him. Moscow entered 2026 under more U.S. sanctions than before Trump's reelection, with a much-worse economy, and is unable to agree to any of the peace proposals on the table. The Kremlin is all smiles whenever Special Envoy Steve Witkoff is in town, and Putin still calls Trump ahead of the U.S. president's meetings with Volodymyr Zelensky, but Oreshnik is the Kremlin's statement piece. The missile's launch means that Russia's hopes for an agreeable Trump have more or less vanished--especially after U.S. forces captured former Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro on January 3.

Read: Why Maduro probably can't count on Putin

Numerous pundits and opinion pieces suggested that Trump's Venezuela raid would send a welcome signal to Russia and China: Spheres of influence are back, and the U.S. will dominate the Western Hemisphere while allowing China to invade Taiwan and Putin to freely go after the countries that were once part of the Warsaw Pact.

Beijing, however, is unlikely to be seriously reconsidering its decades-old Taiwan policy based on Washington's 17th regime change in South America. As for Putin, he did not need any "signals" from George W. Bush to attack Georgia in 2008. He never received a green light from Barack Obama to annex Crimea in 2014 or intervene in Syria a year later. And even though Joe Biden upheld the so-called rules-based international order, Putin still launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Years before American bombs fell on Caracas, the Russian leader was waging the largest land war in Europe since World War II, alongside an ongoing hybrid campaign across the continent. He didn't need U.S. Special Forces to storm Maduro's compound to order Zelensky's assassination--he's already tried and failed repeatedly to have the Ukrainian president killed.

The expectation in Moscow was that America would be withdrawing from the world, but just in the past few weeks, Washington has bombed Nigeria, Syria, and Venezuela, and issued threats to bomb Iran (again), should the Islamic Republic open fire on protesters, which it has done. The Kremlin tried to shield an oil tanker that the United States was determined to seize--allowing it to fly the Russian flag, issuing diplomatic warnings, and even shadowing it with Russian military vessels, reportedly including a submarine. The U.S. Coast Guard took the ship anyway and then seized a second tanker near Venezuela.

On January 3, Russia lost a major foothold in South America. In the past two decades, Moscow has provided $34 billion to Venezuela, mostly to purchase Russian-made weapons, and loaned it $3.15 billion that now may not be paid back. Russia also signed a defense-cooperation pact with Cuba last spring. The Trump administration is threatening that country, too, and Moscow is not really in a position to prevent Washington from raiding Havana.

Washington's rhetoric toward Moscow has changed as well. While visiting shipbuilders in Newport News, Virginia, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth quipped about the Venezuela operation, "Seems those Russian air defenses didn't quite work so well, did they?" When asked what safeguards were in place to prevent escalation with Russia over Venezuela, Secretary of State Marco Rubio delivered one of the most unpleasant lines Moscow could hear: "We're not concerned about an escalation with Russia with regards to Venezuela." He added that the United States has always expected Moscow to provide only "rhetorical" support for the Maduro regime. He then wished Sergey Lavrov, Russia's foreign minister, a merry Christmas.

Putin's options for retaliation are limited at best. Ukraine was supposed to be for Russia what Venezuela was for the U.S.--a quick, victorious war against a much smaller neighbor. That war has now lasted longer than the Soviet campaign against Nazi Germany (1941-45). This time, however, no cavalry, no army reserves, and no Soviet tank divisions will be plowing through Europe. Russia has lost many, if not most, of its tanks. It has no navy capable of defending allied regimes such as Venezuela and Cuba against the United States. After spending years trying to conquer Ukraine, Putin has effectively narrowed Russia's room for maneuver to Ukraine's borders alone. A Russian "victory" now amounts to little more than a flattened village with a Russian flag planted in the rubble. Even then, success is never assured: Putin believed he had captured the small city of Kupiansk, until Zelensky posted a video of himself there. Thus comes the symbolic firing of the intermediate-range Oreshnik--one of the last ways for Russia to project its power.

Trump is especially reactive to anything nuclear, or the "n-word," as he calls it. Last summer, he announced tariffs on India and an additional penalty for purchasing Russian oil, and former Russian President Dmitry Medvedev responded on Telegram that Trump should "revisit his favorite movies about the living dead and recall just how dangerous the mythical 'Dead Hand' can be"--a reference to Russia's Cold War-era automatic nuclear retaliation system. Trump fired back on Truth Social: "Based on the highly provocative statements of the Former President of Russia, Dmitry Medvedev, who is now the Deputy Chairman of the Security Council of the Russian Federation, I have ordered two nuclear submarines to be positioned in the appropriate regions, just in case these foolish and inflammatory statements are more than just that."

As evidenced by new sanctions on Russian oil, the seizure of Russian tankers, and the continuing flow of American weapons to Ukraine, Putin has repeatedly overplayed his hand with the president of the United States. What's worse for Putin--and possibly for the world--is that this Trump is on the warpath. Most of his recent press conferences have included references to bombing or regime-changing one country or another (the list now includes a NATO country, too). This is not the real-estate or cryptocurrency Trump. This is Trump with guns--a leader whose doctrine boils down to "ICE for Americans. Delta Force for everyone else."

On Friday, Fox News's Peter Doocy asked Trump whether he would ever order a mission to capture Putin. Trump replied, in part, "I don't think it's going to be necessary. I've always had a great relationship with him."

The statement read as deeply insulting to the Russian leader. Still, launching an intermediate-range ballistic missile to send a message to this new version of Trump may not play out the way Putin intends. Rather than reasserting Russia's power, it risks putting two aging authoritarians with nuclear stockpiles on a path of mutual escalation--one of the most dangerous developments since the start of Russia's full-scale invasion, and perhaps even since the Cold War.
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Move Over, ChatGPT

You are about to hear a lot more about Claude Code.

by Lila Shroff

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




Over the holidays, Alex Lieberman had an idea: What if he could create Spotify "Wrapped" for his text messages? Without writing a single line of code, Lieberman, a co-founder of the media outlet Morning Brew, created "iMessage Wrapped"--a web app that analyzed statistical trends across nearly 1 million of his texts. One chart that he showed me compared his use of lol, haha, ?, and lmao--he's an lol guy. Another listed people he had ghosted.



Lieberman did all of this using Claude Code, an AI tool made by the start-up Anthropic, he told me. In recent weeks, the tech world has gone wild over the bot. One executive used it to create a custom viewer for his MRI scan, while another had it analyze their DNA. The life optimizers have deployed Claude Code to collate information from disparate sources--email inboxes, text messages, calendars, to-do lists--into personalized daily briefs. Though Claude Code is technically an AI coding tool (hence its name), the bot can do all sorts of computer work: book theater tickets, process shopping returns, order DoorDash. People are using it to manage their personal finances, and to grow plants: With the right equipment, the bot can monitor soil moisture, leaf temperature, CO2, and more.



Some of these use cases likely require some preexisting technical know-how. (You can't just fire up Claude Code and expect it to grow you a tomato plant.) I don't have any professional programming experience myself, but as soon as I installed Claude Code last week, I was obsessed. Within minutes, I had created a new personal website without writing a single line of code. Later, I hooked the bot up to my email, where it summarized my unread emails, and sent messages on my behalf. For years, Silicon Valley has been promising (and critics have been fearing) powerful AI agents capable of automating many aspects of white-collar work. The progress has been underwhelming--until now.

Read: Was Sam Altman right about the job market?

This is "bigger" than the ChatGPT moment, Lieberman wrote to me. "But Pandora's Box hasn't been opened for the rest of the world yet." Claude Code has seemingly yet to take off outside Silicon Valley: Unlike ChatGPT, Claude Code can be somewhat intimidating to set up, and the cheapest version costs $20 a month. When Anthropic first released the bot in early 2025, the company explicitly positioned it as a tool for programmers. Over time, others in Silicon Valley--product managers, salespeople, designers--started using Claude Code, too, including for noncoding tasks. "That was hugely surprising," Boris Cherny, the Anthropic employee who created the tool, told me.



The bot's popularity truly exploded late last month. A recent model update improved the tool's capabilities, and with a surplus of free time over winter break, seemingly everyone in tech was using Claude Code. "You spent your holidays with your family?" wrote one tech-policy expert. "That's nice I spent my holidays with Claude Code." (On Monday, Anthropic released a new version of the product called "Cowork" that's designed for people who aren't developers, but for now it's only a research preview and is much more expensive.)



I can see why the tech world is so excited. Over the past few days, I've spun up at least a dozen projects using the bot--including a custom news feed that serves me articles based on my past reading preferences. The first night I installed it, I stayed up late playing with the tools, sleeping only after maxing out my allowed usage for the second time that evening. (Anthropic limits usage.) The next morning, I maxed it out again. When I told a friend to try it out, he was skeptical. "It sounds just like ChatGPT," he told me. The next day he texted with a gushing update: "It just DOES stuff," he said. "ChatGPT is like if a mechanic just gave you advice about your car. Claude Code is like if the mechanic actually fixed it."



Part of what works so well about Claude Code is that it makes it easy to connect all sorts of apps. Sara Du, the founder of the AI start-up Ando, told me that she is using it to help with a variety of life tasks, like managing her texts with real-estate agents. Because the bot is hooked up to her iMessages, she can ask it to find all of the Zillow links she's sent over the past month and compile a table of listings. "It gives me a lot of dopamine," Du said. Andrew Hall, a Stanford political scientist, had Claude Code analyze the raw data of an old paper of his studying mail-in voting. In roughly an hour, the bot replicated his findings and wrote a full research paper complete with charts and a lit review. (After a UCLA Ph.D. student performed an audit of the bot's paper, he and Hall offered a "subjective conclusion": Claude Code made only a few minor errors, the kind that a human might make.) "It certainly was not perfect, but it was very, very good," Hall told me. AI is not yet a substitute for an actual political-science researcher, but he does think the bot's abilities raise major questions for academia. "Claude Code and its ilk are coming for the study of politics like a freight train," he posted on X.



Not everyone is so sanguine. The bot lacks the prowess of an excellent software engineer: It sometimes gets stuck on more complicated programming tasks--and occasionally trips up on simple tasks. As the writer Kelsey Piper has put it, 99 percent of the time, using Claude Code feels like having a tireless magical genius on hand, and 1 percent of the time, it feels like yelling at a puppy for peeing on your couch.



Regardless, Claude Code is a win for the AI world. The luster of ChatGPT has worn off, and Silicon Valley has been pumping out slop: Last fall, OpenAI debuted a social network for AI-generated video, which seems destined to pummel the internet with deepfakes, and Elon Musk's Grok recently flooded X with nonconsensual AI-generated porn. But Claude Code feels materially different in the way it presents obvious, immediate real-world utility--even if it also has the potential to be used to objectionable ends. (Last fall, Anthropic discovered that Chinese state-sponsored hackers had used Claude Code to conduct a sophisticated cyberespionage scheme.) Whatever your feelings on the technology, the bot is evidence that the AI revolution is real.



In fact, Claude Code could turn out to be an inflection point for AI progress. A crucial step on the path to artificial general intelligence, or AGI, is thought to be "recursive self-improvement": AI models that can keep making themselves better. So far, this has been largely elusive. Cherny, the Claude Code creator, claims that might be changing. In terms of "recursive self-improvement, we're starting to see early signs of this," he said. "Claude is starting to come up with its own ideas and it's proposing what to build." A year ago, Cherny estimates that Claude Code wrote 10 percent of his code. "Nowadays, it writes 100 percent."

Read: Things get strange when AI starts training itself

If Claude Code ends up being as powerful as its biggest supporters are promising, it will be equally disruptive. So far, AI has yet to lead to widespread job losses. That could soon change. Annika Lewis, the executive director of a crypto foundation who described herself as "fairly nontechnical," recently used the bot to build a custom tool that scans her fridge and suggests recipes in order to minimize grocery-store runs. Next she wants to hook it up to Instacart so it can order her groceries. In fact, Lewis thinks the bot could help with all kinds of work, she told me. She has two young kids, and had been considering hiring someone to help out with household administrative work such as finding birthday-party venues, registering the kids for extracurricular activities, and booking dental appointments. Now that she has Claude Code, she hopes to automate much of that instead.
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He Was Homeschooled for Years, and Fell So Far Behind

A new memoir shows how a lack of accountability can hurt home-educated kids.

by Olga Khazan

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




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

In the early 1990s, when Stefan Merrill Block was in fourth grade, he began complaining to his mom about his new school, with its pointless rules and mean teachers. He, his parents, and his brother had recently moved to the Dallas suburb of Plano from Indianapolis, and Block, a perceptive and sensitive child, could tell that his mother was unhappy in their new home, too. Together, they made a "lovely picnic" of their anger, as he describes it in his new memoir, Homeschooled. His mother pulled him out of the classroom and into a life of shapeless days, setting Block on a strange, yearslong journey as her only pupil, only friend, and at times, it seems, only hope.

Block's memoir is timely; homeschooling has grown rapidly in recent years. Although people regarded Block as an oddity in his youth--"The boy should be in school!" his visiting grandma exclaimed at one point--now more than 3 percent of school-age kids in the United States, or about 2 million children, are homeschooled.

Under his mother's warped version of homeschooling, Block was largely left to pursue his own "interests," which included reading novels, drawing comics, and watching Oprah. In Block's telling, his father, a busy psychologist, mostly turned a blind eye to these aimless afternoons. As days of unstructured exploration stretched out before him, Block writes, he realized that "the longer I stay here, the further I will fall behind, and the harder it will be ever to go back."

Read: Educated is a brutal, one-of-a-kind memoir

He was right to be concerned. When Block finally returned to school for ninth grade, he earned grades in the C to F range. He recalls thinking that "the Civil War was thus named because, despite all the bloodshed, Americans exhibited remarkably good etiquette." It took him cutting down to four or five hours of sleep a night and going, as he puts it, "sporadically psychotic" to catch up on his studies.

Block's experience sounds extreme and readers of the book may wonder how this was allowed to happen to him. In the years that Block was homeschooled, why was he never assessed, or even checked on? The answer is that homeschooling was wildly under-regulated when Block was a boy--a situation that has not changed much since then. About half of states, Texas among them, do not require homeschoolers to be evaluated, and not all states require an intervention if a student is found to be failing, according to Jonah Stewart, the director of programs at the Coalition for Responsible Home Education (CRHE), which advocates for stricter homeschooling regulations. In some of the states with testing mandates, parents can circumvent the rule by registering with an "umbrella school," many of which offer real support for homeschoolers, and others of which exist largely as shells to help parents evade requirements. Or students can take their exams at home--which raises the question of how reliable the scores are. Only two states, New York and Pennsylvania, require the homeschooler to take a test with a qualified proctor, Stewart told me. Tess Ulrey, CRHE's executive director, told me, "For a lot of homeschooled students, the first time they're going to take a standardized test is maybe the SAT, the ACT."

Because not every homeschool student takes reliable tests, knowing how well they are doing academically is difficult. Some research, much of it conducted by homeschooling advocates, has found that homeschool students tend to perform well. But other homeschooling researchers have argued that these studies mask substantial variation in the quality of homeschooling because they don't rely on representative samples.

And some research provides cause for concern: One series of large surveys found that homeschoolers earned worse SAT scores and ended up in lower-paying jobs than traditionally schooled kids. When controlling for demographics, one study found that homeschoolers were two to three times more likely to be behind their expected grade level than their traditionally schooled peers. A 2020 review of many studies found that homeschoolers generally excel in reading but lag in math, perhaps because, as some researchers theorize, homeschooling families tend to emphasize reading over math. For the student population at large, the average SAT math score is also lower than the average reading score, though only slightly.

Beyond the academic considerations, under-regulated homeschooling can also make some kids vulnerable to abuse. Though most homeschool parents are responsible and well-intentioned, some child-abuse experts say that a small percentage mistreat their children. Multiple stories of children who were abused in supposed homeschooling environments have surfaced in recent years. (Some of the parents have pleaded not guilty.) A 2014 paper examining the cases of 28 severely abused children from various states found that eight of the 17 school-age victims had been withdrawn from traditional school for homeschooling. A report from Connecticut found that from 2013 to 2016, 36 percent of families in the state who began homeschooling had been the subject of at least one prior abuse or neglect report. Nationally, the CRHE has documented nearly 200 deaths of homeschooled kids from abuse or neglect since 2000. Although traditionally schooled kids are also abused and neglected, they at least regularly see adults outside their immediate family, which opens up the possibility of their reaching out for help. With homeschoolers, however, a lack of contact between families and the authorities can cause abuse to go unnoticed: About a dozen states do not require parents to notify the state that they are homeschooling their children, according to Stewart.

Robert Kunzman, an education professor at Indiana University Bloomington who has studied homeschooling, recommends three regulatory reforms that he believes would limit much of the abuse and educational neglect within homeschooling while preserving parents' rights to educate their own children: Parents should notify the state that they are homeschooling, adults convicted of child abuse should not be allowed to homeschool, and homeschooled children should take an annual basic-skills test.

The Home School Legal Defense Association, a prominent pro-homeschooling advocacy group, opposes these ideas. The group's president, Jim Mason, told me that "parents who homeschool are fully subject to the same criminal, child-protection, and neglect laws as every other parent." He pointed to a study in the Journal of School Choice, co-authored by a researcher whose organization has received support from homeschooling groups, that found "a lack of evidence for disproportionately associating homeschooling with child abuse and neglect."

Read: The elite college students who can't read books

The association and other groups like it have significant political power and tend to rally to defeat state bills that would require inspections or other forms of oversight. Even high-profile reports of abused homeschooled children rarely result in stronger regulations. In 2018, after news broke that the California couple David and Louise Turpin had imprisoned and tortured their 13 "homeschooled" children for decades, California Assemblymember Jose Medina introduced legislation that would have directed the fire marshal to inspect all homeschools in the state. After an outcry from hundreds of homeschool parents, the bill died in committee. The story is much the same in Texas: The Texas Home School Coalition employs lobbyists it calls "watchmen," after a Bible verse that says, "I have posted watchmen on your walls, Jerusalem; they will never be silent day or night." With the coalition's backing, Texas Governor Greg Abbott signed three new bills supporting homeschool rights just this past summer.

As for Block: Despite his challenging childhood, he has built an impressive life for himself. He graduated from a top-tier college and now has a family, has written several books, and co-owns a skating rink. Still, in his author's note, Block writes that although he does not oppose homeschooling in general, he does think that "the lack of proper homeschooling oversight has become a crisis."

In a time of school shootings, classroom bullying, culture wars over curricula, and faltering test scores, the impulse of some parents to take over their child's education is understandable. But as Block's story illustrates, allowing parents to isolate their kids at home with little accountability can be incredibly harmful. If homeschool parents are so certain that they are giving their kids a good education in a safe environment, they could reasonably be expected to show it.



When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What Trump's War Against Wokeness Is Really About

The president once promised to combat the supposed excesses of woke culture, but since taking office, he's been dismantling something else.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 14 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.

The most notable, and perhaps most effective, ad of the 2024 presidential campaign featured footage of the Democratic nominee, Kamala Harris, voicing her support for gender-affirming treatment for inmates in federal prisons. "Kamala is for they/them. President Trump is for you," the narrator concluded.

The spot was a crisp, 30-second encapsulation of one of the key Republican talking points of the cycle: that "wokeness" was sweeping the nation and upending established ways of life, and that Donald Trump would fight against it. Trump has since made clear that he wasn't interested in just reining in what some people saw as excesses. He was interested in a wholesale rollback of bedrock civil-rights protections.

During his recent interview with The New York Times, the president harshly criticized the legislation of the 1960s, which included the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (which bans employment discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, or national origin) and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 (which bans racial discrimination in voting).

"White people were very badly treated where they did extremely well, and they were not invited to go into a university or a college. So I would say, in that way, I think it was unfair in certain cases," he said. "It accomplished some very wonderful things, but it also hurt a lot of people--people that deserve to go to a college or deserve to get a job were unable to get a job."

Trump went on to say that the laws caused "reverse discrimination." This idea that white Americans are suffering from widespread bias is a core belief of the revanchist right. In a Pew Research Center poll last year, 62 percent of white Republicans said that white people face some or a lot of discrimination. It's not a mainstream view, though. Overall, fewer than 40 percent of Americans believe that white people face some or a lot of discrimination; roughly three-quarters say the same about Black and Hispanic people, and two-thirds about Asian people.

The idea that early-2020s "wokeness" went too far is more mainstream. Trump's anti-woke campaigning appealed not only to the MAGA base but also to independents and even some voters who viewed themselves as left of center but felt that Democrats had overreached. The word woke was a useful tool because it had no clear definition--in one infamous moment in 2023, the author of a conservative book about "woke ideology" struggled to offer a simple explanation for what it was. This meant that people could interpret Trump's rhetoric however they wanted--perhaps they were just looking for permission to not have to worry about anyone's preferred pronouns. This anti-wokeness language helped Trump win back independents who had abandoned him in 2020, even as observers, including my colleague Adam Serwer, warned that this vagueness was a Trojan horse for attacking more popular equal-rights protections.

After taking office, Trump did move to push back on DEI initiatives (in the federal government and in private universities) and transgender-athlete participation in sports; a veteran FBI employee claims that he was fired for displaying a Pride flag. But Trump has also gone much further than that, working to undermine structures that were in place long before DEI or woke became familiar terms. This broader project is one that keen observers of the plans laid out in Project 2025 would have known to expect--but that many voters may not have intended and may not endorse.

In April, Trump issued an executive order that throws out the theory of disparate impact, an approach that allows policies to be assessed not just on whether their intent is to discriminate but also on whether their effect is discriminatory. Disparate impact has been a core tool for civil-rights enforcement for decades. The Justice Department's Civil Rights Division has been hollowed out (and has continued to bleed talent even this week) and has been reoriented around chimerical right-wing causes such as claims of voter fraud in the 2020 election. Last month, the chair of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission posted on X to solicit complaints: "Are you a white male who has experienced discrimination at work based on your race or sex? You may have a claim to recover money under federal civil rights laws." The administration is even trying to erode the foundational post-Civil War constitutional amendments.

Meanwhile, the conservative wing of the Supreme Court, strengthened by three Trump-appointed justices, appears poised to demolish yet another pillar of the Voting Rights Act when it rules in Louisiana v. Callais. The case could allow states to eliminate majority-minority congressional districts, which some conservatives have argued is another instance of reverse discrimination against white Americans.

Alongside these policy moves to undermine civil-rights protections, the administration has also resorted to old-fashioned racist rhetoric. The Department of Homeland Security has consistently published winking nods to core racist texts in its advertising materials, including the white-nationalist screed Which Way Western Man? My colleague David Frum reported earlier this week on a DHS post that alludes to a song popular on the far right. Quoting the song, the post read, "We'll have our home again."

The administration makes no pretenses about its demonization of immigrants; Vice President J. D. Vance admitted last year that he was happy to make up lies about migrants in Ohio. But Trump's new frankness about the most basic civil-rights laws shows another way in which he hopes to restore MAGA's sense of home: His administration is going to reclaim the pride of white people who believe that their country has left them behind, no matter who gets treated badly in the process.

Related:

	Adam Serwer: Conservatives want the antebellum Constitution back.
 	David Frum: Why Vance committed so hard to the Minneapolis shooter




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:



	Denmark's army chief says he's ready to defend Greenland.
 	Tom Nichols: Trump is risking a global catastrophe.
 	He was homeschooled for years, and fell so far behind.




Today's News

	Vice President Vance and Secretary of State Marco Rubio met behind closed doors with the foreign ministers of Denmark and Greenland as tensions rose over President Trump's renewed threats to buy or seize Greenland.
 	The Trump administration will suspend processing of immigrant visas for citizens of 75 countries. The State Department said that immigrants from these nations rely on U.S. welfare at "unacceptable rates."
 	The U.S. military started withdrawing some troops and equipment from a base in Qatar as Trump considers possible strikes on Iran. Officials say that the move is a precaution amid threats from Tehran to launch a counterstrike against the Qatari base and American forces.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Noah Kaufman explores the climate question that economists cannot answer.
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A Different Type of 'Muscle Memory'

By Bonnie Tsui

Before Adam Sharples became a molecular physiologist studying muscle memory, he played professional rugby. Over his years as an athlete, he noticed that he and his teammates seemed to return to form after the offseason, or even from an injury, faster than expected. Rebuilding muscle mass and strength came easy: It was as if their muscles remembered what to do.
 In 2018, Sharples and his research lab, now at the Norwegian School of Sport Sciences in Oslo, were the first to show that exercise could change how our muscle-building genes work over the long term. The genes themselves don't change, but repeated periods of exertion turns certain genes on, spurring cells to build muscle mass more quickly than before. These epigenetic changes have a lasting effect: Your muscles remember these periods of strength and respond favorably in the future ...
 Now 40 years old, Sharples is still thinking about how our muscles remember but has lately been investigating the inverse trajectory: Do muscles have a similar memory for weakness?


Read the full article.
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Read. Julian Barnes's fiction finds meaning in life's gaps and love's absence. Adam Begley writes about the author's farewell to the novel.

Watch. Season 2 of The Pitt (out now on HBO Max) is a brilliant portrait of American failure, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Play our daily crossword.
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Photos: Minneapolis Neighborhoods vs. ICE

In recent days, federal immigration agents continued enforcement actions in Minneapolis and St. Paul, while state officials fight the Trump administration in court and local residents confront the masked agents in their neighborhoods.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 14 Jan 2026


Federal immigration agents face angry residents following a house raid on January 13, 2026, in Minneapolis, Minnesota. (Scott Olson / Getty)




Tear gas tossed by federal immigration agents fills the air as agents clash with residents trying to retreat following a house raid on January 13, 2026, in Minneapolis. (Scott Olson / Getty)




People embrace while visiting a makeshift memorial for Renee Good, who was fatally shot by an ICE officer last week, on January 13, 2026, in Minneapolis. (John Locher / AP)




Students from Roosevelt High School protest during a walkout, on January 12, 2026, in Minneapolis. (Jen Golbeck / AP)




A family member reacts after a federal immigration officer used a battering ram to break down a door before making an arrest on January 11, 2026, in Minneapolis. (John Locher / AP)




U.S. Border Patrol agents smash a man's car window before dragging him out and taking him into custody when he failed to present citizenship documentation at a gas station on January 11, 2026, in St. Paul, Minnesota. (Scott Olson / Getty)




A person makes obscene gestures at Border Patrol agents after they made arrests on January 11, 2026, in Minneapolis. (Adam Gray / AP)




Protesters are arrested by federal agents near the scene where Renee Good was fatally shot by an ICE officer last week, on January 13, 2026. (Adam Gray / AP)




U.S. Border Patrol commander Gregory Bovino shouts at protesters on January 11, 2026, in Minneapolis. (Jen Golbeck / AP)




Federal agents stand by a damaged civilian's car, which was hit by ICE agents in Minneapolis on January 12, 2026. (Tim Evans / Reuters)




Federal agents deploy tear gas as they clash with community members during an immigration enforcement operation in Minneapolis on January 13, 2026. (Mostafa Bassim / Anadolu / Getty)




A person carries a child away from the scene where ICE agents were confronted by protesters after they arrested people from a residence on January 13, 2026, in Minneapolis. (Stephen Maturen / Getty)




A resident films as people gather to confront ICE agents after two people were detained on January 13, 2026, in Minneapolis. (Stephen Maturen / Getty)




A protester is sprayed with pepper spray by a federal agent on January 13, 2026, in Minneapolis. (Adam Gray / AP)




Observers confront federal agents after they detained two people from a residence on January 13, 2026, in Minneapolis. (Stephen Maturen / Getty)




A Border Patrol agent scans the face of a driver as they stop and question him in the street during an immigration enforcement operation in Minneapolis, on January 13, 2026. (Mostafa Bassim / Anadolu / Getty)




A person looks out of their door during an immigration raid in Minneapolis on January 11, 2026. (Mostafa Bassim / Anadolu / Getty)




A federal agent holds up a riot control tear gas grenade, following an incident where a civilian's car was hit by ICE agents on January 12, 2026. (Tim Evans / Reuters)




Federal agents break a window and detain a motorist in a vehicle during a raid in Minneapolis on January 13, 2026. (Victor J. Blue / Bloomberg / Getty)




Onlookers and residents confront federal immigration agents following a house raid on January 13, 2026, in Minneapolis. (Scott Olson / Getty)




People visit a makeshift memorial for Renee Good, who was fatally shot by an ICE officer last week, on January 13, 2026. (John Locher / AP)
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A Champion of Modernism, in Literature and Life

Margaret C. Anderson was at the center of a notorious literary-obscenity trial. Then she was forgotten.

by Sophia Stewart

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




Many editors languish in the margins of history, their contributions largely invisible despite how much they shape whom and how we read. But in recent years, amid a wave of books unearthing overlooked figures, biographers have turned their sights to pioneering book and magazine editors--including Malcolm Cowley of Viking, Judith Jones of Knopf, Bennett Cerf of Random House, and Katharine S. White of The New Yorker--anointing them as the unsung architects of the American literary canon. These biographies tend to illuminate not only the editors' work, but their lives, challenging the stereotype that they were mere pencil pushers.

Perhaps it was only a matter of time before the trend came for Margaret C. Anderson, whose avant-garde, Chicago-based literary magazine, The Little Review, introduced American readers to such modernist heavyweights as Ezra Pound, T. S. Eliot, and James Joyce. Adam Morgan's impassioned, finely researched new book, A Danger to the Minds of Young Girls, isn't the first account of Anderson's life and work--that would be Making No Compromise, Holly A. Baggett's dual biography of Anderson and her co-editor and romantic partner, Jane Heap. But this is the first to focus entirely on Anderson, who founded The Little Review in 1914. Morgan, also the founding editor of a Chicago-based literary magazine, convincingly argues that Anderson more or less single-handedly transformed the Review "from a Chicago curio" into a transatlantic journal of note by publishing a coterie of experimental European and American expat writers.

That Anderson isn't particularly well remembered is somewhat surprising when you consider her central role in one of the first literary-obscenity trials in American history. In 1918, four years before the American bookseller Sylvia Beach published Joyce's Ulysses in Paris, Anderson began serializing the novel in The Little Review. She was forced to stop in 1920, when censors arrested and charged her and Heap with the felony of publishing something--in particular, the book's sexually explicit "Nausicaa" episode--so "lewd, lascivious, filthy, indecent and disgusting." The women were found guilty, and each was fined $50. The ruling effectively banned Ulysses in the United States, where it would not be published in full until 1934, by Random House.

Read: Yes I will read Ulysses yes

The freewheeling Anderson was the kind of ahead-of-her-time woman whose story is likely to be catnip to many contemporary readers, myself included. Before she championed modernism in literature, she applied its tenets in life and love, rejecting tradition and embracing experimentation. At the age of 21, she left the staid Indianapolis for Chicago, a metropolis at the height of its literary renaissance, and later lived in the bohemian hotbeds of Greenwich Village and Paris. And she managed to fund and distribute her publication despite sexism, homophobia, a world war, and political censorship.

All of this helps explain why a full-scale treatment of Anderson feels overdue, but some circumstances complicate the pursuit of a comprehensive biography. Although The Little Review's legacy was lasting, her affiliation with it--and with the world of American letters--was brief. She had been an editor for less than a decade before departing both the magazine and the U.S. In reality, she was less a lifelong champion of the written word than an aesthete who seemed to constantly seek intellectual stimulation, whether in the form of literature, music, sex, or spirited conversation. After her short but intense dalliance with publishing, she mostly wandered Europe in pursuit of pleasure, not so much channeling her passions toward a goal as accreting experiences--which is to say, living the way most people do, somewhat aimlessly.

The anticlimactic arc of Anderson's story presents a challenge to the biographer keen on keeping readers' attention. In the case of A Danger to the Minds of Young Girls, Morgan focuses on the most interesting and narratively coherent portion of his subject's life--her tenure as an editor--while spending less than a third of the book on the 50 years that she lived after leaving the magazine. So Morgan's conclusion, on the last page, that Anderson's "greatest work" was not The Little Review but rather "the life she had forged" is a bit surprising. Contrary to his own assessment, Morgan provides a far more extensive account of his subject's early work than her life as a whole. And at times, he appears to struggle to see Anderson for who she was, rather than who he seems to want her to be.

From 1914 to 1923, Anderson's life was inseparable from her work. "The ultimate reason for life is Art," she declares in a 1916 issue of The Little Review by way of a mission statement. And she walked the walk: In the magazine's early days, when its subscriber base had faltered because of Anderson's anarchist sympathies, Morgan writes, she was "faced with a choice between keeping her magazine alive and keeping a roof over her head"--and so for six months, she lived in a tent on the banks of Lake Michigan, editing by firelight. But in the early '20s, her youthful enthusiasm was eroded by the backlash to Ulysses, which had cost her both advertisers and subscribers even before the taxing trial and public censure. And when critics celebrated Beach's edition of Ulysses, a book they had greeted with silence if not ridicule when Anderson serialized it, she took it as an insult. Thoroughly disenchanted, she saw that she was perhaps not cut out for a life so devoted to one's work, that is, a career in the arts.

By 1924, Anderson writes in her 1951 memoir, "it wasn't the Little Review that mattered; and it wasn't Art that mattered any longer." She was now interested in what she calls "an art of life"--a way of living that wrung every drop from existence by accumulating experiences. This renunciation of her editorial work doesn't appear in A Danger to the Minds of Young Girls, though Morgan leans heavily on Anderson's writings to scaffold the book. (He acknowledges, however, that she could be an unreliable if not outright mendacious memoirist: She claimed, for instance, to have spoken with F. Scott Fitzgerald at the office of his editor, Max Perkins, in 1913, when Fitzgerald would have been a teenager--years before he and Perkins actually met.) The half century that followed is a thornier, more muddled chapter in Anderson's story: She led a peripatetic, often cash-strapped existence in France alongside her lover, the opera singer Georgette Leblanc (as well as several other paramours), before spending her later years as a self-described "recluse" in New York. She also spent decades in thrall to the spiritual leader George Gurdjieff, an Armenian-born mystic who preached divinity through labor.

As its subject's life loses coherence, the book moves through the years with a sense of rushed obligation. Morgan concedes that, although Anderson still rubbed elbows with the literati, her "passion for art, music, and literature was transforming into something more esoteric"--and therefore more difficult to make legible, let alone compelling. Morgan's less energetic attempts to cover these years, contrasted with the absorbing sections that come before it, brings to mind biographies that benefited from jettisoning the impulse to be comprehensive. Take Vivian Gornick's The Solitude of Self, about the suffragist Elizabeth Cady Stanton, or Jazmina Barrera's The Queen of Swords, about the Mexican writer Elena Garro--two unconventionally structured and hardly exhaustive, but nonetheless superb, accounts of a figure close to the author's heart, just as Anderson is to Morgan's.

Read: A book that puts the life back into biography

Morgan isn't the first admirer of Anderson who has related strongly to one aspect of her life only to struggle to metabolize the rest of it. In Jessa Crispin's 2015 book, The Dead Ladies Project, about exiled and expat writers and artists, the author devotes a chapter to Anderson's second act in the south of France. Yet Crispin concedes that she really wants to write only about Anderson's "hard climb out of her hometown," which echoes Crispin's own experience and is, in her estimation, simply more interesting. "In France she found her spiritual home. How boring," she writes. "Wouldn't we all just rather picture Hannibal moving elephants over mountains than winning battles against the Romans?"

Here Crispin cheekily poses a choice that all biographers must make: what to do with the boring bits. And behind this choice is a more profound question: Are biographers storytellers or annalists? The best of them combine the two vocations. But all writers are guided by their own affinities. Both Crispin and Morgan, for instance, train their eyes on the portions of Anderson's life that hew most closely to their own; Morgan notes, in the introduction, that before following in Anderson's editorial footsteps, he moved to Chicago "exactly one hundred summers after Margaret did the same," and attended grad school next door to the building where The Little Review's offices had been housed. It's no coincidence that the sections of the book that mirror his own life are the ones that shine most brightly.

Every work of biography, no matter its scope, attempts the impossible: to impose order and meaning on a person's existence. And every attempt tends to emphasize the inherent chasm between a life and books about a life. The case of Margaret Anderson, who shook the literary landscape and then all but renounced it, brings this tension to the fore. She seems almost to dare her biographers to wrangle her, to make her life make sense. The editor in her might have liked to see them try.
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A Romance That Actually Takes Sex Seriously

<em>Heated Rivalry</em> understands how relationships develop through physicality.

by Faith Hill

Tue, 13 Jan 2026




When I first heard of Heated Rivalry, I didn't think much about it. The words Canadian ice-hockey TV series slid into my brain and slipped right back out. But a week later, approximately everyone I'd ever met wanted to talk about it. People kept telling me that it was fun, sweet, and addicting. Most of all, they emphasized that it was really smutty. Every recommendation seemed to come with a warning to not watch with my parents.

The show, which is based on a set of romance novels by Rachel Reid, follows rival hockey stars: Shane Hollander (played by Hudson Williams), the well-mannered guy next door on Montreal's team; and Ilya Rozanov (Connor Storrie), a cocky bad-boy Russian playing for Boston. They're supposed to hate each other--but then they start secretly sleeping together, which gets in the way of the animosity a bit. In the past weeks, Heated Rivalry has become an absolute phenomenon. It's the most-watched original show for the Canadian streamer Crave since the platform launched in 2014, and after HBO Max acquired the series for U.S. viewing, it became the highest-rated live-action show that streamer has obtained since its start, in 2020. Heated Rivalry and the reasons for its success have been dissected at length by culture, "romantasy," and LGBTQ critics--as well as on major hockey podcasts. At bars across the United States, live watch parties were packed, squeals resounding.

I can't say for sure why the show caught on so widely. But since the finale aired last month, I've been thinking about one element that I really respect: The series knows the value of good sex scenes--not for thrills or laughs or snapshots of a fleeting moment but for illustrating how the characters' relationship develops, touch by touch, over time. It takes sex seriously in an era when few shows do.

Read: The existential terror of monogamy

When I first started watching, I was surprised to find that it wasn't explicit in quite the way I'd imagined. The viewer never sees anything that graphic; there's no Game of Thrones-style full-frontal nudity, though one does glimpse a generous amount of butt cheek. What feels unique about Heated Rivalry, rather, is that it lets its sex scenes play out, sometimes sticking with its characters nearly from the beginning of their encounter until the end in real time. Even without showing everything, the series communicates the nitty-gritty of what's going on: which acts, how long they take, who's leading whom, whether the lovers are gentle or giggly or a little combative and when that tone subtly shifts. Sometimes you hear no music at all, just the sound of kissing or heavy breathing.

So many shows and movies introduce a sex scene only to cut straight to the next morning, imparting merely the understanding that the deed has been done. Even Sex and the City, which was boundary-pushing when it started in 1998, frequently skipped to Carrie Bradshaw smoking a postcoital cigarette, the expression on her face the first clue as to whether the interaction had gone well or not. Sexual specifics, when they were given, were used most often as a punch line. (The guy with "funky spunk," needless to say, shows up in only one episode.)

The 2010s series Girls did have plentiful sex scenes with unflinching intimate detail--often featuring main characters, revealing something of their relationship. Much of it was horrible sex, though, there to make viewers cackle or cringe. (A 2017 Slate article helpfully ranked all 53 Girls sex scenes by "how Girls it was." No. 1 features Lena Dunham's character, Hannah, struggling to get her tights off; her then-situationship Adam, played by Adam Driver, saying he'll "consider" putting on a condom; and Hannah talking through the act until Adam suggests that they "play the quiet game.") Many shows seem more comfortable defining what makes sex memorably bad than what makes it great or complicated or mediocre. And a lot of them, romances included, don't even go that far.

That's a shame--because for one thing, to put it plainly, a lot of people have sex. When a TV critic once asked Dunham why Hannah was naked so often on Girls, she responded, "It's a realistic expression of what it's like to be alive." And she's right: Life doesn't stop happening when clothes come off; it keeps going, and what occurs in that time tends to be pretty important for how a relationship plays out. It's worth taking a genuine interest in.

Read: Girls' surprising definition of adulthood

A frank sex scene can provide a wealth of information about two characters and the dynamics between them. On Heated Rivalry, Shane and Ilya's romantic arc builds sporadically over the course of more than eight years. They live in different cities, and they can meet up--briefly and surreptitiously--only when hockey events bring their teams together. But a lot changes with each hookup. Their first time, Shane has never been with a man before, but Ilya has: He leads gently but firmly, with a thumb in Shane's mouth and then a kiss on his cheek. In a later scene, when the two still-closeted men have been sneaking around for years and are trying to quash the growing feelings they can't afford to have, the sex is somewhat kinkier but less emotional. (It starts with Ilya ordering Shane around and ends with Shane leaving the hotel confused, drafting a text he never sends: "we didn't even kiss.") Near the end of the season, when the two have confessed to falling for each other, one sex scene is particularly playful--it happens while Shane is on the phone--and Williams has said that it was meant to depict the "humor and levity" you might have with someone you're really comfortable with. If the viewer knew only that sex happened on these occasions, they'd be missing so much of what's unfolded between Shane and Ilya--especially because these men are extremely bad at talking openly about their situation. "If you skip the sex scenes," Williams said in one interview, "you miss the story."

This was all intentional. The show's intimacy coordinator, Chala Hunter, has said that part of her job was meticulously diagramming each episode in a master spreadsheet to track "the narrative arc that plays out through the intimacy." She'd regularly check in with Jacob Tierney, the screenwriter and director, to discuss whether a sensual interaction fit the moment: how long the characters had been together, how they'd be feeling emotionally and physically. And even as a professional intimacy coordinator who's worked on plenty of sets, she found that actually portraying sex rather than "insinuating or implying it" felt new, she told Elle last month: "I was like, Oh, we're being very specific and fairly explicit here, but to be honest, I found it refreshing and different."

Read: The death of the sex scene

The fact of Heated Rivalry's immense popularity suggests that viewers loved it too. That might seem unexpected: Sex has become less and less common on-screen, according to The Ringer's 2024 analysis of 40,000 films. The same year, The Economist found that sexually explicit content in the 250 highest-grossing U.S. movies had fallen by nearly 40 percent since 2000, while drug references, violence, and profanity had hovered at stable levels. And some surveys have found that audiences have little appetite for sex scenes. In a 2023 UCLA poll, roughly half of 1,500 respondents, ages 13 to 24, said that sex isn't needed in most shows and movies; more than half said they want more platonic relationships depicted. The next year, the market-research firm Talker Research surveyed 2,000 Americans and found that 43 percent of respondents think sex scenes don't add to a story; more than 40 percent of the Gen Z participants said they turn a movie off once they hit a sex scene.

Statistics like these have become part of a discussion about whether the culture is growing prudish and puritanical. Some commentators think that young people are not only having less sex but are also less open to sex altogether. (Others argue that they're so accustomed to porn that media depictions bore in comparison.) When I read those reports, though, what I sense is largely just fatigue: a frustration with a perceived overreliance on romance and the tropes the genre often entails. Many of the UCLA participants agreed that romantic-relationship depictions "often feel unnatural, forced, or toxic." They were on guard against what they saw as stereotypes, tired of seeing protagonists always end up together and overfull on love triangles.

On the last front, I can't relate; personally, I want every movie to resemble Challengers. Generally speaking, though, I understand feeling bored with the same old affairs. Especially in straight romances, the signals are so familiar, you can get up to grab popcorn: the shed clothes draped over an armchair, a shirtless man hovering over his lover, feet tangled at the end of the bed. Then it's morning; the woman is always inexplicably waking up with a shirt on, or rising to grab a robe.

Perhaps Heated Rivalry is a sign that many people are game for sexy content when it's done creatively or thoughtfully--when it serves a purpose. If audiences haven't been enjoying sex scenes, well, maybe that's because most sex scenes haven't been doing their job.
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Will Google Ever Have to Pay for Its Sins?

A federal judge ruled last year that the tech giant had cheated publications out of ad revenue. Now those publications want their money back.

by Gilad Edelman

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




If the story of journalism's 21st-century decline were purely a tale of technological disruption--of print dinosaurs failing to adapt to the internet--that would be painful enough for those of us who believe in the importance of a robust free press. The truth hurts even more. Big Tech platforms didn't just out-compete media organizations for the bulk of the advertising-revenue pie. They also cheated them out of much of what was left over, and got away with it.

As someone who has written quite a bit about this dynamic over the years, I was interested to learn that The Atlantic filed an antitrust lawsuit yesterday accusing Google of illegally depriving the company of advertising revenue over the past decade. (The editorial team had no involvement in the decision, and I learned of details through public court filings.) Like similar cases filed by publications including Slate, Business Insider, and--just today--Vox, along with the publishers McClatchy and Advance, this one builds off of a federal judge's ruling last year that Google had illegally established a monopoly in ad tech.

Kate Lindsay: Something went terribly wrong with online ads

I will now attempt to explain the concept of an ad-tech monopoly with as little legal or technical jargon as possible. We're talking about the ads that load when you open an article page, like the one you're reading right now. The process of delivering those ads turns out to be extraordinarily complex. In general, whichever ad you see had to win an automated auction to reach your eyeballs. On one side of the transaction are advertisers, who bid to show their ad according to how valuable they think a particular reader is, based on data about them and what they're looking at. On the other side are publications, such as The Atlantic, that use a publisher-side ad platform to list their ad space and hope to sell it for the highest possible price. The two sides meet in an ad exchange, which runs the auction in a fraction of a second in order to match advertisers with available ad-space inventory.

In theory, to maximize revenue, a publisher can use any number of platforms to put its ad inventory up for sale and can solicit bids via any number of exchanges. In practice, as Judge Leonie Brinkema of the Eastern District of Virginia found in her ruling last April, Google has made doing that extremely difficult. Google accounts for more than 50 percent of the global ad-exchange market and 90 percent of the publisher ad-platform market, making it by far the dominant player at each layer. This creates a clear conflict of interest--as if "Goldman or Citibank owned the NYSE," in the words of one Google employee--and one the company has routinely exploited. (Meta and Amazon are also huge players in the ad business, but not in the type of advertising at issue here.)

The simplest example is Google requiring publishers that want to receive bids through Google's exchange to use its publisher platform. This is called "tying" in antitrust law, and as Brinkema ruled last year, it's illegal, because it unfairly uses dominance at one level of a market to lock out competition at another level. (The famous 1990s antitrust case against Microsoft also revolved around tying.) As The Atlantic's legal complaint alleges, the publication "does not have an alternative way to access advertising spending from the long tail of small- or medium-sized advertisers who buy mostly, or exclusively, through Google Ads." It has no choice but to use Google's platform. This prevents rivals from competing on price or quality, which helps explain that 90 percent market-share number.

Google in turn uses its control of the publisher side to entrench the dominance of its ad exchange, called AdX. The key thing to understand is that a digital-ad auction occurs in two steps. First, advertisers place bids through various exchanges. Second, those exchanges each submit their respective winning bid. In a fair market, those winning bids would be treated equally. But because publishers are all using Google's platform, Google can give its own exchange special advantages--and it does. Broadly speaking, this prevents other exchanges from increasing their market share and lets AdX win auctions with lower bids than it would have to submit in a competitive market. That, in turn, costs publishers money in the form of lost ad revenue.

In a statement, Google told me, "These allegations are meritless. Advertisers and publishers have many choices and when they choose Google's ad tech tools it's because they are effective, affordable and easy to use."

Brinkema reached a different conclusion, however, in her ruling in a case brought by the Department of Justice and 17 states. Her opinion describes many self-preferencing schemes that Google has deployed over the years, including: giving AdX the right to place an ad before any other exchanges can bid on it, letting AdX peek at the bids submitted by rival exchanges in supposedly sealed auctions, and selectively lowering its commission rate just enough to undercut what would otherwise be another exchange's winning bid. These and other techniques, Brinkema concluded, have helped Google preserve its dominant position even as it charges a high average commission and rolls out product changes over publishers' objections. Neither of those things should be possible in a competitive market. (Google plans to appeal Brinkema's decision.)

Whether Brinkema's ruling leads to any real change is still an open question. Consider what happened in a separate antitrust case against Google. In 2024, a different federal judge, Amit Mehta, ruled that Google had illegally monopolized the search-engine market, including by paying Apple and Samsung to be the default search engine on their phones. But when the time came to impose legal remedies--such as breaking up the company--Mehta essentially let Google off with a warning. He could have forced the company to spin off its Chrome browser or its Android operating system, but he didn't. He didn't even ban it from paying to be the default search engine. Instead, he imposed only the most minimal requirements, such as limited data-sharing.

In his ruling, Mehta suggested that the emergence of generative-AI firms was putting so much competitive pressure on Google that going any further would be unwise. In fact, the AI market is already heavily concentrated among the handful of firms with the resources to invest in it, and Google's overlapping monopolies have set it up to dominate the AI economy too. On Monday, Apple announced a partnership making Google's technology the foundation for Siri and other AI products. The news pushed Google's market cap above $4 trillion for the first time.

Richard R. John: The tech giants' anti-regulation fantasy

Brinkema has yet to rule on the proper remedy for Google's ad-tech monopoly. For now, individual publishers can seek compensation in individual civil cases, as The Atlantic is doing. (The Atlantic lawsuit also accuses Google of having lied about how its ad products work; Google denies the allegation.) Winning meaningful redress for a decade's worth of ad-tech-related harm would be a big deal for publishers. Aside from the financial upside, it would set a precedent after all these years that Big Tech companies can be held accountable for their actions.

And yet, in some ways, the ad-tech cases might be fighting the last war. As Mehta seemed to only half-grasp, generative AI is where the real action is. The damage caused by Google's ad-tech abuses has been eclipsed by the growing threat of AI to journalism's business model. Google's pivot to showing users AI-generated search results, instead of links, has been a disaster for traffic. Meanwhile, OpenAI is reportedly preparing to get into the advertising business. A number of publishers, most notably The New York Times, have sued OpenAI, alleging that the company broke the law by training its models on copyrighted materials. (Other publications, including The Atlantic's corporate leadership, have instead signed deals in which OpenAI pays for access to their content. The Atlantic's editorial team does not report to the CEO, and corporate partnerships have no influence on stories, including this one.) OpenAI argues that the training counts as legally permissible "fair use." Such litigation will take years to play out. Perhaps a federal judge will rule a decade from now that a monopolistic AI firm owes money to media organizations. One hopes that media organizations are still around to collect it.
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Protein's Gilded Age

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

by Drew Goins

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




Updated with new questions at 2:50 p.m. ET on January 15, 2026.

Welcome back to Atlantic Trivia! Are you hungry for more?

I hope that while I've been away, you have been enjoying plenty of food for thought--literally. Research shows that berries help improve memory and that a walnut-heavy diet is associated with higher cognitive performance. Fatty fish and leafy greens are linked to slower cognitive decline. Caffeine is a brain boost too.

A challenge: Combine all these ingredients, Chopped-style, into the perfect pre-trivia meal.

Meanwhile, I have been away these past few weeks thinking mostly about chicken parmigiana. It's not brain food per se, but I reckon we can call it creativity fuel--so long as it's eaten for breakfast. That is the suggestion in the first edition of my new newsletter, Better With Time, an eight-week course of ways to add oomph to various parts of the day. Sign up for it here.

But first--at last--trivia!

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

Thursday, January 15, 2025

	What artist who since releasing his first single in 2016 has been Spotify's most streamed artist in four separate years--and the only among his peers to perform almost entirely in Spanish?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's article on how this artist amassed an Anglophone audience
 	What brand of protein bar named after a particularly ripped specimen of Michelangelo's comes wrapped in gold foil and has roughly the protein-to-calorie ratio of boiled egg whites?
 -- From Rachel Sugar's essay arguing that American consumers have entered "late-stage protein" 
 	What name that's shared with a biblical monster did the philosopher Thomas Hobbes give to an imagined all-powerful ruler who he argued would deliver humanity from chaos?
 -- From Gal Beckerman's essay on how Hobbes has been misunderstood over the centuries




And by the way, did you know that the body turns all those egg whites and whatnot into tens of thousands of different kinds of proteins? Many of these have daunting, sciencey-sounding names--but there is also the group called "hedgehog proteins."

Cells rely on these proteins to know where to go and what to turn into during embryonic development. They are so named because disabling them in fruit flies causes embryos to grow abnormal spikes.

Humans have three separate hedgehog proteins, two of which--the Indian and desert varieties--are named after real species. The third (sigh) is named after the most famous hedgehog of all: Sonic.

Until tomorrow!



Answers:

	Bad Bunny. Spencer writes that Bad Bunny's performance in Spanish is part of the "iron core of identity" that has made him so popular, but his music's emotion is universally intelligible. "Universality can shear art from its social context," Spencer says, and as Bad Bunny gears up to play the Super Bowl, he wonders: "Does what's lost in translation matter?" Read more.
 	David. One bar has 28 grams of protein jammed into 150 calories, which is totally optimized and basically joyless, Sugar writes. Protein fans say that cavemen prioritized this macronutrient; an overwhelmed Sugar thinks "the best part of being a caveman would be not worrying about protein." Read more.
 	Leviathan. Many in the Trump administration talk like top-grade Hobbesians, Gal writes, but their rhetoric ignores an element central to the work of the 17th-century philosopher: that the Leviathan would require the consent of the governed; this was the way to escape human nature's horror. In Trump's orbit, Gal writes, "it's horror all the way down." Read more.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, 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.



Wednesday, January 14, 2025

	What epithet for mitochondria, the body's microscopic energy producers, is so ubiquitous that it has become its own meme?
 -- From Bonnie Tsui's article about how muscles carry "memories" of strengthening and weakening
 	What philosopher recounted in his early work Apology how his former teacher denied being a "corrupter of the youth" before being executed for the charge?
 -- From Adam Kirsch's essay on the perennial fear of philosophy's influence on young minds
 	The Espacio Lejano Space Station is a radar system that China operates in the Patagonian desert under a 50-year lease from what country?
 -- From Simon Shuster's article on an area of the world that China won't easily be shooed away from




And by the way, did you know that mitochondria can be shared among cells? If needed--often in instances of cellular distress--the organelles travel from one cell to another via little bridges called tunneling nanotubes.

I cannot help but anthropomorphize this incredible phenomenon: a knock at the cell membrane. Neighbor, can I borrow a cup of adenosine triphosphate?



Answers:

	The powerhouse of the cell. As with the rest of the body, genes govern those industrious organelles, and repeated instances of muscle disuse and weakening are shown to suppress the genes that make mitochondria perform at their best, Tsui reports. In other words, each time you weaken, it becomes harder to get stronger again. Read more. 
 	Plato. Plato was a student of the philosopher Socrates, whom Athens forced to drink poison when his influence grew too great. Today, Texas A&M administrators are similarly spooked by Plato, whom they removed from a class syllabus. Plato might have seen this coming, Adam suggests, convinced as he was that the conflict between philosophy and society is "inevitable." Read more.
 	Argentina. The capture of Venezuela's Nicolas Maduro is in line with Donald Trump's plan to reestablish dominance in Latin America, Simon writes, but China will be hard to catch after years of a "methodical, well financed, and persistent" campaign to make itself indispensable in the region. Read more.




Tuesday, January 13, 2025

	What geographic line passes through eight countries (including Mali), three continents (including Antarctica), and a royal observatory?
 -- From Alexandra Petri's list of things on the globe that Donald Trump might want to buy in addition to Greenland
 	One of the stars of TV's ice-hockey romance Heated Rivalry cautioned straitlaced viewers that "you miss the story" by skipping over what parts of the show?
 -- From Faith Hill's article on what Heated Rivalry understands better than most romances
 	Living in exile since the 1979 Islamic Revolution, former Crown Prince Reza is a member of what dynasty that had ruled Iran since 1925?
 -- From Karim Sadjadpour and Jack A. Goldstone's analysis of the conditions necessary for Iran's regime to collapse




And by the way, did you know that when the aforementioned dynasty took power in 1925, its country was still known to the world as Persia? It wasn't until 1935 that the shah asked the international community to start calling the place Iran, to better reflect its makeup (not all Iranians are ethnically Persian).

This was generally accommodated. Then Winston Churchill got involved; the British premier worried that the new name was too close to Iraq's and would cause confusion during World War II, when both countries were occupied by the Allies. He requested a temporary swap back, and the Iranians--or Persians?--amazingly agreed.



Answers:

	The Prime Meridian. The spot for 0deg longitude was picked to pass through the observatory in London's borough of Greenwich, but the imaginary line traverses so much of the world that perhaps it "could be useful for spycraft," Alexandra muses in her latest satire. Read more.
 	Sex scenes. Faith agrees with the Heated Rivalry actor, writing that a "frank sex scene" reveals so much more about characters than the mere implication--say, with a cutaway to breeze-ruffled curtains--that they have been intimate. Yet sex, Faith reports, is vanishing from our TV and movie screens. Read more.
 	Pahlavi. The exiled royal is a leader of the opposition to the Islamic Republic regime in Iran--a diverse coalition that Sadjadpour and Goldstone count as a precondition for counterrevolution. Their essay names four more boxes to tick, and they write that Iran is very close to doing so. Read more.




Monday, January 12, 2025

	What 19th-century statesman and fighter is known as El Libertador for his independence campaign in northern South America (including in the country that now bears his name)?
 -- From Vivian Salama's article on the chance of a domino effect after Nicolas Maduro's capture
 	English settlers who came to colonial America were thrilled to hunt the continent's bountiful deer; the animals back in Britain could not be freely shot, because they legally belonged to what person?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's essay on venison consumption in the United States
 	A Dostoyevsky tale about a character who faces a more talented, more popular look-alike at work is an inspiration for what 2010 psychological thriller that centers on the performance of a different Russian's work?
 -- From Faith Hill's article on the movie's theme of women navigating hyper-competition




And by the way, did you know that venison, which comes from the Latin for "to hunt," once referred to any wild game? That meant deer, but also hare, boar, some goats, and elk and their ilk.

That catchall spirit lives on today in South Africa. Because the country's continent has no native deer species, venison there means meat from eland, kudu, gemsbok, springbok, or impala--which, to save you a search, are all species of antelope.



Answers:

	Simon Bolivar. El Libertador's dream of a united Latin America was one shared by Venezuela's and Cuba's socialist leaders, particularly regarding the relationship between their two countries. However linked the states are, Vivian does not think that Donald Trump's blow to Venezuela will bring about the regime's demise in Cuba. Read more.
 	The King. The English hunted down the colonies' deer population to about 1 percent what it had been in precolonial days, but the animals bounded back in a big way and are now often a nuisance. Yasmin's solution: Eat them. Read more.
 	Black Swan. That other Russian's work is Tchaikovsky's ballet Swan Lake, which--no spoilers--takes a toll on Natalie Portman's character, especially once a fellow dancer played by Mila Kunis starts breathing down her neck. Faith writes that Black Swan's story is eminently recognizable well beyond the ballet world. Read more.
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Evan Smith Joins <em>The Atlantic</em> as Managing Director for Events

Smith created the Texas Tribune Festival and has advised dozens of newsrooms on their editorial-events businesses.

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




Evan Smith, who co-founded The Texas Tribune and its renowned festival and has advised dozens of local newsrooms on their live-journalism businesses, is joining The Atlantic's staff as a managing director overseeing events. In an announcement, editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg and CEO Nicholas Thompson write that "Evan's enthusiasm and expertise in running successful journalism events is remarkable. He is already a friend and mentor to many here, and we are delighted that he has agreed to join our staff."

At The Atlantic, Evan will lead and scale one of the most influential and long-running events practices in media, alongside managing editor Krystle Champagne-Norwood and director of events Jess Edkins. The Atlantic convenes dozens of annual in-person and virtual events that reach thousands of people every year, anchored by its flagship Atlantic Festival, which in 2025 celebrated its first year in New York City after nearly two decades in Washington, D.C. Other recurring series address key areas of journalistic focus, such as health and science, democracy, politics, books, and culture.

In December, The Atlantic launched a new national event series, The Atlantic Across America, that will eventually host events in all 50 states about some of the most complex issues of our time, including the ideals of American democracy, the current administration, culture, technology, and the environment. The tour kicked off last month in Boston, where The Atlantic was founded in 1857; discussed free and fair elections and foreign policy in Phoenix this week; and will visit Santa Fe, Miami, and New Orleans next.

Evan co-founded The Texas Tribune and was its CEO from 2009 to 2022, during which time he developed its beloved annual festival in Austin. Before the Tribune, Evan spent nearly 18 years at Texas Monthly, last serving as the magazine's president and editor in chief. Since 2022, he's been and will remain a senior adviser at Emerson Collective, where he works closely with the leadership teams of nonprofit news organizations from coast to coast. Evan hosts Overheard with Evan Smith, a weekly half-hour interview program that airs on PBS stations across the country, and is a professor of practice at the LBJ School of Public Affairs at the University of Texas at Austin.

Press Contact:
 Anna Bross |  press@theatlantic.com
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Introduces Premium Plus Subscription--With Family Sharing, Exclusive Coffee-Table Book, and Other Perks

First new subscription tier since 2019, as <em>The Atlantic </em>tops 1.4 million subscribers

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




The Atlantic is introducing Premium Plus, a subscription that includes family- and friend-sharing, among other exclusive benefits. This is the first new tier The Atlantic has introduced since it launched a digital subscription in late 2019, and after many years of dramatic subscription growth, The Atlantic is now one of the largest news magazines in the country, with well over 1.4 million subscriptions.
 
 Premium Plus benefits include unlimited access for up to four people, one of the most requested features among existing subscribers; a keepsake coffee-table book created exclusively for Premium Plus; and a colorful version of its iconic tote. With the addition of this tier, The Atlantic now has four annual subscription packages, along with an academic rate for students and educators: Premium Plus, at $199; Premium, at $120, which allows sharing for one gift subscription; Print + Digital, starting at $89; and Digital, starting at $79. All subscriptions include full digital access to all of The Atlantic's journalism, audio, archives, newsletters, and games, along with subscriber-only podcasts, early access to new podcast episodes such as the new season of Autocracy in America, and virtual events.
 
 The Atlantic scrapbook, developed by Creative Director Peter Mendelsund and the editorial team, showcases original art and design, photography, and text from across the magazine's 168 years. In a forward, Editor in Chief Jeffrey Goldberg writes: "We have made this compendium of Atlantic words and art and photography and history because we love our magazine and want to share its omnivorous greatness with our faithful readers." The book contains treasures such as a handwritten draft of Julia Ward Howe's "The Battle Hymn of the Republic," first purchased by The Atlantic for $5 and published in the February 1862 issue; a letter from contributing writer Mark Twain in 1903, who resented paying for a subscription; and recent photography from cover stories about the Maasai in Tanzania and the journey across the Darien Gap.
 
 The Atlantic has been significantly expanding its reach over the past decade. Last year, The Atlantic added more than 50 journalists to its staff as part of a major editorial expansion; launched broader coverage of defense, national security, technology, health, and science; began publishing two more print issues annually; introduced a Games hub; launched its first video podcasts; and began offering free digital access to every public U.S. high school. It recently launched The Atlantic Across America, a nationwide tour that will hold events in all 50 states over the next three years. The magazine continues to set new records for subscribers and overall revenue.
 
 Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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Trump Has Redefined Presidential Scandal

The historian Timothy Naftali on Donald Trump's presidential library, comparing the many scandals of the Trump presidency to those of Richard Nixon's, and Trump's foreign policy of American weakness. Plus: a head-spinning week of terrifying crises, and <em>Jane Eyre</em> by Charlotte Bronte.

by David Frum

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




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

On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum discusses the menacing crises the Trump presidency is inflicting on the United States and its own movement to start 2026. David speculates that the recent lethal ICE incident in Minneapolis, the growing erraticism of Trump's rhetoric, and the targeting of Jerome Powell indicate that MAGA world is cracking. He argues that Trump's unpredictable and escalating actions are taking the MAGA movement, the Trump presidency, the U.S., and the rest of the world down a path of doom.

Then, David is joined by Timothy Naftali, the founding director of the Richard Nixon Presidential Library and Museum, to discuss perhaps Trump's most brazen grift: his proposed presidential library in Miami. Frum and Naftali also discuss why comparisons of Trump to Nixon fall flat and how Trump's actions in Venezuela reflect a policy of weakness.

Finally, David ends the episode with a discussion of Jane Eyre by Charlotte Bronte.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum:  Hello, and welcome to this week's episode of The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Tim Naftali. You may know Tim from his many appearances on CNN, where he talks about the history of the presidency. Tim is a distinguished historian of U.S. diplomacy during the Cold War. He was also the founding director of the Richard Nixon Presidential Library, and we'll be talking about the many strange moneymaking schemes around the plan for a [Donald] Trump presidential library in Miami. And we'll be talking about the chaos and danger of the Trump foreign policy as it stumbles toward conflict with Europe over Greenland, in South America over Venezuela, in Iran, in the Far East.

My book this week will be Jane Eyre, by Charlotte Bronte, and I'll be talking about that and what it tells us about our changing attitudes toward children and toward cruelty.

But before the dialogue with Tim, before the book discussion of Jane Eyre, some preliminary thoughts about what we have seen in these remarkable early days of January 2026. It does seem that the MAGA movement and the Trump presidency have entered a kind of crazy death spiral. So many bizarre and menacing things have happened in just the past few days. There seems to be a kind of intensification of the crisis that has been with us since the beginning of the Trump era, the crisis that has been with us since the beginning of the Trump second term, and now, in 2026, a crisis that becomes ever more terrifying.

Over the weekend, there was a kind of rampage of ICE personnel in the city of Minneapolis. The weekend opened with the shooting death of a motorist in Minneapolis, Renee [Nicole] Good. And ICE seems to have reacted to the outburst of feeling about that shooting not by investigating the shooting, not by reconsidering its methods, but by using ever more brutal methods against ever more people in the city of Minneapolis and the state of Minnesota.

ICE seems to be acting more and more not like a proper federal law-enforcement agency, with all the high professionalism and exacting standards that Americans rightfully expect and usually get from federal law enforcement. It's acting like an armed MAGA militia, like the armed force of a political party, occupying part of the country and part of the voting population on behalf of another part of the country and another bloc of the voting population.

This comes as President Trump gave an interview to The New York Times in which he said that one of his great regrets about his first term was that he did not order the National Guard to seize voting machines in the election of 2020. Now, back then, there is some question whether, even if he'd issued such a shocking and illegal and improper order, whether the National Guard would have executed it, but now he has this armed mass of ICE militia roaming the country, breaking laws, ignoring rules. He seems to see them as his tool for carrying out such schemes in the year ahead.



At the same time, other bizarre behaviors have been issuing. On Sunday night, we learned that the Trump administration had opened a criminal investigation of Federal Reserve Board Chairman Jerome Powell for obviously specious and fake grounds. The Federal Reserve is renovating its headquarters. It's a big project. There's some questions about how much the project should cost, as there often are in federal buildings. Some of the reason for the expense is because President Trump himself in his first term ordered marble and other fancy accoutrements. Jerome Powell has testified to Congress about the cost. It's a very technical matter, and Donald Trump's people have decided this is their chance to bring pressure to bear on Jerome Powell to force the Federal Reserve to cut interest rates faster to help Donald Trump avoid catastrophe in the elections of 2026.

Jerome Powell then released a video denouncing the politicization of the Federal Reserve, denouncing the politicization of the Department of Justice that would allow itself to be used in such a way. Powell was promptly backed by a Republican senator, Thom Tillis of North Carolina. But we're left with a real question: What happens to the Federal Reserve now? Jerome Powell's term is set to expire in May of 2026. Will any Trump nominee be trusted by anybody as anything other than a Trump stooge? Can the Federal Reserve ever cut interest rates again without it looking like it's yielding to intimidation by the Trump administration? We may, in fact, find ourselves with higher interest rates than we otherwise would have because of Trump's attempt to abusively use improper process of law and his shamefully weak U.S. attorney for the District of Columbia to intimidate the Federal Reserve Board into adopting different monetary policies than the ones that the Federal Reserve, in its collective opinion, collective judgment, thought were appropriate.


 This seems part of a quickening spiral, but it's not all. The president has been issuing other kinds of crazy commands and fatwas into the economy, decreeing with no legal authority that credit card rates be cut, talking about American oil companies that he's trying to bully into crazy and unprofitable investments in Venezuela. Over the weekend, he issued a Truth Social post in which he described himself as the "Acting President of Venezuela," which is kind of a spoof, but also a scene out of Woody Allen's Bananas where the aging authoritarian president seems to be losing his marbles. He's not the acting president of Venezuela. No American president should even joke about such a thing. But this one may not be joking.

And finally, we have the eruptions of more and more people around Trump to justify the killing of the motorist in Minneapolis--three bullets into the side of a car for someone who was, as we can all see, trying to escape a confrontation and who was set upon by an officer who seemed bent on punishing her not for anything she did wrong, but for her attitude toward him, for her disrespect toward him--a killing that seemed to have been motivated by ego, not by any sense of self-defense.

We're in a kind of crack-up of the MAGA world. It's becoming more extreme, more at variance with America, as it feels its unpopularity intensifying because of the terrible economy. We had a job report at the end of the week before I record that showed that the United States in all of 2025 created fewer net new jobs than the population of the city of Spokane, Washington. The economy's in trouble, and prices are rising. The Republican prospects for 2026 are diminishing--at least if there is a free and fair election in 2026. And the president's mind is going to: How can he seize voting machines? How can he use an armed militia against his political opponents? How can he use law enforcement, or the pretense of law enforcement, to pressure the Federal Reserve into making monetary policy subordinate to Trump's reelection wishes? How can he steal oil from Venezuela? How can he steal Greenland from the Danes?

Trump's MAGA movement is spiraling on a kind of death cycle. It's taking the MAGA movement, the Trump presidency, the United States, and much of the rest of the world along for the downward ride to doom. Now, we are not helpless, as individuals, as citizens, to correct course, to stop this ride, to prevent MAGA from doing what it wants to do. We're going to have to act responsibly because there is a stark choice here. MAGA is not America as we knew America, as we believe in America. MAGA is not the America where rights are respected; where police serve the public, and they don't attack and harm the public. MAGA is not the America where the law is independent of the president and where the dollar is something that can be trusted by the whole world.

MAGA's America is one thing; America's America is another. You can have the rule of law in America, or you can have the Trump MAGA regime, not both. This is going to be, in 2026, the year for choosing. I am hopeful that Americans will, together, choose right. But I have to be clear-eyed about what the alternative is, how dangerous it is, and how bent it is on the doom of everything good and decent about the America as you used to know it.

And now my dialogue with Tim Naftali. But first, a quick break.

[Break]

Frum: Timothy Naftali is a senior research scholar and adjunct professor at Columbia University School of International [and] Public Affairs. He previously served as the founding director of the Richard Nixon Presidential Library and Museum. His many books include the 1997 classic "One Hell of a Gamble," the definitive account of the Cuban missile crisis from the Soviet point of view. He is a regular contributor to CNN, where he is their in-house presidential historian. Tim is a native of Montreal, Canada. We were undergraduates together at Yale in the early 1980s and have been friends ever since, although I note for the record that Tim was several classes younger than me and is therefore considerably better preserved. (Laughs.) Tim, welcome so much to The David Frum [Show]. Thank you for making time today.

Timothy Naftali: So you begin with a lie. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) No, no, you are an amazing specimen--intellectual, moral, and physical.

Naftali: (Laughs.)

Frum: So we've got so many things to cover, but I wanna start drawing on your expertise as a founder of a presidential library. There is a project for a Trump presidential library in Miami. It will not surprise you to hear that this project is laden with scandal, but you think it's not just the financial scandals that are important. So let's talk about the financial scandal and the intellectual scandal of the Trump library.

Naftali: First of all, it's great to be with you, David. I had the privilege of working for the National Archives and Records Administration, and I was appointed--I didn't apply for the job, but I was appointed to be the first federal director of the Nixon Library. After Watergate, because of concerns that President Nixon would destroy his famous tapes and the documents, Congress seized his materials; President [Gerald] Ford signed the law, and so. And as a result, the Nixon materials couldn't leave the Washington, D.C., area. So Nixon could not have a real presidential library, so he got an ersatz library. His family built a private Nixon Library--the museum was private. the archive was private--but it didn't have any of his presidential materials, 'cause they couldn't leave Washington, D.C.

Fast-forward about 10 years, for reasons that the Nixon family knows best, the Nixon family decided they didn't wanna run this private library any longer; they wanted the federal government to run it. Well, for that to happen, they had to get Congress to change the governing law that affected the Nixon materials. Congress did change the law. The National Archives would then become responsible for the Nixon Library, would rename it, and would move the presidential materials from Washington, D.C., to Yorba Linda, California. And they needed a director for that, and they appointed me.

One of the challenges for my team was to establish the credibility of this new institution. Understandably, many Americans, not just those who are old enough to remember Watergate, were concerned about what might happen to the Nixon tapes and the Nixon papers if they were moved to Yorba Linda and perhaps, technically, under some kind of watchful eye of the Nixon family. And so it was really essential that the first federal director established the credibility of this space, that it'd be nonpartisan--not anti-Nixon, but not pro-Nixon. And so that was my job.

And among my responsibilities was to be the curator of the Watergate exhibit, the old Watergate exhibit. What we inherited basically made the argument that Watergate was a "coup" that happened in order to overturn the results of the 1972 election, and the Democrats pushed Nixon out, and that Nixon was mistreated. And given that we were moving to Yorba Linda, the documents, the materials that made clear that the president had been engaged in abuse of power--and he was never indicted, so we can't say he was criminally responsible, but let's say that there was heavy, heavy evidence that suggested the president had participated in criminal actions--in any case, how could you move those documents to Yorba Linda and then have in the public space up ahead, 'cause the archive was downstairs, material that contradicted the basic documents that we had? So the Watergate exhibit had to be changed. The Nixon Foundation said they couldn't do it, and they asked me to do it, and the National Archives asked me to do it, so I was the curator of a Watergate exhibit, which was one way of establishing the credibility of the institution. And another way was to make sure a lot of materials were declassified and tapes were made available to the public, which we did. I was there for five years in total.

Frum: So let's move forward in time from the Nixon Library, as you described it, to the project in the 2020s for a Trump presidential library. This library, as I read, is to be built in Miami on an extremely valuable piece of land, almost three acres big, on a highly developable strip of road where you could build condo towers or a hotel or something like that. The land formerly belonged to a local college. The land was transferred by the local college from the college's ownership to the state government with no payment to the college, not the $65 million that is conservatively estimated, not the $100 million it might be worth, not more--nothing to the college. The state then transferred the land to a trust governed by representatives of the Trump family, and the idea is that some kind of Trump institution will be built on this parcel of land.

But there are a lot of hints that what will be built on the land is not just a library, as we've known it, not even the kind of crazy pharaonic library that you get for Barack Obama, but for-profit uses: condos, maybe a hotel. I've seen you quoted in stories about this project. What do you know about the coming Trump library? How does it compare and contrast to other presidential libraries that already exist?

Naftali: Well, I don't know much more than what you've just described, David, but I believe in the idea of a presidential library, and I believe in the importance of nonpartisan public history. One of the things I learned out in Yorba Linda was that presidential libraries are important local institutions; we had a lot of students from local high schools and middle schools come to visit. Obviously, we had visitors from across the country. And we were able, in a sense, to try, as a team, to set a standard for public history.

So I believe in these institutions, and I am worried at the development, at the turn that these institutions have taken. You mentioned Barack Obama. President Obama had an opportunity to set a high standard for public history. We could debate his presidency, but what he did not have was a Watergate or an Iran-Contra. He did not have the sort of overwhelming scandal that allies of any president would have a hard time sort of softening, if not deleting entirely. So he had the opportunity to present, or to create, a model, a gem for public history, allowing the National Archives to do its job, overseeing a museum, but he didn't do it. He decided that he wanted a private museum. Now, I'm not suggesting that Barack Obama wanted to re-create what we inherited and had to change in Yorba Linda, but it was clear that he wanted and his team wanted to be in control of how his presidency is portrayed.

Now we talk about Trump. Now, I'm not saying that President Trump would be doing what he's doing now if Barack Obama had chosen to have a standard presidential library, but the fact that Barack Obama rejected the standard model of a presidential library just made it a little bit easier for President Trump to create what appears to be Trumpland. And I just think it's disappointing. Our public institutions are under extreme stress; you've talked about this in your podcast on multiple occasions. And I think that, as a people, our self-confidence is directly proportional to how willing we are to talk about the peaks and valleys of our history. And one of the places where people can learn about the peaks and valleys of our history are these presidential libraries. And it's sad that we're gonna lose yet another opportunity to learn about the complexities of this era because the Trump library will be as disconnected from reality as possible.

You asked about corruption and Nixon. Before Watergate, Nixon put pressure on a House committee to give up federal land near San Clemente, which was actually part of Camp Pendleton, and allow him to use it for a library--so that's public federal land, not state land. And Nixon's people were putting pressure on getting that land. Of course, with Watergate, not only did that pressure campaign end, but the then-Nixon Foundation collapsed; the one that exists now was created well after Watergate. So the idea of putting pressure on a locality or on the federal government to get land that wasn't really yours for a presidential library, that didn't start with Trump. Nixon attempted to do it, but Watergate ended those particular desires.

Frum: But pre-Watergate Nixon, when he thought about, And we'll have a for-profit use in this hypothetical Nixon Library; there will be a cafeteria, a gift shop, perhaps, he didn't think, We're gonna have a condo tower and hotel.

Naftali: No, of course not. That would have, by the way, obstructed the view from San Clemente. Of course, he didn't wanna have ... (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.)

Naftali: Now, come on. Remember, Richard Nixon was a realist. No, no, no, of course not, but remember--let's keep in mind that Donald Trump is our first developer president, and therefore, he thinks of everything in terms of development and, of course, self-enrichment, so I'm not surprised. Look, one of the things that's clear about the Trump library is it's gonna reflect the mores and the corruption of the era we're living in, so it'll be very representative of this period.

Frum: Yeah, I mean Nixon was a presidency who had a scandal, but Trump is a scandal who has a presidency. (Laughs.)

Naftali: (Laughs.)

Frum: So with Nixon, there are a lot of--and I've seen this amazing and fascinating institution that has been developed there. There are different rooms because there are things you can say about Nixon that are not about Watergate: diplomatic overtures, maybe the single most important environmental record of any of the presidents, meeting and failing to overcome economic challenges, race relations, or crime. There are a series of Nixon stories that are separate from the Watergate scandal story. I don't know if there's any aspect of the Trump presidency, any, that isn't touched by some really important story of self-enrichment or corrupt dealing or lawbreaking of some other kind. I don't think there's a one. There isn't a room that is: Okay, this is the presidency apart from the scandal. And so, as you say, maybe it's fitting that the whole library is itself kind of a scandal.

Naftali: Well, I think the first term had a few things that could be pointed to: Warp Speed. Of course, the Trump people don't wanna talk about that; MAHA does not include vaccines. But I really--and this is a point of view that may seem old-fashioned now and naive--but I really believe that it is healthy for a country to learn about the strengths and weaknesses of our presidents, rather than seeing them as these totems or these saints that are perfect or are devils.

Nixon is complicated. One of the things about Nixon that people might find interesting is that he had a sense of shame. He had a sense of shame, and he had a sense of legitimacy. And his sense of legitimacy was his understanding of what the presidency should look like. And when he thought about the presidency, he was thinking about Dwight Eisenhower and he was thinking about Franklin Roosevelt. So that's why he was so secretive. Yes, he had dark impulses, but he knew that the American people would not embrace them, and so he was not honest about them.

We live in a different period. We live in a period where we have a president who has been reelected despite the fact that he shared his dark impulses with the American people. And he is not constrained by shame. And Nixon had shame, so it meant internal constraint. And then he had guardrails. And of course, we all talk about them all the time, but his term--his time in office; he had a little more than one term--Richard Nixon had guardrails. And he would have been a worse president domestically had it not been for the guardrails. Well, we have now a president with similar, but not identical, dark impulses who has no sense of shame and no guardrails. And that's why the Trump presidency, in its 2.0 version, cannot be compared to the Nixon presidency at all. The Trump first term could be compared because you had a president with dark impulses surrounded by good-government Republicans with guardrails. We're in a different world now.

Frum: Yeah. Well, I think it needs to be stressed again and again with Richard Nixon that the president he most admired was the unlikely figure of Woodrow Wilson, who was the president that most voiced a kind of vaunting idealism, sometimes a little ethereal, out-of-this-world idealism, and Nixon admired that. Richard Nixon's parents, especially his beloved mother, had been huge Wilsonians, and he admired him so much. There's a story that William Safire tells--and I've never been able to find out whether Safire is wrong or right about the story, and we'll just have to take it onto Safire's testimony--but Richard Nixon, in his hideaway office in the Executive Office Building, had a desk that he pulled from the White House inventory--and you must know the story--that was described in the record as the "Wilson desk." And he believed this was Woodrow Wilson's desk, on which Woodrow Wilson typed his work. And Safire, who was a Nixon speechwriter, said he talked to the head of the whoever keeps these inventories, and he said, Look, it's not the Woodrow Wilson desk; it's the Henry Wilson desk, Henry Wilson being [Ulysses S.] Grant's vice president.

Naftali: Yes. (Laughs.)

Frum: But no one has the heart to tell the president that he's got the wrong [Wilson]. (Laughs.) Now, again, I've not been able ever to confirm or deny this story, but Safire would be a pretty good authority; he was there.

Naftali: Well, one thing about Safire is he had a very nice metaphor for Nixon, which was that Nixon was a layer cake, and think of him as a layer cake, and you cut a slice and all these layers, and they're different, and they're somewhat contradictory.

One thing I wanna mention is that, yes, it's true--Woodrow Wilson was a historical mentor of sorts--but so was de Gaulle. Richard Nixon admired [former French President] Charles de Gaulle, next to Eisenhower, of any living leader at the time. And of course, de Gaulle wasn't Wilsonian at all. (Laughs.) He was the most Machiavellian of leaders. So Nixon's a complicated man. The point, however--

Frum: But he was, in his own way, a man of great integrity and ethic who had refused to join the sellout of French national identity after the fall of France and had taken the enormous risk of going into exile with nothing, not even his family; they followed later. So that's an inspirational example too, whereas Donald Trump's example seemed to be Roy Cohn.

Naftali: Well, and one more thing: Again, Richard Nixon also understood the international system. He did not wanna destroy the architecture that [President Harry S.] Truman had constructed. Although he had real doubts about elements, of course, of the Great Society, he wasn't about to dismantle the New Deal. He came from a poor family, and he recognized the importance of a safety net. He's a complicated man.

One of the reasons we talk about him--not simply because he resigned, but he had these dark impulses, and he was a bigot, and he was an anti-Semite. And these dark passions motivated policy, at times, and so that's why we talk about him: He was a flawed character. The difference, however, was he was a smart man, and he was a man who read, and he was a man who understood history, and he cared about history, and he did not wanna be an outlier. He was not someone who believed, I am the beginning and the end of American history. I have predecessors, and I have to be mindful of them, so that's also a source of some constraint on his behavior.

Frum: And I will have successors.

Naftali: And I will be passing on to them a better country, I hope, than the one that I received. But remember, he was thinking in terms of the country. His self-dealing involved a $7,000--get this--a $7,000 shield around his pool in San Clemente. That was the great corrupt bargain of his presidency. Now, his crimes and his abuse of power are quite different, but when you talk about "What did he steal, if anything?," what the Congress found was, yes, he found a way to get the Secret Service to say that it was in the interest of his protection that he have a screen around his pool.

Frum: By the way, that's not a crazy claim.

Naftali: No, it's not a crazy claim, but just to give you a sense of proportion.

Frum: It's not a billion-dollar crypto scheme in which your investors lose 95 percent of their money. (Laughs.)

Naftali: No, no, no. No, he wasn't a grifter. Keep in mind, Richard Nixon was not a grifter, and it's important to keep that in mind.

Richard Nixon also believed in allies. He didn't like all of them--he had some very choice things to say about [former Canadian Prime Minister] Pierre Trudeau and others--but he believed in alliances. He wasn't about to disrupt and destroy what he had inherited, even though he differed from some of his predecessors. We live in an era with a president who is disrupting and destroying because he can.

Frum: Yeah. One of my pet peeves is: People will use the phrase about Trump "the most corrupt presidency in American history." And to which I was saying, Okay, if you were to do the corrupt presidencies: Ulysses Grant, Warren Harding, who else would you--although, as you say, Watergate is not technically a corruption scandal, but let's throw it in because we're speaking loosely. Would you add anybody else to that list?

Naftali: Well, one of the problems for those of us who study this is that the documents are pretty sparse about congressional corruption in the 19th century; we have some documents about presidential corruption. But keep in mind, before Chester Arthur, ironically, pushes for civil service reform, and we get a nonpartisan professional civil service, government jobs were given away to the highest bidder. So, in a sense, you had a basic corruption at the core of presidencies because--

Frum: I wanna dissent for that. They were not sold to the highest bidder; they were given as rewards for party loyalty. So it wasn't [that] there was a lot of cash that traded hands--because people who had cash to spend would not want a government job. They might want a government contract.

Naftali: I was thinking about being the head of the post office--or, actually--

Frum: Yeah, oh, I see. Yeah.

Naftali: --the customs duty officer, or also, the person who had the concession on, in that era, the Indian land reservation, those people made lots of money. Also, that was the era when government documents were actually printed by private companies, and that particular contract was worth a lot of money. No, the president didn't get any cash in return, but he was paying off an ally, and there was a business consequence for the ally.

Frum: And then you have Warren Harding, who himself was kind of a lecherous "slob," as Alice Roosevelt [Longworth] called him, but doesn't seem to have been on the take in any way--

Naftali: No.

Frum: The big corruption scandals were happening around him and with him being checked out and indifferent because he was not very intelligent and not very conscientious, but he was not, personally, a crook.

But the point I'm building to is that I don't think you can compare any of these things to, for example, the Trump crypto business, where a president has made a billion dollars in less than a year in office selling assets that have just collapsed in [value] in the hands of the buyers. And this, to me, looks like that we need to say: This is not the most corrupt president in American history. If Trump were Russian, if Trump were Nigerian, he'd be one of the contenders for the most corrupt president in Nigerian or Russian history. He's just outside the realm of anything ever previously contemplated for a president--not for an Indian lands commissioner, not for the head of the New York [Custom] House, but for a president in American history.

Naftali: If you look at the essence of all of these peace discussions, it is no surprise that sovereign-wealth funds are involved because we--not the American people, but we, our government--is seeking resources. So it's not a peace agreement. What is happening is that we are engaging in some kind of bribery scandal with all these countries, where we are saying, Give us a piece of whatever your mineral resources might be--like in Congo, there are certain kinds, and in Ukraine--and we're saying, We'll help you by throwing our weight around, but in return, you're gonna help us. And us is not the American people writ large, but the president's--I would call them the chauvinistas or chovinistas, of Mar-a-Lago, the people that are close to the Trump family. They're the ones likely--and the tech bros--they're the ones likely to benefit from this.

This is, to use the term from Broadway, this is a musical crap game that is going from conflict zone to conflict zone, and the president is using this as a way to enrich himself and his allies. There is no precedent for this. And because there is no country as powerful as the United States, no authoritarian leader in the world has the opportunities for enrichment that Donald Trump has at the moment.

Frum: Well, this takes us, I think, to the Venezuela topic, which you wanted to discuss. Now, one of the things I have said, and I've said this in a more colloquial way that was open to be misunderstood, that I talked about wars for oil and how no one fights them. Well, that's not quite right; people have fought wars for oil. But what I mean is that anyone who did his accounting wouldn't do a fight for oil because the oil is available on the marketplace. You have to pay for it. Whether or not the oil is on land that is friendly to you or not, whether it's your sovereign territory or not, you have to pay for the technology; you have the return on capital; you have to pay the people who work there; you have to build the infrastructure and the roads. If you do proper accounting, what you'll [find is]: You know what, just buy it; don't fight for it. The war costs way more than any benefit of the oil. But of course, if you don't do the accounting, if you say, Well, no, my accounting is this: The public pays all the bills, and a small handful of insiders get all the benefits. Then, from the point of view of that small handful of insiders, then the war can make sense, which is what seems to be happening in Venezuela.

Americans of a certain age forget this: The United States is now again by far the largest producer of oil on Earth and by far the largest producer of natural gas on Earth. If you throw in Canada--and Trump wants to not throw in but grab Canada, but group the United States and Canada together, whether Canada retains its independence or not--almost 30 percent of the planet's output of oil comes from the United States and Canada. And the price is at barely breakeven right now, so it's not like we're desperately short of it. As I record, it's about $58 a barrel, and in most parts of North America, that's a break-even price. So the idea of having lots more of it--for what? But there are people who say, If I can get my personal hands on Venezuelan oil, at someone else's expense, then I personally can make a lot of money, even though it's a crazy-bad deal for the American people.

Naftali: One of the things that students of the Cold War--some--missed was that we did not engage in our Cold War crusades in search of resources. In fact, the quagmire area was Vietnam, and there were, at the time, no resources whatsoever. We were in the business of regime change and regime construction because we were contesting the world with the Soviet Union, and we were also worried about the credibility of our alliances. When we were dragged into some countries, we were dragged in because of the weakness of our allies, and Iran is a perfect example. We toppled the government of Iran because the British had been pressing us to do this. Why--

Frum: This is in the early 1950s.

Naftali: The 1950s. I'm bringing this up because what our president is doing now is what weak countries do, not strong countries. The British were weak, and they needed to control the oil refinery in Abadan, in Iran, and they did not want the Iranians to have a better share of the money that was really theirs. And so the British put pressure on us to help them. And we knew how weak the British were.

So it's absolutely true that the mercantilist Trump vision of how states are powerful is a vision of a weak country, not a strong one. We have the resources to buy what we need. But I agree: What I think is going on is that his buddies are going to benefit, which is why he is dealing with the Congo and why he's--I'm not sure what he's getting from Thailand and Cambodia, but that's why he's interested in the Congo; that's why he's interested in Azerbaijan, and he called it Albania, but it's Armenia. It's because these places have resources, and he and his buddies would like access to it. It has nothing to do with the interests of the United States.

Frum: Yeah, it's a private profit at public expense. And I think you are putting your finger on something very profound, which is: During the Cold War, at the time of American power, the American interest was always a world system. That's why the United States from 1945 onward, and even before, rejected spheres of influence, because spheres of influence were for losers. The American view was, Sphere of influence? It's the planet. We can't necessarily make our writ run on every part of the planet all the time; there are other powers, some of them hostile. But our vision is of a planetary-wide system of collective security, free trade, American investment--we want the whole thing. And we believe that will be good for people; we believe that we're bringing liberty and prosperity to other people, so it's not something we're cruelly imposing on others. But the ambition was large.

The sphere of influence is what declining powers want: Well, as we no longer can make our writ run broader and broader, so we want an area where we're preserved and where other powers agree not to poach in our waters, because they could if there weren't a deal. You're going to talk about the Monroe Doctrine a little bit--

Naftali: That's the origin--

Frum:  The Monroe Doctrine was issued in the United States--I think you were going to say "was weak," and so explain that.

Naftali: Well, the Monroe Doctrine--1823, the Spanish empire is collapsing in the Americas. There's a great fear that the French and the Russians, what was called then the Holy Alliance, would come in, sweep back into the Western Hemisphere, and reimpose monarchical systems, in competition with our Republican system. And so the U.S. government wanted to say to the European monarchical powers, Stay away. We will be neutral in your conflicts in your sphere. Stay away from the Western Hemisphere. It was an anti-European doctrine. What happens over time is, as American power grows, the Monroe Doctrine becomes a more offensive doctrine.

Frum: I gotta pause you there, though, because this is a thing that I think not enough Americans realize when we talk about spheres of influence being for the weak. What was the enforcement mechanism for the Monroe Doctrine?

Naftali: Oh, it's easy: the British navy. The British navy--
 
 Frum: It was the British navy. (Laughs.) It was the British navy! The way the Monroe Doctrine worked was: The United States said to Britain, We will offer you privileged access, or favorable access, to our markets, which were--we fought two wars, the Revolution and 1812; there's a lot of unpleasantness and ill feeling. Let's put all of that behind us. Let us be permanent friends. (Laughs.) And your navy, which you pay for, will police the Arctic to keep the Spanish and everybody else out of what we are calling our hemisphere, but what we really mean is your hemisphere.

Naftali: Look, we could, and I don't know if your listeners would wanna do this, but we could talk about the peculiar relationship between the Americans and the British. The British actually offered to have a joint statement that was something like the Monroe Doctrine; they actually offered it to the Monroe administration. And John Quincy Adams, who wanted to be president in 1824, realized--he was secretary of state at the time--realized that, because his father was John Adams and associated with the Federalists, which were associated with a pro-British party, that it would be political suicide if he participated in a joint statement with London. So he convinced Monroe, No, no, no, no joint statement with London. Let's have a unilateral statement that says, "Europe out." But the administration actually knew that it needed Britain; it desperately needed Britain. Even Thomas Jefferson, who was a former president by that point, and Jefferson never liked the British much, recognized that Britain could destroy the United States and wanted--this is as a former president--wanted the Monroe administration to be on good terms with Britain, so absolutely, the Monroe Doctrine was a product of weakness, not strength. It's in the 20th century that, with the growth in American power, the Monroe Doctrine is pointed to as a source of strength. It wasn't. That's not its tradition.

Frum: And then, in the early 20th century, the United States has become strong, but is not yet the strongest. Then the United States becomes increasingly aggressive and militaristic in its enforcement of an exclusion zone, especially in the Caribbean--principally against the Germans, much less against the British, who still were a fearsome force in the 1890s, 1910s.

Naftali: Well, I'm gonna say something nice about lawyers. I don't often say nice things about lawyers, American lawyers, but I wanna say this about American lawyers. So you have Theodore Roosevelt, who, because he desperately wants the [Panama] Canal, right, Theodore Roosevelt has something called the Roosevelt Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine, which basically says the United States can intervene at will in its sphere of influence, which is the Western Hemisphere, to protect American interests and American private interests. In the 1930s, American lawyers, Elihu Root and Henry Stimson, say, This is a bad policy. We don't wanna be intervening. The United States, for example, had Marines in Nicaragua from 1912 to 1931. It was almost as long as we had troops in Afghanistan.

Frum: Haiti too. Haiti--

Naftali: And the position was: It's foolish. These are expensive investments. And frankly, we don't wanna be running these countries, because then we have to be involved in the day-to-day business of their politics, which are confusing. And anyway, they speak Spanish; Haiti speaks French. So what Stimson, who was secretary of state under Herbert Hoover, says is, We're not doing this anymore. The Monroe Doctrine, it's a doctrine of the United States versus Europe, not the United States versus Latin America. This is not in our interests. We are no longer gonna do this.

And so from 1931 until last weekend, our position in the Western Hemisphere was: We have an interest in an American system of free states. Different presidents had a different threshold for intervention, but the fact of the matter is, ultimately, what we want are all these states to govern themselves and for us to trade with them. It was not, We wanna find the resources we need and acquire them. That had been our policy before 1931. It hasn't been since 1931, and now it has changed, and I sure wish the team in power did a little bit of historical work and realized why we got out of that business back in the early 20th century.

Frum: Well, they're about to find out the hard way because, this intervention in Venezuela--maybe they've just bundled President [Nicolas] Maduro out of town, and they're going to give him a trial and see what happens. I keep saying they have not calculated enough that he might be acquitted. You gotta think that there is a real chance that that could happen because it's not a drumhead court-martial. It's not a Pete Hegseth I take away your pension, and then you sue me. It's going to be a real trial, and the defendant can win. And, by the way, and if the defendant wins, the defendant may have some tort claims (Laughs.) against the United States for the summary method with which he was removed, so that could all happen. They didn't seem to have thought about that.

But if they are serious about trying to extract oil from Venezuela, the oil is in places where the road network isn't good, where the electrical network isn't good. I'm given to understand there are not remotely enough tankers in the world to begin moving Venezuelan oil at any scale. So all of those things are going to have to be built and paid for by somebody.

Naftali: Yes, and ask yourself, with the price of oil dropping--and you're in the oil business--are you going to invest money into what could be a failed state? So then the question is, Okay, well, we--

Frum: With guerilla warfare a real possibility.

Naftali: Yeah. So then we ask the question, Oh, well, we don't want a failed state. Oh, no, no, no, we don't want a Somalia. No, no, no, no, no. And then the question is, Okay, how are you going to avoid a failed state with this particular approach to the transition in Venezuela? You've got a group of people whose intellectual worldview is fundamentally different from our--I don't care how Machiavellian they might be; they are fundamentally different from the vision that the best of the Trump team has for Venezuela, by that, I mean Secretary [of State Marco] Rubio. How are you gonna manage that with them? Well, maybe you can't manage it with them, which means we have to go, which means we find ourselves supervising the police, making sure there's law and order, because no American businessperson is gonna wanna invest in Somalia or you name whichever failed country that might have access to oil--you name it, and they're not gonna wanna do it--which means we've just managed to create a failed state in Venezuela, or at least, that's the possibility.

It's amazing to me the hubris that has led to this. But, by the way, as we've seen before, hubris begets hubris because we're already talking about the next great American expedition and acquisition in the Western Hemisphere: Greenland.

Frum: It's demoralizing.

Do you think the Trump library in Miami will, in fact, ever be built?

Naftali: Hmm. Well, after the first term, of course, the current president decided he hadn't lost and his interest was in regaining power, not in legacy. And so there was no Trump library--there was no foundation for a Trump library after the first term. There seems to be some interest in legacy right now. After all, this is a president who wants his name on everything, so he's clearly thinking about the future. It's fascinating. He's already putting his name everywhere, as if he's about to retire. So I have a feeling that the old man actually wants a Trump library.

Frum: Let me develop the thought a little bit. He's tapping out hundreds of millions of dollars for this Trump ballroom that is being built beside the White House. The estimate began at $200-something million. It's risen to $300 million. I don't know that there's any real cost accounting going on here; I would not be surprised if it turns out to be a lot more than that. He won't care, because he's raising the money from people who are buying influence. They don't care: Well, what does it cost to keep Trump happy? Twenty-five million dollars. I give it; I get something in return.

But a lot of those people are going to be tapped out. He's not going to want to pay for the Trump library himself. He's going to wanna turn to that same network of donors. And their calculus of interest in paying for it may be quite different after November than it is now. They're not giving it because they like them so much; they're giving it because they expect something from him. And that library advances to the extent that Trump can deliver benefits to people of whom he's asking tens of millions of dollars.

Naftali: Well, we have to ask ourselves, To what extent will the government of Congo, will Qatar, will the UAE, will Saudi Arabia, to what extent are they gonna front-load payments to this library as part of elaborate agreements that the Trump team is engaged in? I wouldn't be surprised if there are promissory notes for all these things that have already been established, and that would allow the Trump library to be sort of a laundering mechanism for whatever follows. So I wouldn't put it past this team--I'm talking about the Trump team--that they are not thinking about ways to use this quasi-commercial Trump library as a place to park money, and money that we can get from governments that have an interest in what we're deciding today, get it from them now. So they're not gonna wait until December of 2028 to get this money.

Frum: Tim, thank you so much for your time and insight today.

Naftali: My pleasure. Thank you, David, for inviting me on.

[Music]

Frum:  Thanks so much to Tim Naftali for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As mentioned at the top of the program, my book this week is Jane Eyre, by Charlotte Bronte. I opened this book series by discussing the masterwork by her sister Emily, Wuthering Heights, one of the darkest novels in the entire canon of English literature. Jane Eyre is a more assimilable document. It is much more like a classic love story, although very dark in its way. The story of Jane and her brooding, mysterious Mr. Rochester has, I think, enlivened a lot of high-school classes. I wanna discuss something that is not the love story, something that occurs earlier in the book Jane Eyre.

Jane Eyre tells autobiographically, in the first person, the story of a young English woman, starting from about the age of 10 until she is married and has children. The young Jane Eyre is an orphan who is sent to live with an aunt by marriage and cousins, who treat her neglectfully at best, quite brutally at worst. And the book opens with a searing depiction of the maltreatment and unkindness of the adult world to unwanted children. So here is a passage from the recollections of the young Jane Eyre, aged only 10. The aunt by marriage is named Mrs. Reed, and Mrs. Reed is the person referred to in the quote I'm about to read.

"Well might I dread, well might I dislike Mrs. Reed; for it was her nature to wound me cruelly; never was I happy in her presence; however carefully I obeyed, however strenuously I strove to please her, my efforts were still repulsed and repaid by such sentences as the above." The above is a quoted insult to the young Jane. "Now, uttered before a stranger, the accusation cut me to the heart; I dimly perceived that she was already obliterating hope from the new phase of existence which she destined me to enter; I felt, though I could not have expressed the feeling, that she was sowing aversion and unkindness along my future path; I saw myself transformed into an artful, noxious child, and what could I do to remedy the injury?

"'Nothing, indeed,' thought I, as I struggled to repress a sob, and hastily wiped away some tears, the impotent evidences of my anguish."

Now, those are not a 10-year-old's words. That's not a 10-year-old's vocabulary. But those are very much a 10-year-old's feelings. And what I draw attention to here is this book, published in 1847, is the beginning of a new thing in English literature specifically and in world literature in general, which is attention to the vulnerability and feelings of the young child.

Now, it's not invented in Jane Eyre. Oliver Twist is published in 1838, earlier, and I'm not scholar enough to know, but I'm sure somebody in English literature was doing this even before [Charles] Dickens and Charlotte Bronte. But it is something you will not find much of in the literature before 1800; nothing at all, I would think, before 1750; and nothing at all in Greek and Roman literature, and the other literatures that shaped English literature of the 19th century. It's a new thought that is forming; a revolution against cruelty to the vulnerable, especially the young; a transformation in human consciousness expressed through literature and taught through literature.

Where does it come from, and what does it mean, this new thing in the world? Well, it comes from, in some ways, from a sort of secularized Protestant Christianity that a lot of the--Jane Eyre is a very religious person, and it's a very religious book. Although the Brontes had not much use for the formally constituted clergy, the awareness of God and the person's relationship to God is a powerful theme, especially in Jane Eyre, but in all the Bronte novels. It comes too, I think, from something that is happening in the material world around them. The 1840s are the beginnings of the moment where individual people in England would feel the power of the Industrial Revolution to transform humanity's relationship to its environment.

When young Jane Eyre is sent off to school, there's an outbreak of some kind of disease--maybe tuberculosis, maybe typhoid fever--that kills a lot of the girls. Now, Jane Eyre is written before the advent of modern germ theory. Neither the narrator nor the author understand where this disease comes from. But they do have a sense that something could and should be done about it, which is a new idea. As people become more masterful toward nature, they become more insistent that something better than what existed before could and should happen. And the way you measure this change, this transformation is, above all, in the status of the most vulnerable people in society and especially children. A revolution against cruelty, and you can see it happening in the pages of novels, and you can see it happening, especially, in the early parts of Jane Eyre.

It's a remarkable thing to see a new idea coming into being, especially such a sweet and generous new idea as that of goodness and protectiveness toward children of every status, not just those who are children of kings, not just those who are heroes and gods, but every child. That's the message of Jane Eyre. That's a new idea in the world, and it's one that we're still integrating into our consciousness, but that has more and more power to shape and guide us, and should have more and more power to shape and guide us. The rejection of cruelty is one of the proudest things about modern humanity, and it's good to meet it at the beginning of its career and to speed it along its way at this later phase in its career.

Thanks so much for joining me today on The David Frum [Show]. As ever, I recommend, if you would like to support the work of this program, the best way to do it is by subscribing to The Atlantic. That way, you support the work of me and all of my colleagues. You can follow me on social media: @DavidFrum on both Instagram and X (Twitter). I am so grateful that you joined this week. I hope to see and talk to you again next week as you watch or listen to The David Frum Show. Thank you. Bye-bye.

[Music]

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

I'm David Frum. Thank you for listening.
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Democratic Bosses Are Launching a Remake of the 2028 Calendar

States are jockeying for an early spot and a greater say in the nominee.

by Michael Scherer

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




The caucus gyms of first-in-the-nation Iowa transformed Barack Obama from curiosity to contender in 2008. Black-church networks in South Carolina handed Joe Biden the Democratic nomination in 2020. If not for the restaurants and bowling lanes of New Hampshire, Bill Clinton's campaign and career would likely have been, to borrow a phrase, as dead as the "last dog" in 1992.

Picking Democratic presidential nominees in the United States, in other words, has always been a concocted local game. Even after Democratic leaders decided in the early 1970s to empower regular people through primaries and open caucuses, they kept a grip on the schedule of contests and the rules by which delegates are selected and can act. Rather than aspiring to provide equal representation, party bosses designed the system to give voters in some states more sway than those in others.

Now the Democratic Party is trying to decide what type of voters it wants to shape its attempt to regain the White House in 2028. Three years after then-President Biden effectively eliminated the Democratic nominating competition by reordering early contests in his favor, the party's Rules and Bylaws Committee has invited all 57 states and territories to apply by tomorrow for pole position in the reshuffled 2028 calendar. The result, expected to be announced later this year, will reset the playing field for Democratic aspirants to the world's most powerful job--and likely anger those who feel cut out.

Read: 'I run the country and the world' 

Even though the party has the power to do virtually anything it wants, conversation has once again largely centered on the handful of states that have led the calendar for decades. Iowa Democrats, who appear likely to be shut out of the early-nominating window for the second cycle after a disastrous 2020, are openly discussing the option of going rogue and holding an unsanctioned early caucus. The New Hampshire and Nevada state parties are lobbying to be the first-in-the-nation primary state, and New Hampshire is threatening to hold a meaningless first contest if it doesn't win the prize. South Carolina, which has represented the nation's Black Democratic electorate in the early window since 2004 and went first in 2024, wants to stay there, but other southern states--including Georgia, Virginia, and North Carolina--are expected to jockey to crowd in on their traditional importance.

At stake is not just a geographic advantage or disadvantage for prospective candidates, but the prospect of windfalls for local-television stations and roadside-hotel chains, as candidates devote tens of millions of dollars to winning early contests in hopes of slingshotting in popularity. The result could also give Republicans, who plan to stick to the traditional early-state order of Iowa and New Hampshire, a general-election advantage in states where Democrats are trying to regain statewide office. Entire campaigns could rise or fall on the outcomes. Quentin Fulks, who worked as the principal deputy campaign manager for the Democratic ticket in 2024 and has been discussed as a potential campaign manager in 2028, described the calendar order as a weight on the scale of the whole contest.

"It's essentially a filter on the party's future, determining which voters are heard first, which issues shape the race, and which candidates remain viable by the time the rest of the country weighs in," Fulks told me; he has previously worked for Illinois Governor J. B. Pritzker and Senator Raphael Warnock of Georgia. "We should be clear-eyed about there being advantages for specific candidates in whatever order is chosen."

This year's fight has already created some unlikely allies and shuffled allegiances. Twenty years ago, Donna Brazile, fresh off a turn as campaign manager for Al Gore's 2000 presidential bid, celebrated the addition of Nevada and South Carolina to the top of the calendar as a win for racial and ethnic diversity in the party. This year, she told me, her focus has shifted.

"I think the most important thing is that the party needs to look at how to woo independents, because without independents, Democrats cannot win in 2028," Brazile said. That means, as a member of the Democratic National Committee's Rules and Bylaws Committee, she is looking favorably at restoring New Hampshire--where roughly 90 percent of residents are white and the largest share of voters are "undeclared" for either political party--to its historic position as the first primary contest. She also said that she has some doubts about South Carolina because it has not voted for a Democratic presidential candidate since 1976, and she hopes other southern states enter the conversation. "I am open to a southern state, but I don't believe I am necessarily open to South Carolina. I am all about the Electoral College. Period. End of sentence," she said.

South Carolina stumbled into first place during the 2024 cycle because Biden chose to overrule DNC deliberations to make his path to the nomination as seamless as possible. Now the state that never asked to go first is defending its position, though many of its voters will be happy if it retains some place in the calendar before Super Tuesday. "We are 100 percent defending our position for first," Jay Parmley, the executive director of the South Carolina Democratic Party, told me. He added that if the committee declines, it will "have to explain away removing a primary for a southern state with Black and rural voters." He also said that South Carolina welcomes another southern state joining the early window, as long as his remains.

Read: Inside the Democratic rupture that undermined Kamala Harris's presidential hopes

Nevada state leaders, meanwhile, sent holiday cards and candy canes to the committee members late last year. The cards feature a prickly Joshua tree wearing a Santa hat, and an invocation to "keep fighting the good fight" from "your friends in Nevada." There are plans to distribute "Nevada First" poker chips to the committee in the coming months, according to people involved in the process. Four years ago, Nevada felt that it was on the verge of winning first-primary blessings, only to have Biden impose his will. It doesn't want to see the chance slip away again.

"Nevada is what America is," Artie Blanco, one of the state's two members on the committee, told me, before listing off stats about the state's ethnic diversity, low number of college graduates, and powerful unions, not to mention its razor-thin margins in recent elections.

But New Hampshire is in a stronger position now that Biden, who finished fifth there in 2020, has left the scene. Unlike everywhere else, the New Hampshire secretary of state is empowered to choose the state's primary date at the last minute, and, by state law, he must select one that occurs ahead of any other presidential primary in the nation. In practice, this means that if Democrats don't let New Hampshire go first, New Hampshire will go first anyway with a contest that doesn't count toward the nomination--a loss that could sting in a purple state. It could also shut Democratic candidates out of valuable news cycles as the Republican primary in the state takes center stage. Lawmakers in the state, who are facing contested statewide 2026 races for governor and U.S. senator, are likely to make the point loudly that the party stands to lose if it shows again that it doesn't care. "We certainly aren't taking anything for granted," New Hampshire Democratic Party Chair Ray Buckley told me.

These words will likely please some potential 2028 candidates, such as Kentucky Governor Andy Beshear, Senator Ruben Gallego of Arizona, and Pritzker, who all found time last year to visit the state. Former Chicago Mayor Rahm Emanuel also signaled to my colleague Ashley Parker that he sees a first-in-the-nation New Hampshire as a potential springboard to the top tier. Other possible candidates, such as Maryland Governor Wes Moore, visited South Carolina last year, and former Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg appeared for a town hall in Iowa. (Another potential presidential contender and Nevada neighbor, California Governor Gavin Newsom, is my cousin. I do not report on him and am not involved in coverage of him.)

Some party leaders with close ties to Buckley and DNC Chair Ken Martin have suggested that they hold early sympathy for New Hampshire reclaiming kickoff status. "The folks on Rules and Bylaws understand that state laws and state governance will truly matter with who is in the first four states," Nebraska Democratic Party Chair Jane Kleeb told me. "This is not a 'Well, we hope the calendar looks like this.' This is a very practical decision."

None of that bodes well for Iowa, which starting in 1972 carved out an enormously powerful place as the first contest in the Democratic presidential saga. That fell apart in 2020, when the party, already struggling to hold any statewide office, failed to produce a clear caucus winner for days because of a technological glitch. Biden effectively erased the state from the 2024 process. After Iowa's leaders declined to support Martin's bid for DNC chair, Iowa lost its seat on the Rules and Bylaws Committee, even though the representation of South Carolina, New Hampshire, and Nevada doubled to two. Martin distanced himself from that decision by delegating the committee selection to other party members.

The state known for nice is now shifting closer to war footing. "All options are on the table for Iowa Democrats in 2028," Iowa Democratic Party Chair Rita Hart told me in a statement. "No matter what the Rules and Bylaws Committee decides, Republican presidential candidates will be in Iowa. It was a mistake for the DNC to cut us out of the calendar, letting Republicans' attacks go unanswered in Iowa while millions of dollars in advertising, organizing and the worldwide media flooded our state."

Read: Iowans knew this day would come

One Iowa Democrat told me that the unspoken threat is a "rogue" caucus, which would occur outside of the Democratic nominating process at the same time that Republicans are campaigning in the state. "Part of it depends on if we think the process was fair and we get a fair shake," this person said, requesting anonymity to discuss private conversations.

Such a move could lead some candidates for president to campaign for a caucus win even if it wouldn't award delegates, in the hopes of raising their public profile. In the past, the DNC has threatened to strip convention delegates from states that hold contests outside of the rules. In 2008, the early states of Iowa, New Hampshire, and South Carolina pressured major Democratic candidates to pledge that they would not even campaign in Michigan and Florida, which were defying the rules.

Under the committee's rules, four or five states will get special permission to go in the early window of contests, and they will include a single state from each of the nation's party-recognized regions: the West, the Midwest, the South, and the East. Michigan, which was put in the early schedule in 2024, is expected to seek to maintain its spot, though Democrats expect the total number of applicants for an early role to be fewer than the 20 states and territories that applied in 2022. As before, the committee will decide on a group of finalists to offer more formal presentations.

Without a sitting president to disrupt the process this time, party leaders have established a vague three-pronged test to decide the outcome: "The Rules and Bylaws Committee is committed to running a rigorous, efficient, and fair process that will deliver the strongest presidential nominee for our party," Jim Roosevelt and Minyon Moore, who lead the committee, told me in a statement. But as with everything in party politics, such principles are easily subsumed by horse trading and individual influence. After the bosses decide, the nation's Democratic candidates and voters will have to make do.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/01/democrats-2028-iowa-new-hampshire-nevada/685628/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



MAGA Thinks Maduro Will Prove Trump Won in 2020

The capture of the Venezuelan leader has revived a debunked conspiracy theory.

by Yvonne Wingett Sanchez

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




In the days after American commandos raided Nicolas Maduro's compound and whisked him out of Venezuela, Mike Lindell wasn't ruminating about the dramatic military operation or oil prices--he was reviving a long-dead conspiracy theory.

Lindell, better known as the "MyPillow guy," was celebrating because, in his telling, a possible witness to the theory that Venezuela conspired with election-equipment companies to rig the 2020 presidential election against Donald Trump was now in U.S. custody. "I'm hoping now that Maduro will actually come clean and tell us everything about the machines and how they steal the elections," Lindell, who has long espoused election falsehoods, told me the day after the Venezuelan dictator's arraignment.

The supposition boils down to this: Venezuela plotted with election-equipment and -technology companies to engineer Trump's defeat in 2020. There is no credible evidence to support this. But with Maduro in U.S. custody months before the midterms and the Trump administration investigating the 2020 election, an idea that had been disproved by facts and debunked in lawsuits has been revived, with a newsy twist: Now Maduro will prove from a New York jail that Trump defeated Joe Biden.

Since Maduro's capture, Trump has shared a raft of discredited election-fraud claims on his Truth Social site, including one tied to a company central to the Venezuela conspiracy. A top Justice Department official helped harden the narrative: Ed Martin, the United States pardon attorney (who also directs the Justice Department's Weaponization Working Group, which pursues retribution against Trump's perceived political enemies), promoted the idea that Maduro could offer crucial information to substantiate the stolen-election theory once and for all. Martin reposted on X a claim that Maduro could try "to plead to lesser charges by proffering evidence that the 2020 election was stolen," adding "!"

The right-wing podcaster Benny Johnson, an extremely online Trump-administration ally, claimed that Maduro "is in possession" of evidence against election-equipment companies. "Maduro might be Trump's final revenge for the election theft of 2020," Johnson told his audience. "If he begins to sing like a canary--which he will; they always do--then who will he give up?" Johnson added: "This is why they took him alive."

Read: 'Stop counting votes or we're going to murder your children'

The conspiracy theory traces back to the days after the 2020 election. Trump allies, including his lawyers at the time Sidney Powell and Rudy Giuliani, claimed that Trump had been denied a win because two voting-equipment companies, Dominion Voting Systems (which was sold last year and is operating under the name Liberty Vote) and Smartmatic, had flipped votes for Biden. The systems and software, Powell said at the time, were "created in Venezuela at the direction of Hugo Chavez to make sure he never lost an election."

Powell and Giuliani settled lawsuits with Dominion over election falsehoods. (The settlement details are confidential.) Smartmatic has reached legal settlements with right-leaning media outlets over false statements about the company. One of them, Newsmax, wrote on its website last year that "it has no evidence that Smartmatic machines or software altered the votes in the 2020 U.S. presidential election." It continued: "Smartmatic is a U.S. company not owned by the Venezuelan government, or any foreign official or entity."

Smartmatic also won a defamation case last year against Lindell. That hasn't stopped him from reviving claims of a stolen election after Maduro's apprehension. Lindell told me last week that he had turned "a book" that he compiled about the 2020 election (Lindell also told me he's "sure" it includes versions of the theory that Venezuela helped steal it) over to federal officials. He would not say who, specifically, but said he hoped that the Justice Department and other federal authorities were investigating. Lindell predicted that he, Powell (who could not be reached for comment), and many others would be vindicated. "I'm hoping now that Maduro will actually come clean," he told me, "and tell all about the machines and how they steal the elections."

The Venezuelan-voting-machine conspiracy theory has returned as the Trump administration is using the government to investigate a valid election whose outcome the president didn't like. (Trump apparently harbors regrets for not doing more to overturn the results, telling The New York Times that "I should have" had the National Guard seize voting machines in 2020.) The Guardian reported in November that federal investigators were interviewing people who were claiming that Venezuela had helped rob Trump of a win. Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard said during a Cabinet meeting last April that investigators had "evidence of how these electronic voting systems have been vulnerable to hackers for a very long time." At an August Cabinet meeting, Trump asked Gabbard if she had found information tied to "how corrupt the 2020 election was. When will that all come out?" Gabbard responded that she would brief Trump once she had all of the information, adding, "We are finding documents literally tucked away in the back of safes and random offices."

The administration has also been attempting to access local voting equipment. A Department of Homeland Security official, with the help of a political operative, unsuccessfully sought access last year to vote-counting machines in Colorado, but county clerks rebuffed the requests to examine the tightly controlled equipment. Two GOP clerks in Missouri also rejected requests from the Justice Department's Civil Rights Division to examine their machines. And Kurt Olsen, a lawyer who challenged Trump's 2020 loss in court, was tapped last fall to probe that election as a special government employee, The Wall Street Journal reported. Olsen has told people he wants, among other things, to examine equipment used during the 2020 election, according to the Journal. (Olsen didn't respond to the Journal's request for comment or one I left with him.)

Read: The last MAGA prisoner

The White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson told me that Trump wants to ensure the U.S. has safe and secure elections and that he has long said Maduro "was an illegitimate, narco-terrorist." In response to Trump's election-related executive order last March (titled "Preserving and Protecting the Integrity of American Elections"), she said the Department of Homeland Security is preparing a report on the cybersecurity of election systems and "will deliver that report shortly." (The Department of Justice, Liberty Vote, and Smartmatic did not return my requests for comment.)

Election administrators around the country who have been abused and harassed for the past six years are keeping a wary eye on the resurgence of the conspiracy theories. In Colorado, a county-clerks association is drafting an FAQ to help election officials navigate questions they may get from constituents about voting machines and Venezuela. In Arizona, election officials are worried enough to ensure that a cybersecurity analyst is monitoring the online chatter. If it escalates, officials could push back publicly against the falsehoods. In Utah, Salt Lake County Clerk Lannie Chapman told me she's tracking the misinformation and is prepared to weigh in, if needed: "It's a full-time job trying to explain this, let alone successfully administering elections."

Every time those in power amplify inaccurate information about elections, election clerks and experts tell me, they risk deepening doubt in the democratic process. Even without getting states to change the ways that people vote, experts worry that a selective release of findings or evidence tied to the Venezuela claims could be used by the Trump administration to justify some sort of government action.

"It's almost like an RFP for conspiracy theories," Alexandra Chandler, a former Department of Defense intelligence analyst who now works as the director of the nonprofit Protect Democracy's election team, told me.

Under the Constitution, states are responsible for running elections. But Trump has used the power of the federal government to rejuvenate debunked claims and set the stage for another battle over the validity of future elections if he dislikes the results. He's staffed his administration with people who have sown doubt over the legitimacy of election outcomes, sparked a redistricting war for control of the House, and issued an executive order attempting to claim federal authority over elections.

Lawrence Norden, vice president of the elections-and-government program at the Brennan Center for Justice, sees more challenges on the horizon: disinformation and misinformation turbocharged by artificial intelligence, distrust in mainstream media that leaves outlets less capable of pointing out inaccuracies, and cuts at the Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency, the federal agency that helps defend crucial election networks. It is, Norden said, "a toxic brew." Add in the capture of Maduro and an online MAGA army demanding validation of its theories, and America seems destined for a new bout of feverish conspiracism just in time for the midterms.
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The Biggest Myth About Trump's Base (And Why Many Believe It)

The MAGA faithful aren't deserting their leader.

by Yair Rosenberg

Tue, 13 Jan 2026




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

To judge by recent accounts, Donald Trump's intervention in Venezuela has imperiled his standing among his own supporters. Traditional-media outlets have warned of a MAGA schism, as have some high-profile right-wing influencers. "President Trump seized control of the Republican Party on an anti-interventionist 'America First' platform," The New York Times reported on January 4, but his removal of Venezuela's leader "threatened to open a new rift within the political movement he has built." The former Trump strategist Steve Bannon told the paper that the president's messaging "on a potential occupation has the base bewildered, if not angry." Two months before the U.S. military captured Nicolas Maduro, the conservative commentator Tucker Carlson warned against American intervention and suggested that efforts to oust the Venezuelan dictator were part of--I am not making this up--a "globohomo" conspiracy to bring gay marriage to the country.

The theory of a MAGA rupture over Venezuela has a certain surface plausibility. It's also completely contradicted by what masses of Trump's backers are telling pollsters. Two days after the Maduro operation, a Reuters/Ipsos poll found that 65 percent of Republicans supported it, compared with just 6 percent who didn't. Another poll, by The Washington Post, pegged that support at 74 percent. And a subsequent YouGov/CBS survey recorded even more striking results: 89 percent of Republicans backed Maduro's ouster, and for self-described "MAGA Republicans," the number was 97 percent--a level of enthusiasm that would make even the election-rigging Maduro blush. Days after the Times quoted Bannon fretting about the GOP base's alleged upset over Venezuela, the paper spoke to its own yearlong panel of Trump backers and reported, with characteristic understatement, that such "skepticism may not be shared by many rank-and-file Republican voters."

This sequence of events follows a familiar pattern. For months, major media outlets have run story after story about the alleged crack-up of Trump's MAGA base, sourced to a specific set of elite right-wing influencers. These accounts have been widely shared and celebrated by liberal readers and pundits. And yet for months, that crack-up has failed to meaningfully materialize in polls and focus groups, and the allegations of MAGA infighting have borne little resemblance to the real-world trajectory of conservative politics, where Trump still reigns supreme.

Read: Why Venezuela?

This same pattern--in which so-called Trump influencers asserted a MAGA split where none was actually in evidence, and various news outlets ate it up--was apparent last summer over a different foreign intervention. Before America attacked Iran's nuclear sites in June, outlets such as Politico hyped a "MAGA civil war" over the prospect. "A strike on the Iranian nuclear sites will almost certainly result in thousands of American deaths," Carlson claimed. War with Iran, he later added, would amount to a "profound betrayal" of Trump's supporters and "end his presidency." Such a conflict would "tear the country apart," warned Bannon. "MAGA Divide Over Iran Splinters Trump Allies," declared The Hill. Curt Mills, the anti-interventionist executive director of The American Conservative, told ABC News that the president's coalition was "revolting to show it's disgusted with the potential of war with Iran." That very evening, Trump bombed Iran.

Not only did Trump disregard all of these alleged MAGA thought leaders--so did MAGA voters. YouGov/CBS News found that 85 percent of Republicans backed the strikes, including 94 percent of self-described MAGA Republicans. "While all Republican factions support the airstrikes," NBC News wrote of its similar survey results, "respondents who identify with the MAGA movement are significantly more supportive of them than those who identify as traditional Republicans."

The obvious conclusion is this: These purportedly pro-Trump figures do not actually speak for Trump or his supporters. Trumpism is not neo-isolationist or neoconservative, pro-restraint or pro-intervention. It is not pro-worker or pro-billionaire. It is whatever Trump says it is. According to YouGov, two weeks before American forces snatched Maduro, Republican support for invading Venezuela stood at 43 percent. Today that number is 74 percent. "America First" and "Make America Great Again" are slogans, not deeply held governing philosophies. They are branding--and Trump is the brand.

Republican defectors such as the former Georgia Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene are often held up as evidence of Trump's slackening hold on his base. But Greene's trajectory proves just the opposite. As soon as the president turned on her, her political career became untenable and she quickly announced her departure from Congress. Influencers such as Greene, Bannon, and Carlson present themselves as fighting against out-of-touch elites on behalf of the "America First" masses, but again and again, it is they who have been exposed as elites at odds with the movement they claim to represent. No one has ever spoken for the MAGA coalition other than the man who created it.

Now, it is true that Trump's overall popularity has been eroding, as my colleague Jonathan Chait recently wrote, but that's not because he's losing his base. Rather, it's because he's bleeding support among a very different demographic that helped elect him--namely, low-propensity swing voters, especially young men, who backed him because of their concerns about the economy or political correctness. But although the president may be losing these fair-weather friends, the much-larger MAGA movement remains firmly in his corner.

"Let me be very clear: There is no rift in the Republican Party," said CNN's chief data analyst, Harry Enten, last week. "Donald Trump has had an iron grip on that Republican base for a long period of time, and it is the same iron grip that he had six months ago," he continued, pointing to polls showing Trump maintaining an 85 percent approval rating among Republicans despite headlines to the contrary. "Every so often, people are trying to say, 'Oh, I spot these little rifts in the Republican base. Oh, oh, you know, they're finally starting to break. They're starting to break from Donald Trump.' It ain't happening."

None of this is to say that Trump supporters are on board with everything he does. Voters often have things they dislike about their preferred candidate; those things are just not decisive. For years, most Republicans told pollsters that they thought Trump tweeted too much; that didn't stop them from voting for him or his preferred GOP-primary candidates. Today, most Republicans don't like how Trump has handled the Epstein files--but most Republicans are not choosing how to vote based on the Epstein files. People tend to make allowances for politicians they like, and Trump has an exceptional instinct for what his supporters actually care about and what they're willing to overlook, which is why they have stuck with him for more than a decade.

So why do so many reports continue to argue otherwise? The zombie narrative about Trump's supposedly splintering support has been fueled by a confluence of right-wing, left-wing, and journalistic impulses. Many reporters are drawn to stories of drama and conflict. Many liberals are desperate for signs that Trump's stranglehold over his base is slipping. And a group of media-savvy right-wing influencers have exploited these desires to promote a story about widespread MAGA discontent that has little basis in fact but that serves their own interests.

And those interests are no longer reliably aligned with Trump's. As hard-right populists, Bannon and Carlson initially sought to use Trump to advance their own agenda--isolationist abroad, ultranationalist at home, and more overtly anti-Semitic. But as Trump has deviated from that agenda, particularly in foreign affairs, they have begun seeking to supplant him. By weakening the president, they hope to have a say in picking his successor and directing the party after he departs the scene, reshaping the Republican Party more reliably in their image.

Yair Rosenberg: Trump world's Wizard of Oz problem

To these men, Trump's sway over the MAGA faithful is an obstacle to be overcome. They are careful not to openly disparage the president himself, in deference to his influence, but their growing animosity has become impossible to miss. In recent months, Bannon has opposed Trump's tax cuts for the wealthy; broken with him on Iran, Venezuela, and support for Israel; and repeatedly called for driving the president's Big Tech buddies out of the MAGA tent, dubbing Elon Musk and David Sacks "sociopathic overlords in Silicon Valley." Carlson's disdain for the president goes way back. "We are very, very close to being able to ignore Trump most nights. I truly can't wait," he messaged his TV producer after the president lost in 2020. "I hate him passionately."

Add to this the two men's formidable skill at manipulating traditional and social media--Carlson long served as a source for the liberal press he publicly disdains, and both he and Bannon host popular podcasts that regularly drive online conversation--and the result has been a self-perpetuating cycle in which left-wing wishful thinking meets right-wing opportunism. Carlson and Bannon (and others like them) tell amenable liberals and media outlets what they want to hear; those groups then echo the narrative of MAGA infighting, thereby helping the Trump frenemies inflate their influence and undermine the administration--but by no means furthering the public's understanding of the actual political dynamics at work.

Carlson, Bannon, and their allies have several more years to chip away at Trump's standing on the right--and may yet succeed--but they have a very long way to go. Last week, Carlson welcomed James Fishback, a far-right fringe candidate for Florida governor who shares many of Carlson's views, to his show. "Pretty soon, all winning Republican politicians will talk like this," Carlson wrote on X when he posted the interview. The same day, a poll of the GOP gubernatorial primary in Florida found that the Trump-backed Representative Byron Donalds was leading Fishback by a healthy 47 percent to 5 percent. But that wasn't all. "His lead leaps to 76%-6% over Fishback," reported Florida Phoenix, "when voters are informed about the Trump endorsement."
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A Breathtaking Week of Pure Trump Id

Military success in Venezuela has emboldened the president to flex his power even more.

by Jonathan Lemire

Tue, 13 Jan 2026




Scarcely a week ago, U.S. warplanes and drones were streaking across the Caracas night sky to deliver a swift end to the reign of the Venezuelan strongman Nicolas Maduro. The extraordinary display of kinetic violence delivered a stunning reminder about the reach of the world's most powerful military--and symbolized the start of a new chapter for the man who commands it.

Donald Trump has been emboldened. The president and his advisers believe that the strike both reignited his political momentum and underscored the lack of concrete limits on his ability to wield power at home and abroad. He blew past the need for congressional approval--or even notification--and has reveled in brandishing armed forces to intimidate foreign foes and friends alike. He seized upon a deadly confrontation on a cold Minnesota street to accelerate his push to put masked, armed federal officers in Democrat-run cities that didn't vote for him. And he brought his campaign of retribution against perceived political enemies to a new target, one that could undermine faith in the pillars of the nation's economy.

Even for Trump, it's been quite the week. But this is more than just a series of dizzying news cycles. The White House, after months of struggle, believes that it has found its footing again. Trump, though never restrained, is now pure id, acting on impulse and goaded on by advisers who see an opportunity to further expand executive power.

His poll numbers are still low, and the aura of invincibility that he held for the first half of last year is gone. The MAGA base has been fractured, and some Republicans have objected to his plans, while many more quietly worry that the president is ignoring the economic issues that will likely decide this year's midterm elections. But Trump simply doesn't care.

Steve Bannon, Trump's longtime adviser, put it to me this way: "It's a full flex."

The first days of 2026 have been breathtaking in their share of Wait, he did what? headlines, cable chyrons, and news alerts. The Caracas strike, though rumored for weeks, happened so quickly that many Americans who'd gone to bed unaware that a capture operation was under way woke up to an image of Maduro wearing a Nike tracksuit and handcuffs. Trump then announced that the United States would "run" Venezuela--wait, what?--and also take much of its oil. The military's triumph then inspired the president and his advisers to renew a call to seize Greenland, thoroughly alarming European leaders who have watched in horror as Trump's desires for a strategically placed but largely uninhabited sheet of ice have escalated from social-media trolling to an existential threat against the NATO alliance. Where else could Trump wield American power? Perhaps in Iran, which has been engulfed by mass protests, leading the president to threaten action against an oppressive regime that has bedeviled the United States for nearly half a century.

Back home, an ICE agent in Minneapolis fired three bullets into the car of a 37-year-old mother who had been protesting deportation operations. Trump, instead of calling for national unity at a time of tragedy, blamed the victim, and his administration sent more armed officers to the city. And his retribution campaign--faltering to this point, to be sure--targeted the chairman of the Federal Reserve, who is now the subject of a Justice Department investigation. The normally soft-spoken Jerome Powell called it payback for a disagreement on interest rates and warned that Trump had jeopardized the Fed's independence, perceived by many as the bedrock of American financial stability.

Oh, and for good measure, the White House launched a website on January 6 that thoroughly twisted the facts of the 2021 insurrection, as Trump, once more, suggested that U.S. elections, including the upcoming midterms, could be rigged. The next day, Trump sat for a two-hour interview with a newspaper he often derides to express regret for not seizing voting machines in 2020 and to bemoan the impact of civil-rights legislation on white people.

Read: Donald Trump wants you to forget this happened

"It's insane," Senator Mark Warner of Virginia told me, as he recapped the events of the past week, including the threats against Powell and Greenland. "This is beyond ludicrous. What is he even talking about? At what point is enough enough?"

Many second-term presidents, coming to grips with their fate as a lame duck, turn to an area in which they have the most unilateral control: foreign policy. Yet it's been surprising to see how firmly Trump has embraced a new plan of international action. He campaigned in 2016 against so-called forever wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and pledged to avoid such military entanglements. But then he fell in love with the "one and done" strategy of a quick burst of military action--such as the bombing of Iran's nuclear facilities last June--and blustered about Maduro for months before green-lighting the strike.

He surprised many--and outraged the isolationist factions of his base--by repeatedly declaring that the U.S. would be heavily involved in Venezuela for years. Besotted with Venezuela's ability to flood the market with oil, Trump has set up what critics say is an extortionist racket of the South American nation. He has told its new leader, in essence, Give us the oil we want, and we'll let you stay in power, and has privately joked that Venezuela could be in the running to become the 51st state, two people close to him told me.

Read: Trump seizing Greenland could set off a chain reaction

There's likely more to come. Some in the administration believe that Cuba could be next, and White House aides told me that Trump will be briefed tomorrow on an array of options for intervention in Iran, including some military operations that are ostensibly meant to protect the protesters but that could also hasten the end of the regime. Trump has repeatedly refused to rule out using military force to seize Greenland, even though it could shatter the globe's most enduring and successful alliance. Greenland is part of Denmark, a fellow member of NATO (Article 5 of NATO's charter declares that an attack on one is an attack on all). European leaders are so spooked by Trump's bellicose rhetoric that they've publicly rebuked the United States. Germany and the United Kingdom are considering troop deployments to Greenland. Trump, though, seems unbothered by the blowback to his threat to redraw the world's maps. Making a deal instead of using force would be "easier," the president told reporters last night on Air Force One, adding, "But one way or the other, we're going to have Greenland."

Trump, of course, is no stranger to the strategy of flooding the zone with outrageous statements and acts, making it hard for his political opponents and the media (not to mention the general public) to keep track. White House aides and close allies privately acknowledged to me that they have been grateful to control the news cycle in the early days of 2026.

But Trump is still set to begin the second year of his term far weaker than he was in the first. He is an unpopular president, per polling, and most Americans dislike both the strong-arm deportation tactics at the center of the Minneapolis protests and Trump's efforts to use the Department of Justice to carry out his political vendettas. West Wing aides have been eager to shift the conversation away from the ongoing Jeffrey Epstein controversy, which, when it erupted over the summer, was the first moment when many Republican lawmakers seemed willing to defy Trump. (The DOJ has repeatedly missed deadlines to release all of the materials in the case; the story will likely spring back to life when more comes out in the weeks ahead.) The White House has also begun to take on its thorniest political issue: high prices. As part of its news blitz this month, the Trump administration has unveiled measures meant to drive down the costs of prescription drugs and credit-card fees, as well as to make mortgages more obtainable.

Read: Does Congress even exist anymore?

The White House spokesperson Kush Desai told me in a statement that the blitz is part of the administration's work in "implementing the free market policies like tax cuts and deregulation that do work rectifying the 'America Last' policies that have let Americans down."

But some in the GOP remain concerned that Trump is distracted and that the flurry of foreign-policy flexing will be a sugar high that wears off quickly. Others have urged him to stop meddling with allies. Senator Thom Tillis of North Carolina, in a floor speech last week, said that he was "sick of stupid" and urged Trump to focus on his domestic legacy.

Indeed, Republican lawmakers have sent word to the White House that affordability, not military interventionism, remains top of mind for their constituents, and that voters don't much care about what's going in distant lands such as Venezuela and Iran--and can find Greenland on the map only because it's drawn disproportionately large.
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Why Vance Committed So Hard to the Minneapolis Shooter

The vice president knows what ICE means to MAGA.

by David Frum

Mon, 12 Jan 2026




More than Donald Trump, more than Department of Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem, more than anyone in ICE's leadership, J. D. Vance has made himself the lead defender of the killing in Minnesota. Why?

The day after the shooting, Vance announced a new administration effort to prosecute welfare fraud in Minnesota and elsewhere. Vance's message started hot and got hotter. He blamed immigrants in general--and Somali immigrants in particular--for cheating taxpayers and raising the cost of child care for Americans. Then he launched into a denunciation of Renee Nicole Good, the woman shot dead in Minneapolis. He accused her of intentionally attacking a federal agent with her car. He alleged that she belonged to a broader network of activists who plotted "to attack, to dox, to assault" federal law enforcement. He blasted media outlets for covering her killer unsympathetically.

Nick Miroff: From "I'm not mad at you" to deadly shots in seconds

Vance's words were not a spontaneous reaction to an unexpected question. They were planned, the message he arrived to drive. He did not wait for all of the facts. He did not bother with any notes of compassion for the dead woman and her grieving family.

The vice president next took to X, first to promote a video from the shooter's point of view, then to mix it up with a journalist about that video ("He is allowed to discharge his weapon in self-defense").

He did not have to do any of that. He could have expressed support for law enforcement more generally. He did not have to malign the victim. He did not have to champion the shooter. He did not have to insert himself as the main character in a story that was still only just coming into view.

That he did so may seem especially bold given the political context. According to a poll taken the same day as the shooting in Minneapolis, the public has turned against ICE's often-brutal methods. A majority of Americans condemn ICE as "too forceful." Vance began his term as perhaps the least popular new vice president in the history of polling. Identifying himself with ICE at its deadliest might seem a hazardous move for such a disliked politician.

But there is a logic to Vance's combative stance. Vance clearly understood what ICE means to Trump's base.

For MAGA America, ICE is an instrument for cleansing violence. Visit ICE social-media accounts and you'll see, again and again, videos of armed force against unarmed individuals, against a soundtrack of pumping music. There's a montage of aggressive arrests in Minnesota of unarmed, nonwhite men, many of them thrown to the ground and cuffed, set to the 1977 hit "Cold as Ice": "Someday you'll pay the price." A dozen heavily armed and armored agents round up a single unarmed woman in a T-shirt and two similarly defenseless men in California. In Indiana, armored agents throw handcuffs and ankle chains on a big haul of men and shove them in a cell, where they can be seen pacing, weeping, or with their heads plunged in their hands.

Rarely do these videos present a situation that couldn't be managed with a couple of plainclothes officers bearing holstered sidearms. The point is to prove that the fearsome power of the American state is being wielded by righteous MAGA hands against despised MAGA targets.

On the afternoon of January 9, the DHS X account posted an image of a lone cowboy riding through some Western landscape while a stealth bomber flies overhead. Across the image are the words "We'll have our home again." You may not recognize the phrase. It's a lyric of a song that's popular on the nationalist far right:

In our own towns, we're foreigners now, our names are spat and cursed
 The headlines smack of another attack, not the last, and not the worst
 Oh my fathers they look down on me, I wonder what they feel
 To see their noble sons driven down, beneath a coward's heel
 Oh by God we'll have our home again, by God we'll have our home
 By blood or sweat, we'll get there yet, by God we'll have our home


That is not a paean to law enforcement. MAGA Republicans do not reliably care about laws or the people who enforce them. One of Trump's first actions upon entering office was to pardon more than 1,500 people charged in connection with the January 6, 2021, riot at the Capitol, including many convicted of violent offenses against the police. He has denigrated the FBI and transformed the agency into a tool of retribution, and he regularly disparages prosecutors and law-enforcement officials if they fail to comply with his will.

The only law-enforcement agency the administration consistently champions happens to have a particularly grim record of violent overreactions. According to The Trace, which tracks gun violence generally, Good was one of four people who have been killed by ICE since the crackdown began in June, and the organization has identified more than 30 incidents in which immigration agents have either opened fire or held someone at gunpoint. Border Patrol agents have also shot at least three people who were simply observing or documenting immigration raids, including a 30-year-old American woman in Chicago, at whom an agent shouted "Do something, bitch" before opening fire with an assault rifle. She was hit five times but somehow survived.

Caitlin Dickerson: How ICE lost its guardrails

This count doesn't include the many reported incidents of physical assaults without guns, such as choking and body slams, including of elderly men and women. More and worse scenes have been recorded in Minnesota this past weekend.

ICE is violence-prone in part because the agency has lowered its training standards and ditched much of its background vetting to meet the president's grandiose deportation targets. But more fundamentally, ICE is violence-prone because its main purpose has become theatrical. Under present leadership, ICE is less a law-enforcement agency than it is a content creator.

Americans want borders enforced. They want foreign criminals apprehended and deported. They want unfounded asylum claimants to be removed promptly. But most Americans don't thrill to spectacular acts of six-on-one violence aimed at DoorDash delivery men. ICE's approval ratings have duly plummeted.

Again and again, ICE agents are encountering members of the public who reject their protection and sympathize with the supposed invaders. Yet ICE's powers against U.S. citizens are limited. Americans can record ICE operations, follow ICE motorcades, and vex and annoy ICE personnel, and there's not much that ICE or Border Patrol agents can legally do to stop them--hence the turn to unlawful force instead.

That's the mentality the whole world saw in videos of the killing of Good in Minneapolis, including the one seemingly recorded by the shooter himself. The ICE agent will likely argue that he opened fire on Good--who was unarmed and driving away--to save his own life. But the videos also raise the possibility that he fired because he felt disrespected by a person who--in his opinion--owed him deference. ICE agents who use violence may be counting on superiors to back them up, because they feel disrespected too, and by the whole ungrateful country. Which returns us to Vance and his don't bother me with the facts defense of the ICE shooter.

MAGA is many things, but above all it's a movement about redistributing respect away from those who command too much (overeducated coastal elites) to those who don't have enough (white Americans without advanced degrees who feel left behind). You see that redistribution at work in the Trump administration's project to devalue medical experts and empower wellness gurus and vaccine skeptics, and in its dismissal of "deep state" national-security professionals in favor of TV pundits.

Nowhere does the demand to redistribute respect come into starker view than when guns start firing. In Trump's first term, Kyle Rittenhouse--who shot and killed two men and injured a third during protests against police brutality in Wisconsin in August 2020--became a MAGA hero largely because he was enforcing the MAGA vision of respect due. Many Americans saw him as a trigger-happy 17-year-old vigilante, but to the MAGA faithful he was a brave soldier in the larger war against MAGA enemies, real and imagined.

The ICE agent who killed Good is Trump's second-term Kyle Rittenhouse. Of course the agent could have walked away and left everyone unharmed. By law, perhaps he should have walked away: It's generally illegal for a law-enforcement officer to kill a civilian seeking to escape, more so if the civilian is unarmed, and even more so if the civilian is not a criminal suspect of any kind. But letting protesters drive off unscathed, without punishing them for their disrespect, would let them "get away with it." And that would be an intolerable affront to the MAGA vision of who must submit to whom.

Idrees Kahloon: The return of MAGA's favorite forbidden book

By coming so vociferously to the shooter's defense, Vance full-throatedly committed himself to the MAGA mission of enforcing respect by any means necessary. Because there's always such a strong whiff of cynical calculation and inauthenticity about Vance, he has to say more and go further than many natural MAGA personalities do. He has to pay moral cash where others might be trusted on moral credit. If the Minneapolis shooter is the next Kyle Rittenhouse, Vance dared not delay before thrusting himself at this new MAGA hero's side.

This is how we arrive at a moment when the country's highest-ranking officials are endorsing a lethal shooting on the basis of claims refuted by the evidence. Failure to heed the MAGA campaign to redistribute respect is insolence punishable by death.
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Trump's Shrinking Coalition

The president can no longer present himself as anti-system, because he has become the system.

by Jonathan Chait

Mon, 12 Jan 2026




Tulsi Gabbard, a combat veteran who detests military intervention, joined the MAGA coalition full of hope that Donald Trump shared her beliefs. Gabbard especially despises--or at least despised--the notion of meddling in Venezuela, a once far-fetched idea that she had denounced many, many times.

But it turns out that President Trump's foreign-policy doctrine is not actually isolationist. Although he doesn't care about defending allies or toppling dictatorships to spread democracy, he's perfectly happy to intervene overseas to steal resources or simply to show other countries who's boss.

Gabbard has had to swallow her principles, first when Trump bombed Iran, and then when he did the very thing she had accused the neocons of plotting: invading Venezuela to take its oil. As director of national intelligence, she is stuck issuing rote endorsements of the administration's position. "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," she wrote on X on Tuesday. Poor Tulsi Gabbard never thought the leopards would eat Nicolas Maduro's face.

Read: Trump is suddenly looking a lot smaller

There's good reason for Gabbard to toe the party line--resigning would do nothing to advance either her policy agenda or her employment prospects. But millions of people who voted for Trump for reasons similar to Gabbard's, but didn't bet their whole career on supporting him, have no such dilemma. They can simply drift away from his coalition. By all accounts, this is exactly what's happening. Trump is bleeding support, notably among his newfound constituencies: young people, minorities, and populists who distrust the system.

Trump has expressed bewilderment that his approval ratings could be so low given the breadth of change he has enacted. "I wish you could explain to me what the hell is going on with the mind of the public," he complained at a recent gathering of House Republicans. "We've had the most successful first year of any president in history, and it should be a positive."

In the president's mind, he is living his best, Trumpiest life, and the public ought to be rewarding him for it. What he seems not to grasp is that he is losing support in no small part because he is accomplishing so many of his goals.

Winning national elections requires building big coalitions, including with groups that disagree with one another. Trump has a rare and underestimated talent for finessing these internal fissures. His rhetorical style is rambling, dishonest, and inconsistent, which makes it hard to pin him down on specific commitments. As a result, voters often see in him what they want to see.

During the campaign, Trump generally linked immigration with crime, leading many voters to believe that his plan was to focus on deporting criminals. This enabled him to make huge gains in Latino communities, which often bore the burden of accommodating the migrant surge during the Biden administration. Many of those voters have been surprised to learn that Trump's immigration policy is actually inspired by the belief that the entire immigration pattern of the past half century was a catastrophic, civilization-threatening error, and that Trump intends to roll it back by unleashing a massive enforcement army that detains people who simply look like undocumented immigrants, with scant attention to due process.

Likewise, Trump performed well with low-income voters, many of whom expected or hoped that as president he would spare the social benefits they rely on. Indeed, Trump did not run on any promise to cut Medicaid or food stamps, and he discussed health care only rarely and in vague terms. But he has carried out the largest upward redistribution of wealth in American history, and he is taking health insurance from millions of Americans.

Those reversals might have been predictable to people who had been paying close attention to policy. What has been more surprising is Trump's alienation of voters who are sometimes described as being "anti-system"--people who distrust authority and often gravitate toward conspiracy theories. Those voters are disproportionately young and male, and they get their news from mostly untraditional sources, such as Joe Rogan and Nick Fuentes. Their embrace of Trump had appeared to signal a durable expansion of the Republican coalition.

Trump, however, has squandered their trust. These anti-establishment voters wanted the Epstein files released, and they believed the promises of FBI Director Kash Patel and Attorney General Pam Bondi that they would be. Trump has instead engaged in a clumsy cover-up, insisting that the files are both a fantastical hoax devised by his enemies and also too boring to even merit discussion.

The president also purported to champion free speech. Trump is no civil libertarian, yet he managed to present a contrast to a scolding moralism that had spread through much of American culture, especially schools and Hollywood. His willingness to offend the sensibilities of liberal elites gave him a sort of outlaw appeal.

In office, though, Trump has relentlessly cracked down on the speech that he opposes, hunting down students who criticized Israel and targeting anyone who failed to discuss Charlie Kirk's death in sufficiently reverent terms. Voters have noticed this hypocrisy, and polling has shown that a majority believed that Trump had restricted free speech.

Trump's embrace of a neo-imperialist foreign policy is likely to further alienate those anti-system voters. People like Gabbard, who served in Iraq and Kuwait, saw overseas conflicts as costly distractions from domestic problems, and viewed American military power with deep cynicism. Trump's moves to bomb Iran, invade Venezuela, and threaten Greenland--his policy of speaking very loudly and carrying a big stick--make it hard to convince his supporters that he's focusing on domestic concerns.

A through line connects these apparent reversals. Trump is alienating anti-system voters because he now controls the system. His appeal lay in his opposition to established power, but now that he has it, he is flexing it gleefully. He is the warmonger, the censor, the face of the Epstein cover-up.

It is hard to remain an outsider while holding the world's most powerful job. But Trump seems not to have anticipated this, in part because he had far less trouble maintaining his anti-establishment identity in his first term. He managed this because that term consisted mainly of failures. Some of these failures were traditional legislative setbacks, such as the defeat of his bid to repeal Obamacare and his inability to pass the infrastructure bill that he had promised. But Trump also suffered an unusual inability to direct his own executive branch. He publicly entertained a stream of wild-sounding ideas, such as firing Special Counsel Robert Mueller and taking foreign oil, that he could not see through. His presidency ended in humiliation when he could not persuade Mike Pence to reject the election results.

Read: Donald Trump is a lamer duck than ever

These setbacks not only spared the country the full brunt of Trumpism; they also positioned Trump as a kind of outsider within his own presidency. Trump's bond with anti-system voters remained intact because he was constantly expressing his anger that the system was working to undermine him. He fought the law and the law won.

Trump is no longer making this complaint about the established forces working against him, because he has solved this problem. His presidency is filled with loyalists. He has largely overcome any reluctance that officials might have had in carrying out his most unethical or illegal demands. He can't present himself as anti-system, because he has become the system.

Trump relishes this power and glories in making it as visible as possible. He has duly torn down a section of the White House, staged an Army parade on his birthday, put his name on the Kennedy Center, and so on. It is as if he wakes up every morning with a new plan for getting across the idea I'm in charge now.

Trump seems to assume that voters share his own worship of power. His most intense fans may revel in his displays of dominance, but his least attached supporters--the ones who turned him from a loser in 2020 to a winner in 2024--are recoiling.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/01/trump-maga-voters-backlash/685557/?utm_source=feed
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The Purged

Donald Trump's destruction of the civil service is a tragedy not just for the roughly 300,000 workers who have been discarded, but for an entire nation.

by Franklin Foer

Sun, 11 Jan 2026




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

The purge began late Friday night, four days after Donald Trump returned to the White House. Seventeen inspectors general--internal watchdogs embedded throughout the federal government--received emails notifying them of their termination. Three weeks later came the Valentine's Day Massacre: the ousting of tens of thousands of federal employees with little discernible pattern, across agencies and across the country. By April, entire departments--the U.S. Agency for International Development, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau--had been gutted.

Workers the administration couldn't fire were coerced into leaving on their own. Toxicity became HR policy. Employees received an email with the subject line "Fork in the Road." It offered eight months' pay to anyone who resigned, and no assurances of job security to those who stayed. A follow-up email encouraged them "to move from lower productivity jobs in the public sector to higher productivity jobs in the private sector." At the end of Trump's first year back in office, roughly 300,000 fewer Americans worked for the government.

That number understates the destruction. When Trump anointed Elon Musk to lead the newly created Department of Government Efficiency, he did so in the name of clearing out mediocrities and laggards. The bureaucracy does harbor pockets of waste and paper-pushing positions that could easily be culled. But the administration showed little interest in understanding the organizations it was eviscerating. Any sincere attempt to reform the government would have protected its top experts and most skilled practitioners. In fact, such workers account for a disproportionate share of the Trump-era exodus. Many of them accepted the resignation package because they possessed marketable skills that allowed them to confidently walk away. The civil service thus lost the cohort that understands government best: the keepers of its unwritten manual, the custodians of institutional integrity.

Grover Norquist, one of the chief ideologists of modern conservatism, used to fantasize about drowning the government in the bathtub. The Trump administration has realized that macabre dream--not merely by shrinking the state, but by poisoning its culture. It has undone the bargain that once made government careers attractive: lower pay offset by uncommon job security and a sense of professional mission.

The American government grew in bursts of reform, crisis, and optimism--not from the sketching table of an engineer but from the rough contingencies of history. The outraged response to a 1969 oil fire on the Cuyahoga River catalyzed the creation of the Environmental Protection Agency. The failure to prevent the September 11 attacks gave rise to the Department of Homeland Security. This accidental architecture was part of the federal government's genius. It nurtured corners of national life--declining industries, obscure sciences--that a management consultant obsessed with optimization could never properly value. It embodied the wisdom, as well as some of the imperfections, of American history. For all its flaws, the American state was a source of national greatness and power: It ushered in an age of prosperity and discovery; it made everyday existence safer and fairer. It deserves, at the very least, the dignity of a proper burial.

In the late 19th century, as the American government took on its modern form, a single word captured the spirit of the enterprise: disinterestedness. The duties of civil servants, who remained in their chairs as presidents came and went, were supposed to transcend patronage and partisanship. Their professional obligation was to present facts and judgments that reflected an objective reality--not to flatter the preferences of the administration in power.

The nascent American state aspired to become a branch of science. It measured; it mapped; it studied. After its founding, in 1879, the United States Geological Survey recruited scientists and experts from Johns Hopkins, Yale, and Harvard. Using the most advanced techniques, it tracked river flow to forecast floods and to irrigate the arid West. It charted mineral belts in the Appalachians and the Rockies, which supplied the raw materials for industrial growth.

In the earliest decades of the 20th century, the National Bureau of Standards established common definitions for such basic measurements as the volt and the ohm, making it possible to build and trade at scale. The Bureau of Labor Statistics compiled data on wages, prices, and productivity that became the basis for economic prediction. The U.S. Weather Bureau allowed farmers to foresee storms.

The spirit of disinterestedness became the foundation for a regulatory state. Armed with scientific studies, the government could intervene to prevent disasters, protect consumers, and guard against recessions. Out of that faith in expertise arose the Federal Reserve and the Food and Drug Administration. Granite and marble buildings proliferated across Washington, D.C., housing a growing constellation of university-trained specialists. In their research and reports, they described what became the shared American reality.

The flaws in this system were obvious enough, at least in retrospect. Data points might be objective, but the decisions drawn from them were not. Handing power to experts--on the assumption that they alone were qualified to exercise it--sometimes bred insular arrogance. When the Army Corps of Engineers built levees on the lower Mississippi, it inadvertently magnified the devastation of the floods it had intended to prevent. Federal policies encouraging farmers to plow the prairie led to the ecological catastrophe known as the Dust Bowl. Those tendencies, many decades later, fueled the rise of Ronald Reagan, who famously said, "The nine most terrifying words in the English language are: 'I'm from the government, and I'm here to help.' "

Yet regulators also prevented immense human suffering. Before the advent of the modern state, the economy convulsed with financial panics roughly every 20 years. After the Securities and Exchange Commission and the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation were created in the 1930s, confidence replaced chaos. Generations passed without bank runs. American markets became the safest bet on the planet.

At the dawn of the 20th century, American medicines were often laced with alcohol, opiates, or narcotics. Thanks to the FDA, those potions were gradually replaced by pharmaceuticals tested for safety--snake oil gave way to science.

The postwar era brought more triumphs. Following the arrival of the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration in 1970, which mandated crash tests and new safety features, fatality rates from car accidents were cut by more than 70 percent. After the creation of the Occupational Safety and Health Administration in 1971, workplace fatalities fell by nearly 70 percent. The state smoothed the roughest edges of the market; it tamed intractable dangers; it made American life more livable.

In the vernacular, the federal government is synonymous with Washington. That conflation obscures the fact that roughly 80 percent of its workforce is stationed outside the District of Columbia. Still, there's no denying that Washington contains the densest concentration of civil servants--and the story of that caste is a morality tale.

In the 1970s, Washington was a city distinctly devoid of flash. Even its most powerful denizens drove beat-up Volvos; its dandies shopped at Brooks Brothers. The elegant houses of Georgetown were ostentatiously weather-beaten. The children of wealthy law-firm partners and humble bureaucrats attended the same schools.

But beginning in the late 20th century, lobbying became a boom industry. Those law partners, who sold their ability to influence policy, began raking in seven-figure salaries. A gap in wealth--and lifestyle--started to separate the lawyers in private practice from the civil servants. They lived in different neighborhoods, shopped at different stores, sent their kids to different schools.

That high-end lifestyle was seductive, and it attracted many government workers who wanted a beach house of their own. But the surprising thing, really, was how many preeminent experts--scientists, intelligence analysts, economists, even lawyers--stayed in their government job for the entire arc of their career.

They stayed because the work allowed them to accumulate new skills, to test themselves in crises, to solve novel problems. At its best, government work supplied the rush of being in the arena, a sense of professional purpose--a higher meaning than most jobs can muster.

Until the purges of the past year, the U.S. government housed an unmatched collection of experts, capable of some of the greatest feats in human existence. The achievements of this corps bear legendary names: the Manhattan Project, Apollo, the Human Genome Project. These aren't just gauzy tales from the past. After the National Institutes of Health helped sequence the genome, it funded research that turned that knowledge into pioneering medicines with the potential to treat hundreds of rare diseases. It kept refining technology to make those treatments more affordable--and those therapeutics have dramatically improved survival rates for illnesses, such as pediatric leukemia and spinal muscular atrophy.

Under Trump, the expertise capable of such achievements has begun to vanish. His administration isn't simply committed to shrinking government; it sees career officials as the enemy within, an entrenched elite exploiting its power and imposing its ideology on the nation. Its demise is not collateral damage but the imperative. What took generations to build is being dismantled in months, and with it goes not just expertise but what remains of the shared American faith in expertise itself.

Bureaucrats extol their ethos of service. They describe government work as a calling. Thirty percent of federal workers are military veterans who sought to extend their patriotic devotion into civilian life. Even those who never passed through the armed forces cast their career choices in similar terms. A generation of bureaucrats, now in the prime of their career, entered government after September 11. They were moved to emulate the commitment of the first responders they saw on television. They felt an obligation to serve.

Donald Trump has betrayed those workers. By describing them as a hostile force, he's questioned their patriotism--and robbed the sense of mission from their work. Employees who signed up to serve a transcendent national interest, who understood their duty as being to the American people, now find themselves instructed to follow the whims of a corrupt, narcissistic leader.

What's been lost isn't just a sense of purpose, but a body of knowledge--a way of making the machinery of the state function. Early-20th-century bureaucrats may have aspired to govern as if they were practicing science, but the reality is something more like craft. The American state, a product of compromises, is tricky terrain to master. Organizations duplicate one another; agencies are overseen by political leaders who arrive with minimal understanding of the workplace they will manage. Succeeding in such an environment requires savvy veterans who have learned how to operate such an unruly machine and can model how to do so for fresh-faced co-workers. By wiping out many of the bureaucracy's most experienced practitioners, Trump has severed the chain that allowed one generation of civil servants to pass on the habits of effective government to the next.

Some of Trump's firings have drawn attention, such as the peremptory dismissal of C. Q. Brown, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, one of hundreds of military officers who have been removed alongside civil servants. But for the most part, the crumbling of the American state has unfolded as a quiet catastrophe. Bureaucrats are the definition of anonymous. Their prestige suffers because it is conflated in the public's mind with long lines at the DMV, fastidious building inspectors, parking tickets--the stuff of local functionaries. So much of the civil service is devoted to long-term national flourishing--preventing disease, safeguarding financial markets--that its achievements go unappreciated.

The toll of the purge will become clear only gradually. When the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service loses the biologists who track bat populations, vulnerable species can no longer be rigorously protected. When bat populations dwindle, insects proliferate. Farmers will likely compensate by deploying insecticides, which government studies suggest can do significant prenatal harm. Government, too, is part of a delicate American ecosystem--as it erodes, crises that lay bare its indispensability will multiply.

Capturing the magnitude of the destruction is an almost impossible task. Statistics can convey the scale, but only individual stories reveal what has actually vanished, the knowledge and skill that have been recklessly discarded. The damage will ripple through every national park, every veterans' hospital, every city and town.

Over the course of four months, I interviewed 50 federal workers, both civilian and military, who were either fired or forced out--who took early retirement or resigned rather than accept what their job had become. I wanted to understand how their time in government came to such an abrupt end and, more than that, to understand the career that preceded their departure. When The Atlantic asked their former agencies to comment, many declined, citing the privacy of personnel matters. In the name of protecting these workers, the government refused to defend the decisions that had upended their lives. What follows is their story--a portrait of the void that will haunt American life, a memorial to what the nation has lost.






Micaela White

Senior Humanitarian Adviser

United States Agency for International Development
 2009-2025

By the beginning of 2025, there was a famine in Sudan, which meant that it was only a matter of time before the U.S. government dispatched Micaela White to the scene. She was America's fixer of choice. Over her 16 years working for USAID, she was sent to manage the humanitarian response to catastrophes in Libya, Syria, Ukraine, and Gaza. Through street savvy and force of will, she could make the awful a little less so.

When White was brought into a crisis, she was usually granted official power to lead what is called a DART: a Disaster Assistance Response Team. Her improvisational skills were legendary. As a 29-year-old, she arrived in Haiti after the devastating earthquake of 2010 and took over an airfield in Port-au-Prince. Using a card table, she ran air-traffic control, prioritizing the arrival of search-and-rescue teams and turning away cargo planes carrying aid, which the broken nation wasn't ready to accommodate. She said she worked until her feet were so swollen and bloody that she couldn't remove her boots; she slept in a baggage cart; she lost 15 pounds. She imposed order on a chaotic situation so that humans could be quickly extracted from the rubble.

In 2011, White traveled to Benghazi with the envoy J. Christopher Stevens, who was later murdered in a terrorist attack. On that mission, she survived a car bombing of her hotel. She also managed to hire boat captains willing to transport food into the starving eastern half of Libya. Her persistence occasionally irked her superiors back home, like the time she assumed control of the Syrian DART without telling them that she was pregnant.

Averting mass starvation in Sudan didn't require White to secure scarce resources. She said that when she arrived in Nairobi, Kenya, to oversee the effort, the United States had already purchased more than 100,000 tons of wheat and food products. But American officials struggled to deliver that aid to Sudan. White's job was to find a pathway to get the supplies into the country. It soon became clear, however, that her most pressing challenge wasn't the regime in Khartoum, but the administration in Washington. Trump had signed an executive order freezing USAID's programs, a prelude to the agency's dismantlement.

Over the next months, White watched as efforts to combat famine stalled. The administration barred her from communicating with the aid workers the U.S. had contracted with to operate inside Sudan. White was left with a handful of local staff, but then the administration stopped paying for their housing. White let some of them sleep in her hotel room--she amassed a $15,000 bill, which she paid with her personal credit card. (The government eventually reimbursed her.) DOGE cut off access to her email and her computer, but for some reason she could keep working on her iPhone.

American officials had managed to transport a stockpile of seeds to the country. But because the Trump administration had halted USAID programs, the agency could no longer fund the distribution of the seeds. White frantically tried to persuade European donors to take them before the stockpile spoiled. Eventually, Washington ordered her to return home. Thirty hours after landing in the U.S., she was fired.






Eric Green

Director, National Human Genome Research Institute

National Institutes of Health
 1996-2025

In the years since landing a man on the moon, the greatest technological achievement of the American state has been the Human Genome Project--the mapping of the 3 billion building blocks of DNA. The project was international, but its central node was at the NIH. Eric Green, a physician and a scientist, was involved in the project from the start, and after it concluded, he became the head of the American genomics effort. Green's accomplishment was to help make sequencing technology--once an enterprise that cost hundreds of millions of dollars--cheap enough for the average patient, enabling diagnoses of rare diseases. Under his leadership, the National Human Genome Research Institute advanced a revolution in medicine and a new understanding of cancer, because genomics could be used to analyze a tumor and suggest a treatment that might curtail its growth. On March 17, the Trump administration forced Green from his job, the first of five NIH-institute directors it removed. A Health and Human Services official told The Atlantic that "under a new administration, we have the right to remove individuals who do not align with the agency's priorities."






Corina Allen

Tsunami-Program Manager

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
 2024-2025

The nation's tsunami-warning-system technology, much of which was created in the 1960s, was overdue for modernization. Corina Allen was overseeing its upgrade, which would have expanded its reach to newly discovered fault lines and improved its ability to anticipate flooding. She was fired on February 27, 2025.






Demetre Daskalakis

Director, National Center for Immunization and Respiratory Diseases

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
 2020-2025

A New York City physician and health official who got his start during the AIDS epidemic, Demetre Daskalakis communicated risk and allocated scarce resources--experience that enabled him to coordinate the national response to mpox. He resigned in August.






Wren Elhai

Foreign Service Officer

Department of State
 2011-2025

To connect with citizens in his diplomatic posts, Wren Elhai joined a Russian bluegrass band, played fiddle in a Pakistani rock group, and entered a Central Asian-folk-music competition. After taking leave to study tech policy at Stanford, he helped build the State Department's new cyberspace and digital-policy bureau. He was preparing to deploy to Senegal when he was fired, along with more than 200 other Foreign Service officers on domestic assignment. Because of ongoing litigation, these firings have been temporarily blocked, and Elhai and other officers are on administrative leave.






Brian Himmelsteib

Senior Foreign Service Officer

Department of State
 2004-2025

On track to become an ambassador, Brian Himmelsteib served in Singapore and Laos while raising a son who uses a wheelchair. He returned to Washington in May so his son could undergo kidney surgery. Like Wren Elhai and other Foreign Service officers on domestic assignment, he was fired. While on administrative leave, he decided to retire from the Foreign Service.






Jason Robertson

Regional Director of Recreation, Lands, Minerals, and Volunteers

U.S. Forest Service, Department of Agriculture
 2013-2025

Jason Robertson oversaw ski resorts and oil-and-gas operations across the Rockies, ensuring that private interests used public lands responsibly. He took a voluntary-resignation package in April, part of an exodus of roughly 4,000 Forest Service employees.






Melissa Rivera Pabon

Social-Media Specialist

Consumer Product Safety Commission
 2023-2025

When the Consumer Product Safety Commission recalled an unsafe product--a potentially dangerous crib, batteries that could catch fire--Melissa Rivera Pabon posted the alert in English and Spanish. After she was fired, the office was down to one social-media specialist, who didn't speak Spanish. A single mother of three, Rivera Pabon has struggled to find a full-time job.






Nadia Ford

Presidential Management Fellow

2023-2025

Nadia Ford's mother is a teacher, and her father works for Customs and Border Protection. She wanted her own career in service and applied twice to join the two-year Presidential Management Fellows program, which recruited recent graduates with advanced degrees and cultivated them for leadership. The fellowship placed her in a small office in Health and Human Services devoted to promoting "healthy marriage and responsible fatherhood." She had never heard of the office before, but began to think of its work as her calling. The programs it funded seemed to address some of the core causes of social misery: One of them counseled fathers just released from prison; another taught anger management to young couples. Trump signed an executive order killing the Presidential Management Fellows program on February 19, 2025. Ford was fired several months later, along with hundreds of other aspiring civil servants.






Liz Oyer

Pardon Attorney

Department of Justice
 2022-2025

The presidential pardon is the Constitution's ultimate extension of grace. Liz Oyer believed it should not be reserved for cronies and donors. She visited prisons to explain how inmates could apply for clemency; at the Justice Department, her office then vetted the petitions. But the Trump administration had other designs. It asked her to assemble a list of convicts whose criminal history prevented them from owning firearms, so that the attorney general could restore that right. An associate deputy attorney general instructed her to add the actor Mel Gibson, who had a domestic-violence conviction, to the list. Because he hadn't undergone a background check, as everyone else she'd recommended had, Oyer balked. Her hesitance marked her as disloyal, and she was fired on March 7. (When asked for comment by The Atlantic, a DOJ official pointed to Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche's comments from several months earlier, in which he disputed Oyer's version of events and called her allegations "a shameful distraction from our critical mission to prosecute violent crime, enforce our nation's immigration laws, and make America safe again.")






Jeff Cohen

Mission Director, Indonesia

United States Agency for International Development
 2005-2025

There is no manual for soft-power diplomacy. Jeff Cohen's education began when he was a Peace Corps volunteer in Bolivia. With USAID, he served in the Dominican Republic, Peru, and Afghanistan. He became adept at improvising programs that burnished America's prestige. During Cohen's last assignment, in Indonesia, where he oversaw a staff of 150, he persuaded a mining company and a church charity to help launch an initiative to fight childhood malnutrition. He ran projects to save forests and to stop tuberculosis. This wasn't just a display of American beneficence: Cohen was acutely aware that he was competing with Chinese diplomats in a global battle for hearts and minds. On March 28, the Trump administration dismantled USAID, erasing more than 60 years of development expertise.






Bree Fram

Colonel

Space Force
 2021-2025

As a kid, Bree Fram dreamed of becoming an astronaut. After 9/11, she joined the Air Force and deployed to the Persian Gulf, where she tested new technologies to protect convoys from improvised explosive devices. That assignment led to her specialty: managing teams that built novel systems. (One came up with tools that could be used to take over an attacking drone, forcing it to fall from the sky.) The military kept sending Fram back to school, and her advanced degrees piled up. When the Space Force was created, she drafted its blueprint for acquiring the technologies of the future and ensured that new initiatives didn't get smothered by bureaucracy. Her mission was cut short by a biographical fact: Fram is transgender. Upon arriving in office, Trump barred from service anyone who did not identify with their birth gender.






Paula Soldner

Food Inspector

Food Safety and Inspection Service, Department of Agriculture
 1987-2025

Just before Paula Soldner graduated from the University of Iowa, her mother handed her an application for federal employment. Two weeks later, she was inspecting a plant where eggs were processed for industrial bakeries and military bases. Eventually, she began working in slaughterhouses and factories that turned out sausage, bratwurst, and pork hocks, scanning for unhygienic practices that might spread disease to the nation's kitchens. Soldner grew accustomed to the sight of blood--and to retreating to the locker room to wash animal innards off her uniform. A fierce advocate for her union, she was elected chair of the National Joint Council of Food Inspection Locals. In April, she accepted the Trump administration's offer of early retirement--as did many of her colleagues. According to the government's own data, as of March, the Food Safety and Inspection Service had lost about 8 percent of its workforce.






Peter Marks

Director, Center for Biologics Evaluation and Research

Food and Drug Administration
 2012-2025

Peter Marks was a driving force behind Operation Warp Speed--a name he coined--leading the FDA's review of COVID-19 vaccines at an unprecedented pace. Before entering government, he had been a clinical director at Yale's Smilow Cancer Hospital. At the FDA, he surmounted regulatory roadblocks to advance gene and cell therapies, and helped create the Rare Disease Innovation Hub to spur treatments for often-overlooked conditions. When Robert F. Kennedy Jr. took over Health and Human Services, his office asked Marks for access to a database tracking vaccine safety; he agreed. But Marks refused to give Kennedy's team the ability to edit the data, which made his ouster inevitable. An HHS official told The Atlantic that Marks "did not want to get behind restoring science to its golden standard" and that he therefore "had no place at FDA."






Elijah Jackson

Information-Technology Specialist

Food and Drug Administration
 2012-2025

In the Navy, while serving in the Persian Gulf, Elijah Jackson lost one hand and part of a finger on the other. Doctors diagnosed him with PTSD. But he came from a military family in southern Georgia, and he still felt the tug of duty. Eventually, Jackson landed at the FDA, where he worked in an office managing IT contracts, procuring the data tools that scientists used to evaluate drug safety. By closely monitoring contractors' sloppy billing habits, he said, his office saved nearly $18 million in a year and a half. On April 1, that office was eliminated. According to Jackson, more than 50 employees, who managed $5 billion in contracts, were reduced to two part-timers. A Health and Human Services official said in a statement to The Atlantic that "under Secretary Kennedy's leadership, the Department has taken significant steps to streamline operations" at the agency.






Crystal Huff

Prosthetic Clerk

Department of Veterans Affairs
 2024-2025

When Crystal Huff, a Navy vet, went to pick up a back brace at a VA clinic in Fort Worth, Texas, in 2023, a woman at the front desk treated her with rude indifference. Offended, Huff lodged a complaint with the patient advocate's office. A few weeks later, a supervisor at the clinic called to discuss the incident. Despite the circumstances of the call, he found Huff to be warm and loquacious. "I need someone like you, with your personality," he told her, urging her to apply to fill a vacancy.

A year after that, Huff began as a clerk in the clinic's prosthetics department, a misleading name: The department supplied wheelchair ramps, nebulizers, and ice packs as well as artificial limbs. She issued the equipment and arranged for it to be installed.

Huff, a Christian, aspired to a life of service. When she arrived at work, a gaggle of vets usually awaited her. During her time in the prosthetics department, she never met an ill-tempered one. In fact, she sometimes found candy and other small tokens of gratitude on her chair.

None of that goodwill, however, insulated her from DOGE. Because she had been on the job less than two years, she was fired last February, along with other federal employees classified as "probationary." According to Huff, when she received her next paycheck, it was for $1.68, an apparent accounting error. Not long after, a judge stepped in to rescue her job, quickly ruling that the administration didn't have the authority to fire probationary workers en masse. In March, Huff returned to the clinic.

On April 4, the VA offered employees the chance to voluntarily resign, which would allow them to be paid their full wages until September 30. Because she no longer considered the government a reliable employer, Huff accepted. In June, she left the VA, as did three other workers in her 12-person department.

But she said that when she checked her bank account, she found that the government had severely underpaid her again. After a week of frantic phone calls, Huff heard from a woman in HR, who informed her that her file indicated that she had been "terminated." What does that mean? Huff asked. Despite having accepted the voluntary-resignation offer, Huff had been fired, and nobody had bothered to tell her or explain why. The severance she'd been promised would never arrive, and Huff was barred from federal employment for the next three years.

To pay the bills, she began delivering groceries, but the work was not enough to prevent her from falling three months behind on her mortgage.






Merici Vinton

Senior Adviser

Internal Revenue Service
 2023-2025

No agency embodies government dysfunction like the IRS, where employees still type in data from paper tax returns. Merici Vinton, orphaned at 11, grew up on a remote ranch in Nebraska. After working on Barack Obama's first presidential campaign, she met reformers passionate about using technology to improve government. She was a lead architect of Direct File, a free website that allowed Americans to file taxes--or claim refunds--without hiring an accountant or buying software. She was initially hopeful about the arrival of DOGE, thinking it might hasten the pace of IRS reforms. But when it became clear that Direct File was going to be scrapped and her colleagues working on modernization were dismissed, she resigned on March 11.






Mamta Patel Nagaraja

Associate Chief Scientist for Exploration and Applied Research

NASA
 2001-2025

Mamta Patel Nagaraja's parents, immigrants from Gujarat, India, owned a motel on the edge of a small Texas town. As a girl, she would help her father with repairs, foreshadowing a career in engineering. An internship set Nagaraja on a dream path at Johnson Space Center. She trained astronauts. She wore a headset in Mission Control. She helped design a rescue vehicle for the International Space Station. After returning to school for a Ph.D. in bioengineering, Nagaraja eventually moved to NASA headquarters. As an associate chief scientist, she helped guide experiments that exploited the manufacturing possibilities of space, where weightlessness allows for the precise fabrication of pure metals and silicon. She worked with a team that was building an artificial retina, on the cusp of entering clinical trials, and another that was creating carbon fiber in its strongest form. The Trump administration eliminated the Office of the Chief Scientist on April 10.






Mark Gross

Chief, International Migration Branch

Census Bureau
 2019-2025

A demographer by training, Mark Gross was charged with estimating the number of people leaving and entering the country each year--the data he and his team produced tracked international migration down to the county level. Their numbers partly determined how federal funds were distributed. He resigned in the fall.






Ryan Hippenstiel

Field Operations Branch Chief

National Geodetic Survey
 2016-2025

The Earth is never still--its axis wobbles; storms redraw shorelines--which throws maps and GPS data out of sync. Ryan Hippenstiel sent surveyors into the field to measure those subtle changes, preventing ships from running aground and keeping navigation systems accurate. He accepted a voluntary-resignation package in April.






David Pekoske

Administrator, Transportation Security Administration

Department of Homeland Security
 2017-2025

A three-star Coast Guard admiral, David Pekoske brought stability to an agency plagued by leadership turnover and boosted pay for TSA employees, which lifted the agency's sagging morale and stemmed the attrition of airport screening officers. The Trump administration fired him on Inauguration Day.






Tom Di Liberto

Public-Affairs Specialist/Climate Scientist

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
 2023-2025

When models predicted El Nino or La Nina climate events, Tom Di Liberto sounded the alarm. He briefed city planners, private utilities, and officials from the National Security Council so they could prepare for the coming deluge or drought. When the Trump administration fired him, he was two weeks short of the seniority that would have saved his job.






Rebecca Slaughter

Commissioner

Federal Trade Commission
 2018-2025

Rebecca Slaughter pushed the FTC to crack down on companies that exploited personal data without meaningful consent. In his bid to rob agencies of their independence, Trump took the unprecedented step of firing Slaughter in March, along with the other Senate-confirmed Democratic member of the bipartisan FTC. (Slaughter has sued, and her case is pending before the Supreme Court.)






Ashley Sheriff

Chief Strategy Officer, Office of Public and Indian Housing

Department of Housing and Urban Development
 2020-2025

Ashley Sheriff led a team that rewrote the decades-old safety code for public housing so that it limited toxic mold and reduced the risk of catastrophic fires. She resigned in March.






Paul Osadebe

Attorney

Office of Fair Housing, Department of Housing and Urban Development
 2021-2025

Paul Osadebe immigrated to Texas from Nigeria at the age of 4. His life's goal was to become a civil-rights attorney. At HUD, he wrote regulations that made it easier to bring housing-discrimination suits; he prosecuted cases using new authority granted by Congress to protect victims of domestic abuse living in federally funded housing. When the Trump administration froze hundreds of fair-housing cases and reassigned lawyers in his office to other divisions, Osadebe and three of his colleagues submitted a whistleblower's complaint to Senator Elizabeth Warren. He also gave an interview to The New York Times describing how the department was shirking its legal obligation to protect civil rights and filed a lawsuit demanding that the department reinstate him to his old job. On September 29, he was told that he was being placed on administrative leave because he had disclosed "nonpublic information for private gain." The outcome of his case is unresolved. Osadebe spoke with The Atlantic in his personal capacity, not as a representative of the government.






Karen Matragrano

Deputy Chief Information Officer

Department of the Interior
 2005-2025

Karen Matragrano oversaw the Interior Department's $2 billion portfolio of information technology, including systems tracking oil-and-gas revenue that Interior collects. When DOGE began operating in her department, it wanted unfettered access to the payroll system--which would have allowed it to circumvent HR procedures and privacy protections. Rather than comply with DOGE's demand, Matragrano resigned. Her dissent proved futile: After her departure, DOGE gained access to the system.






Ruslan Petrychka

Chief of the Ukrainian Service

Voice Of America
 2007-2025

Ukrainian broadcast news has never had a reputation for ethical rigor. Oligarch-owned networks tailored their reporting to serve their benefactors' interests. Ruslan Petrychka, a veteran of Kyiv media who immigrated to Washington, D.C., made it his mission to model objectivity in the reports he produced in his native language for Voice of America. After Russia's invasion in 2022, Petrychka's service became indispensable. On highly watched Ukrainian-TV programs, his reporters would explain the American political system--without conspiracy, without exaggeration. On March 14, Trump ordered the dismantling of Voice of America's parent agency.








Michael Lauer

Deputy Director for Extramural Research

National Institutes of Health
 2007-2025

In 2024, the NIH spent $38 billion sustaining research across universities and hospitals. Michael Lauer oversaw that money with a relentless commitment to transparency: Grantees who once buried results had to post them within a year of completion. Lauer also set up systems to probe sexual-harassment complaints in research labs, and to flag undisclosed foreign ties. He retired after Health and Human Services officials attempted to demote his boss and the Trump administration tried to freeze grants he oversaw.






Michael Feinberg

Assistant Special Agent in Charge

Federal Bureau of Investigation
 2009-2025

Michael Feinberg was on a path to becoming the FBI's top Chinese-counterintelligence investigator, the culmination of a career studying Beijing's spy network in the U.S. Early in his career, the government had paid for him to study Mandarin for four summers at Middlebury College. Feinberg had begun to decipher the Chinese playbook. He'd helped build cases against espionage schemes, including a racketeering and trade-secret case against the tech giant Huawei (which is still awaiting trial). But on May 31, his supervisor told him that he faced demotion because of his friendship with the agent who helped lead the 2016 Russia-interference probe. (They went to rock concerts together and argued over the relative merits of New Order and Joy Division.) Rather than accept the demotion, he resigned.






Adam Cohen

Director, Organized Crime Drug Enforcement Task Forces

Department of Justice
 2018-2023; January-March 2025

Adam Cohen earned his stripes as a prosecutor at the end of the cocaine boom in Miami, where he began learning the structure of transnational criminal organizations--and how to dismantle them. For more than five years, he led a team of more than 500-plus prosecutors and 1,200 agents at the DOJ. Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche abruptly fired him in March.






Shernice Mundell

Health-Insurance Specialist

Office of Personnel Management
 2024-2025

Nearly 2 million current and former postal workers, along with their family members, rely on the federal government for health insurance. Shernice Mundell, an Air Force veteran, was the person they called when they felt that their claims had been unfairly denied, or when they were simply lost in the thicket of fine print. But because she was a relatively new hire, Mundell was considered a probationary employee. That technicality sealed her fate: On February 13, 2025, she was swept out as part of a mass termination.






David Boucher

Director, Infectious-Disease Preparedness and Response

Administration for Strategic Preparedness and Response, Department of Health and Human Services
 2015-2025

On the other side of the world, a terrifying unknown illness begins to spread. A functionary in an African health ministry has a premonition of a pandemic. There used to be a default protocol for such moments of crisis: call David Boucher.

Boucher is a scientist, but he acquired the skills of an operator, someone who could rouse turf-conscious bureaucracies and nudge them to act as one. Within hours of that first call, he would mobilize the government to rummage through what he calls "the nation's medicine cabinet"--all the stockpiled vaccines, drugs, and diagnostic equipment; all the treatments in clinical trials. If there was a plausible match, Boucher would arrange to ship it as soon as possible--getting on the phone with commercial couriers, alerting the ministry of health to what was coming and how to use it. The goal was containment: stop the spread of a disease before an outbreak became unmanageable, and before it could reach our shores.

To avoid the fumbling that tended to slow the government's response to crises, Boucher built systems. During the Ebola outbreak in 2018, he chaired a working group that allowed scientists and health officials to update one another regularly. And after that emergency receded, he was the lead author of a pandemic-preparedness plan that would have developed vaccines, tests, and medicines for every known viral family. (Congress opted not to fund it.)

Mostly, Boucher careened from crisis to crisis. After Ebola came COVID, mpox, H5N1, and a string of more anonymous flare-ups. During COVID, as part of Operation Warp Speed, he led HHS's negotiation of contracts with the pharmaceutical companies that the government had commissioned to develop vaccines.

The administration never pushed Boucher out; several officials even pleaded with him to stay. But after 10 years, he concluded that his job was no longer tenable, given the ethos and orientation of the administration. In late March, he resigned.






MaryAnn Tierney

Regional Administrator

Federal Emergency Management Agency
 2010-2025

Soon after MaryAnn Tierney graduated college, catastrophe became her calling. She went to work for New York City's Office of Emergency Management. On 9/11, she arrived at the World Trade Center just after the first plane struck and was in the lobby of an adjacent building when the first tower started to collapse. In the months that followed, she helped coordinate the removal of rubble from the site. Over 15 years at FEMA, Tierney directed responses to hurricanes and floods and oversaw the rebuilding of homes and communities. From her office in Philadelphia, she also managed planning for presidential inaugurations and other major events in Washington, D.C. Tierney was serving as FEMA's acting deputy administrator when she resigned on May 9 to protest what she described as the White House's reckless scaling-back of the agency.






Ila Deiss

Immigration Judge

Executive Office for Immigration Review, Department of Justice
 2017-2025

While Ila Deiss was a prosecutor in San Francisco, colleagues praised her judicial temperament. When she saw the Justice Department advertising an opening for immigration judges, she applied and soon had a gavel of her own. The work was draining, often requiring her to set aside heartbreaking stories of good people fleeing bad situations in order to apply the law, which meant that they would be deported. Yet Deiss also reprimanded Immigration and Customs Enforcement lawyers for disrespectful treatment of immigrants, and the agency lodged a formal complaint against her. On July 17, she was fired without explanation.






Peter Garrett

Director, Center for External Affairs

National Cancer Institute
 2013-2025

Peter Garrett oversaw the hotline that helped patients find clinical trials, and he ran cancer.gov, which drew up to 100 million visitors a year. His office counteracted pharmaceutical spin and translated government data into clear language that reflected scientific consensus. Garrett retired in May. By then, the administration had fired most of his office. He once led about 90 staffers; he said two remain.






Jeffrey Hall

Deputy Director for the Office of Health Equity

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
 2005-2025

Jeffrey Hall's job was to determine whether public-health initiatives were reaching historically underserved groups--not just Black and Latino Americans, but rural white populations, too. His office was eliminated.






Melody Joy Fields

Trial Attorney, Civil Rights Division

Department of Justice
 2023-2025

Melody Joy Fields investigated police departments whose officers had abused the mentally ill. She co-wrote a report on a Mississippi town where police systematically arrested poor Black residents for minor offenses and then fined them to fund the department. When the Trump administration began assigning her colleagues to cases that had no connection to the office's historic mission, Fields resigned.






Greg Reiner

Director of Theater and Musical Theater

National Endowment for the Arts
 2015-2025

With a pool of grants that topped out at just $6.5 million, Greg Reiner nourished American theater in venues far from Broadway. He funded playwriting classes for inmates in a Kentucky prison, backed productions for disabled actors in Denver, and supported early development of a then-fledgling idea: a hip-hop musical about the nation's first Treasury secretary. After the Trump administration announced plans to shut down the NEA in May, Reiner took a voluntary-resignation package.






Elizabeth Poole

Children's Environmental-Health Coordinator, Region 5

Environmental Protection Agency
 2010-2025

In early 2025, Milwaukee discovered that lead paint had poisoned at least four students in its public schools. Elizabeth Poole said that she was ready to descend with tests and guidance, but the Trump administration forbade her team from working on the crisis, an allegation that the EPA disputes. In March, she resigned.






Nick Hand

Program Technologist, Enforcement Division

Consumer Financial Protection Bureau
 2023-2025

Trained as an astrophysicist, Nick Hand used his expertise in data science to investigate the payment service Zelle for allegedly failing to protect consumers against fraud--an investigation that the Trump administration dropped. He resigned in the spring.






David Maltinsky

New-Agent Trainee

Federal Bureau of Investigation
 2009-2025

After 10 years assisting investigators working on cybercrime cases, David Maltinsky earned an appointment as a special agent in April--a promotion that required 19 weeks at the FBI Academy, in Quantico, Virginia. In week 16, the bureau fired him for an "inappropriate display of political signage" in his previous Los Angeles office. The signage was a rainbow flag--Maltinsky is gay--the same flag the government flew outside L.A.'s Wilshire Federal Building during Pride Month in 2021. When the Trump administration came to power, a colleague had complained about the flag. Maltinsky says that his supervisor and the L.A. office's legal counsel had assured him that there was no issue, and that his supervisor had told him to keep it in plain view. When he explained this to the officials assigned to fire him, they sat in silence. Maltinsky has sued the bureau, claiming that his termination was illegal.






Ejaz Baluch Jr.

Senior Trial Attorney

Civil Rights Division, Department of Justice
 2019-2025

When Ejaz Baluch Jr. graduated college, he taught middle school in one of the poorest pockets of West Baltimore. The job was exhausting, and it provoked a question: How could such inequality persist? Baluch began studying to become a civil-rights lawyer. After a clerkship, he joined the Justice Department's Honors Program; several hundred idealistic lawyers had applied, and Baluch was one of five accepted to the Civil Rights Division. He was assigned to investigate systemic discrimination in the Baltimore County Police Department's recruitment practices. In 2021, Baluch helped negotiate a settlement that reshaped how the city hires new officers.

Soon after Trump's inauguration, the acting associate attorney general announced that the Civil Rights Division would freeze its litigation. In April, Baluch was reassigned to the Complaint Adjudication Office, which he had never heard of before. It looked like Siberia, compared with his old office. He temporarily avoided that move because he had volunteered to join the administration's investigation of campus anti-Semitism in the University of California system. But he knew that he couldn't in good conscience work on that project after Trump appointees implied to him and his colleagues that the findings should be treated as a foregone conclusion. Rather than sacrifice his integrity, Baluch accepted a job at a nonprofit in Baltimore at half his government salary.






Gregg Bafundo

Lead Wilderness Ranger, Naches Ranger District

U.S. Forest Service, Department of Agriculture
 2017-2025

A Marine Corps veteran, Gregg Bafundo rescued climbers from cliffs in northern Washington State and evacuated a heart-attack victim stranded on a trail. When wildfires would sweep Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest, his job was to scout for at-risk wildlife, then join the fire line. Bafundo was terminated; of the five members of his crew, none remains in their job.






Katerina Herodotou

Senior Policy Adviser, Office for Civil Rights and Civil Liberties

Department of Homeland Security
 2017-2025

Officials often failed to identify human-trafficking survivors with potential eligibility for asylum, until Katerina Herodotou rewrote questions used to screen for them. She was fired on May 23.






Ana Vaz

Fish Biologist, Southeast Fisheries Science Center

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
 2024-2025

Using government models that forecast ocean conditions, Ana Vaz worked to protect the viability of grouper, snapper, and other species in the South Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico. Fishing communities trusted Vaz; her science helped sustain the marine life they depended on. After she was fired in April, she moved to Brazil to work for a nonprofit funded by that country's ministry of science.






Susan Miller

Central Intelligence Agency

1985-2025

At 25, Susan Miller went undercover in Moscow in the thick of the Cold War, mastering the art of giving KGB agents the slip. Before she turned 30, she was tapped to be station chief in Vilnius, Lithuania, followed by posts in Israel, the Czech Republic, and Malaysia. Eventually she led the CIA's counterintelligence unit--making her its chief spy catcher--a job that required her to investigate Russia's efforts to meddle in the 2016 presidential election. After retiring in 2024, Miller continued training agents as a contractor. But she said that her investigation into the election earned her the enmity of the Trump administration, which stripped her of her security clearances in August and terminated her relationship with the agency.






Mike Gordon

Assistant U.S. Attorney

Department of Justice
 2017-2025

Mike Gordon was folding laundry in his home office on January 6, 2021, when the television filled with images of rioters besieging the Capitol. Months later, he earned a coveted spot on the DOJ task force charged with bringing the insurrectionists to justice. A former high-school teacher, Gordon had a knack for commanding the attention of easily distracted audiences. He became the department's closer in the highest-profile January 6 trials, notching a perfect conviction record. Eventually his bosses in Tampa, where he was based, recalled him to handle white-collar prosecutions. But even his winning record for the United States, and the high esteem of his superiors, couldn't protect him. Attorney General Pam Bondi dismissed him without warning in June, apparently for the sin of prosecuting those who'd attempted to overturn the 2020 election; he sued the administration in July, alleging that he was the target of politically motivated retaliation.






Michael Missal

Inspector General

Department of Veterans Affairs
 2016-2025

During a long legal career in private practice, Michael Missal developed a specialty in internal investigations. CBS hired him to probe the anchor Dan Rather's specious reporting alleging that George W. Bush had received preferential treatment during the Vietnam War. Bankruptcy courts deployed him to dissect the collapses of WorldCom and New Century Financial Corporation. In Missal's nearly nine years as the VA's in-house investigator, his office issued 2,500 reports and 10,000 recommendations, saving billions of dollars. He led the inquiry that uncovered a nursing assistant who'd murdered seven veterans with insulin injections. At one point, his office was pursuing more than 1,000 criminal investigations. Missal was one of the 17 inspectors general Trump fired four days into his second term. A federal judge later found that Missal and seven others had been unlawfully fired, but did not reinstate them.






Brendan Demich

Engineer, Pittsburgh Mining Research Division

National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health
 2012-2025

Brendan Demich's ancestors descended into the coal mines of western Pennsylvania and rarely emerged whole. A great-grandfather lost a leg; a grandfather contracted black lung; an uncle survived a cave-in, his pelvis crushed.

At an early age, Demich resolved to spare others that fate. For a high-school project, he shadowed a researcher at the Pittsburgh Mining Research Division, a government lab devoted to developing new techniques for preventing explosions, collapses, and lung disease. That division offered him a summer internship, and then, after he studied engineering in college, a job.

Mining is far safer now than it was in 1910, when the government first began studying how to keep miners alive. But it remains lethal work, and the division employed many of the world's foremost experts in mine-safety research. It housed an acoustic chamber, which allowed for research into hazardous noises; it kept a test mine, where scientists could ignite controlled explosions.

Demich belonged to a unit that sought to improve the training of the rescuers who respond to mine disasters. By law, companies must field their own rescue teams, almost always composed of miners themselves, who know the tunnels' moods and weaknesses. Training sessions unfolded in high-school gyms or on football fields, where scraps of paper on the ground symbolized likely hazards. But Demich and his fellow researchers theorized that technology could offer a better way.

His unit developed a virtual-reality simulation that let miners practice the careful steps of rescue--deploying gas readers to track methane, probing roofs to test their strength. In the headset's glow, they could rehearse, so they would be ready to act in a real emergency.

By early last year, the software was ready, and Demich was in the final stages of collecting data that confirmed its effectiveness. But it might not ever be deployed, because the research division is part of Health and Human Services, and the department's secretary, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., effectively closed the office in April. He fired Demich, along with many of the nation's other mine-safety-research experts; they are now on administrative leave, thanks to a judge's order, while a lawsuit challenging the legality of their firings wends its way through court. Because Demich's employment status is unresolved, an unauthorized conversation with a reporter could become grounds for retaliation. He spoke with The Atlantic in his capacity as vice president of his union, not as a representative of the government.






Yael Lempert

Ambassador

Department of State
 1998-2025

Fluent in Arabic, Yael Lempert served as one of the Iraq desk officers before the war began there in 2003 and co-wrote the prophetic memo "The Perfect Storm," which detailed the risks of an invasion. Despite her misgivings, she deployed to Baghdad to work for the Coalition Provisional Authority, and over the next two decades rose to the rank of career minister--the second-highest tier of the Foreign Service. As U.S. ambassador to Jordan, home to 2 million Palestinian refugees, she soothed the government's anxious response to the Gaza War and facilitated the transport of humanitarian aid from Jordan to Gaza. At the turn of every administration, ambassadors ritualistically resign from their posts. Those resignations are ritualistically rejected. To Lempert's surprise, her resignation was accepted on January 20, 2025, with no explanation. Without a diplomatic post, she remained a Foreign Service officer, albeit one whose employer didn't seem to especially want her. Despite having successfully served in the first Trump administration, she concluded that her career had reached a dead end. In August, she resigned from the government.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/2026/02/trump-federal-worker-layoffs-interviews/685321/?utm_source=feed
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From 'I'm Not Mad at You' to Deadly Shots in Seconds

Frazzled agents, quick triggers, and a motor-powered protest movement are creating a uniquely dangerous moment on U.S. streets.

by Nick Miroff

Sat, 10 Jan 2026




Donald Trump has sent waves of federal agents to Democratic-run "sanctuary cities" over the past eight months, depicting the operations like episodes in a roving MAGA reality show. The places targeted by the president tend to become temporary sites of protest--and produce fodder for his meme-driven administration's social-media channels. The relentless pressure on ICE to ramp up deportations has left officers on edge. The neighborhoods they're targeting are on edge too.  Activists have marched in the streets and demonstrated outside federal buildings. But their most effective form of disruption--putting them on the front lines--has been car-powered.

In Los Angeles, Washington, and especially Chicago, loose networks of neighborhood-watch groups have organized to detect federal immigration officers and warn people about their presence. They send out online notices and alerts; in the streets, they trail federal vehicles, honking horns and blowing whistles to form a rolling alarm system. From what I've observed in all three cities, some of those who participate are trained, but many others adopt the tactics improvisationally. They have been shaken by the sight of gun-toting, masked government agents zipping around their neighborhoods in unmarked cars, grabbing people who typically aren't engaged in obvious criminal activity. They want to do something. They've found that their cars and cellphone cameras are their best tools to blunt the crackdown.

The motivations that prompted Renee Nicole Good to stop her Honda SUV in a Minneapolis street on Wednesday remain unclear and will be part of an investigation now led solely by the FBI. Department of Homeland Security officials claim that Good was "stalking" ICE officers who were trying to conduct their duties as part of Trump's immigration crackdown in Minnesota. Good's family insists that she was not an activist and was simply supporting her neighbors after dropping off her 6-year-old son at school. A new video circulated by J. D. Vance and other top officials today, apparently recorded by the ICE officer who killed Good, shows an interaction that goes in a flash from low-level antagonism to lethal.

The video starts like so many others cycling through social media in recent months, with an ordinary residential street transforming into a Trump-era battleground. Once again, ICE officers and protesters square off amid a snarl of vehicles jutting out at odd angles. There is no secure perimeter. Officers outfitted for combat commingle with Americans screaming obscenities and taunting them. These videos often show the feds drawing weapons to force people back. Almost everyone--protesters and officers alike--has a phone out, documenting the clashes.

The vehicles inject extra danger and unpredictably into these encounters. In Los Angeles, the first city where Trump sent Border Patrol Commander Gregory Bovino and his agents to ramp up arrests last summer, I watched several times as cars and motorcycles roared into intersections crowded with protesters and police. The vehicles immediately put officers on edge.

In September, Border Patrol agents shot and killed a cook from Mexico, Silverio Villegas Gonzalez, as he tried to drive away from them near Chicago. The following month, a Border Patrol agent shot Marimar Martinez, a Chicago day-care worker who survived and drove away to seek medical care. Federal agents later charged her with attempting to ram the agent, then dropped the charges when body-camera footage and group-chat logs cast doubt on the government's claims.

Yesterday, a day after Good's killing, Border Patrol agents in Portland, Oregon, shot a husband and wife from Venezuela near a hospital. Rodney Scott, the commissioner of U.S. Customs and Border Protection, said that they were members of the Tren de Aragua gang "who attempted to use a vehicle as a weapon against law enforcement." Portland Police said that the FBI is investigating the incident. As in Minneapolis, local and state officials in Oregon called for federal immigration agents to leave the city.

The clearest sign that the Minneapolis video shared by Vance was filmed by the ICE officer who fired the shots, Jonathan Ross, is that what looks like his reflection appears briefly on the side of the Honda as he circles it. Ross begins filming as he exits his own vehicle. There's a dog in the back seat of the Honda, poking its head out of the window. Ross walks around to the driver's side, and Good says, "That's fine, dude. I'm not mad at you," in a sarcastic but hardly threatening tone.

Her wife, Becca Good, who is outside the car, begins to taunt Ross as he films the Honda's license plate. "That's okay. We don't change our license plates every morning," Becca Good says, seeming to suggest that ICE does so to evade activists. She is holding up a phone, apparently also recording. "It'll be the same plate when you come talk to us later," she says.

Becca Good's tone suddenly becomes harsher. "You want to come at us?" she says. "I say: Go get yourself some lunch, big boy. Go ahead." As she turns back to the Honda, another federal officer gives Renee Good, who is in the driver's seat, an order. "Get out of the fucking car," he barks. Ross's recording shows Good turning the steering wheel away from that officer. She appears to be trying to leave. Her wife is pulling the passenger-side handle, apparently trying to get in. The officer at the driver's-side door is pulling on that one. Someone shouts: "Drive!"

Ross's camera is jostled, though it is not clear from the video whether this is from it being dropped or from the vehicle clipping him. He fires, and the car careens down the street. "Fucking bitch," a voice says, just before the Honda crashes into another car.

Read: Lethal force on a frozen street

The FBI investigation will likely try to answer the question that's been debated online since cellphone videos first began circulating: Was it a bad shoot, a term investigators often use to refer to an unjustified use of force, and possibly a crime? Or did Ross have a reasonable belief that his life was in danger as Good's SUV came toward him? Trump and other officials haven't waited to pass judgment, labeling Good a "terrorist" and Ross a hero.

I asked several current and former ICE officials and experienced officers how they saw the incident. "Murder," one current official wrote to me. That official said Ross's decision to stand in front of the vehicle will be pivotal to the investigation, and created the biggest threat to his life.

Others defended Ross's decision to fire. "I don't think it was a bad shot," another official told me. "The officer acted reasonably based on his training and experience and how he perceived the circumstances in that moment." All spoke on condition of anonymity because they aren't allowed to talk with reporters.

Over the past few days, reporters and analysts have closely studied various recordings of the incident, noting the position of the car as each bullet was fired. But this level of forensic analysis can give the impression that each pull of the trigger was tied to a fully formed decision. Lewis "Von" Kliem--a former police officer with the Virginia-based company Force Science, which trains police officers and soldiers--told me that studies have found that once a person starts firing a weapon at a perceived threat, it takes one-third of a second, on average, for the person to stop shooting. Generally, that is long enough to fire two or three more times, Kliem said. "And that is in a lab setting, where the person is incentivized to stop, not in a complex environment where there's often no clear 'stop' signal," he added.

Read: How ICE lost its guardrails 

DHS policy authorizes the use of deadly force on fleeing suspects if an officer has a reasonable belief that the subject's actions pose "a significant threat of death or serious physical harm." Because Ross was positioned in front of Good's vehicle when he fired the first shot, three ICE officials I spoke with said that they do not expect Ross to face criminal charges.

But two of those officials considered Ross's decision to put himself in Good's path a risky and needlessly aggressive posture, and told me that investigators may fault Ross for it. ICE and DHS officials have not said why Ross stood there.

The DHS spokesperson Tricia McLaughlin doubled down on her characterization of Good as a "domestic terrorist" in an email to me. "If you weaponize a vehicle, a deadly weapon to kill or cause bodily harm to a federal law enforcement officer that is an act of domestic terrorism and will be prosecuted as such," she wrote. McLaughlin has accused The Minnesota Star Tribune of "doxxing" Ross by naming him. She is ignoring the public's right to know his identity--and the fact that DHS Secretary Kristi Noem first provided the details about Ross that revealed it.

Two former ICE officials and one current official told me that Ross has a reputation among colleagues as an aggressive, gung-ho officer. One described him as "enthusiastic." Ross was also highly trained, having served on combat patrol in the Iraq War with the Indiana National Guard before joining the Border Patrol. Ross joined ICE in 2015 and works in the agency's fugitive-operations divisions, whose duties often involve vehicle stops, court records show. DHS, which has not named Ross, said that he is a member of ICE's Special Response Team, the agency's highly trained tactical unit.

During one such stop last June, Ross was dragged by a car as he attempted to arrest Roberto Carlos Munoz-Guatemala, a Mexican man who'd been convicted of sexually abusing a minor but had not been deported. Ross was nearly killed in that incident, Noem said during a press conference soon after Good's death.

Court records tell the fuller story: Ross used a tool to smash Munoz-Guatemala's driver's-side window and reached inside. The tactic is considered dangerous for officers, and two ICE officials told me that it's generally discouraged because of the risk it poses. Ross attempted to subdue the man using his Taser, but Munoz-Guatemala was still able to hit the gas and drag Ross at least 100 yards through the street, weaving back and forth to try to shake the officer loose. Ross suffered gashes on his right arm and left hand that required dozens of stitches. Last month, a jury convicted Munoz-Guatemala of assaulting a federal officer with a deadly weapon.

Before returning to duty, Ross would have needed medical clearance, two ICE officials told me. But he would not have been required to undergo a psychological evaluation, they said, and he would have been able to self-certify his readiness to get back on the job.

One thing that has surprised me and many others about the Minneapolis shooting is how much experience Ross has. He wasn't an anxious new recruit; he's a seasoned officer with a military record and years in the Border Patrol. Noem and other Trump officials keep bringing up that resume in defending Ross. They also stand by the training standards of the entire ICE workforce, which has quickly grown in the past few months.

Flush with billions in funds from Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act, ICE says that it has hired 12,000 new officers and attorneys in less than a year, more than doubling the size of the agency's workforce. New trainees have been sent through a fast-track course that has cut training time in half. The administration is poised to rapidly expand its immigration crackdown. For the past year, federal agencies have generally focused on one city at a time, with Bovino, the Border Patrol commander, on the ground and directing the operations. In the coming months, these concentrated pushes could occur in several cities at once.

Read: ICE's 'athletically allergic' recruits

For months, I have received warnings from veteran ICE officials who say that the administration has lowered ICE's standards and is on the verge of sending rookie officers into the streets, where they will face angry protesters and volatile crowds, without necessary training and preparation.

ICE officers are required to undergo yearly use-of-force training, but one official told me that compliance with that mandate has lagged over the past year as the agency has been under intense White House pressure to ramp up deportations and meet hiring goals. One senior ICE official told me that only about half of officers are up-to-date on their use-of-force requirements. I asked Trump officials at ICE and DHS what the current percentage is. They didn't respond.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/01/minneapolis-ice-shooting-renee-good/685571/?utm_source=feed
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How ICE Lost Its Guardrails

The Minneapolis shooting will get less official scrutiny because of cuts by the Trump administration.

by Caitlin Dickerson

Fri, 09 Jan 2026




If the Department of Homeland Security's Office for Civil Rights and Civil Liberties was still functioning as it did before Donald Trump returned to the presidency, Julie Plavsic and her former colleagues would have spent yesterday opening an investigation into the shooting death of Renee Nicole Good by an ICE officer in Minnesota. Although the DHS inspector general takes the lead on criminal investigations of officers, after an incident like this, CRCL's job would have been to review policies, training, and oversight procedures to try to prevent anything like it from happening again. But today, the office is effectively dormant.



Plavsic was a senior policy adviser at CRCL. She and her colleagues were put on leave in March and officially dismissed from their positions two months later. The administration also closed two other offices with mandates to protect the public from misconduct--the Citizenship and Immigration Services Ombudsman and the Immigration Detention Ombudsman--saying the cuts were necessary to limit redundancy. Nonprofit groups sued, arguing that a department with more than 250,000 employees that interacts with 3 million to 4 million members of the public each day needed more oversight, not less. The offices reopened with a skeleton staff of inexperienced contractors who, former officials told me, are doing almost nothing. (DHS did not respond to my request for comment.)



Across the department, DHS has experienced considerable turnover since Trump returned to office, as supporters of his mass-deportation plans have replaced people with years of experience. "They have different priorities and they don't care about safety and they don't care about doing things right," Plavsic told me. She retired after she was laid off. Since the Minneapolis shooting, she has been talking with former colleagues who no longer recognize the agency they worked for: "People are just saying, 'I'm so glad to be unaffiliated with DHS.'"



The changes at DHS are part of a government-wide push by the administration away from transparency and accountability. Trump fired 17 inspectors general soon after he took office. He has neutered civil-rights offices across multiple departments. And he handed ICE the biggest cash infusion it's ever seen, more than tripling the agency's budget, without attaching any requirements for oversight. All the while, the president, his top advisers, and his public-affairs offices have pumped out rhetoric and imagery that celebrates the merciless, military-style pursuit of deportations. The overall message to employees, including those who carry weapons, is that anything goes.



Read: ICE's mind-bogglingly massive blank check



The DHS oversight offices that Trump all but scrapped did not have enforcement powers, but their recommendations often led to significant policy changes. All three were created by Congress. CRCL investigated the use of whole-body restraints and sent rapid-response teams to investigate the Border Patrol's practice of corralling people outdoors under bridges when it ran out of detention space. Staff from the Office of the Immigration Detention Ombudsman made frequent visits to detention centers, identifying violations of the agency's health and safety standards. The Citizenship and Immigration Services Ombudsman handled more than 20,000 complaints a year from immigrants and their employers about the visa-application process.



Trump's recent statements suggest that immigration officers are now free to act without fear of accountability. Video recordings of the Minneapolis shooting show Good telling the officer "I'm not mad at you," then briefly moving her SUV toward him before turning away. The vehicle appears to clip him as he opens fire. But within hours of the incident, before investigators had reached any conclusions, Trump posted online that Good "ran over the ICE Officer." Kristi Noem, the homeland-security secretary, accused Good of domestic terrorism, a label the administration has used to justify cracking down on political opponents. A DHS spokesperson blamed "rioters," even though the recordings show no evidence of a riot. "It seems like the message is that the only repercussions are for not going far enough," Claire Trickler-McNulty, who spent more than a decade in both nonpolitical and politically appointed positions at ICE and U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, told me. She departed last January.



Read: First the shooting. Then the lies.



At least 11 people have been shot by immigration-enforcement officers since Trump returned to office, two of them just yesterday, in Portland, Oregon. ICE was involved in three shootings in 2023 and five the year before, according to an analysis by The New York Times. None of the officers who shot civilians in the past year has been disciplined, according to CBS News.



The leaders of the agencies that will investigate the shooting face their own controversies. The DHS's inspector general, Joseph Cuffari, is one of the few IGs who survived Trump's firings, but he's been embroiled in scandals for years. Cuffari has been accused of, among other things, retaliating against his employees and failing to disclose during his confirmation hearings that he had been under investigation when he left a previous job at the Department of Justice. (Cuffari has called the accusations "baseless.") The administration is blocking Minnesota police from the investigation into Good's death, leaving it in the hands of Kash Patel's FBI.



Former ICE officers I spoke with said that the Minneapolis shooting never should have happened, and that it seemed to stem, in part, from the overwhelming pressure the agency is working under. Jim Rielly, who spent 23 years at ICE, said the encounter looks problematic from the start. It begins with Good's car in the path of an ICE vehicle. An officer gets out and rushes toward her, yelling at her to "get out of the fucking car" and trying to force open her car door. "I would have said, 'Ma'am, please shut your car off and get out of the car,'" he told me, sounding bewildered. "It looks like she just panicked."



Read: Lethal force on a frozen street



Rielly acknowledged that Good failed to comply with the officer's demands, but he said there was no reason to fire a weapon. ICE policy allows deadly force only when there is a "reasonable belief" of imminent death or bodily harm. The officer who shot Good, identified in multiple press reports as Jonathan Ross, could have simply stepped to the side to avoid being hit, Rielly said. Ross did so, but at the same time, he shot Good three times in the face. "If she wants to drive off, let her drive off," Rielly said.



Ross had more than a decade of experience and was part of a unit trained to handle tactical arrests, but not traffic stops. Over the summer, he was dragged by a car and seriously injured while trying to arrest the driver. Rielly and others I interviewed said that law-enforcement officers who conduct traffic stops are trained never to hold on to a moving vehicle, as it appears Ross did in the first incident, or to shoot at one, as he did in this one. Rielly also said Ross should have known better than to stand in front of Good's car. "That's common sense and good police work," one officer who recently retired told me. The agency's policy dictates that officers "avoid intentionally and unreasonably placing themselves in positions in which they have no alternative to using deadly force."



Since the Wednesday shooting, Rielly and his former colleagues in the Chicago field office have been discussing how some ICE employees--including those who are great at their desk jobs--aren't well trained or confident enough to calmly interact with the public. Now that ICE is bringing on new recruits in droves while cutting training time, Rielly said he worries more incidents like the one in Minneapolis are inevitable. One former colleague texted him, "You should see the guys they're hiring now."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/01/minneapolis-shooting-ice-dhs-guardrails/685565/?utm_source=feed
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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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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.


Illustration by Ben Kothe. Sources: Getty; Jim Watson / AFP / Getty.



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 Uygur, of attacking her Jewish children by merely having a difference of opinion with her. She then offered a veiled threat to have Uygur's citizenship revoked. (Uygur 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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/01/stephen-miller-trump-white-house/685516/?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




Updated at 1:35 p.m. ET on January 12, 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, 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.


United States District Court for the District of Columbia




Annie Flanagan for The Atlantic
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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Putin's Explosive Message to Trump

The Oreshnik missile that struck Lviv carried a political payload.

by Andrew Ryvkin

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




On Friday, Russia attacked Lviv, a major Ukrainian city near the Polish border, using Oreshnik: an intermediate-range, nuclear-capable ballistic missile. Security-camera footage captured brief flashes in the sky, the missile's multiple warheads entering the atmosphere at 10 times the speed of sound, and then--impact. The missile that struck Lviv did not carry a nuclear payload, but it did carry a political one, at a moment when Vladimir Putin appears to be cornered and Donald Trump is more belligerent than ever.

Firing an Oreshnik comes with logistical headaches. The launch must be carried out by the Strategic Rocket Forces--the core of Russia's nuclear triad--and it cannot be a surprise. Moscow notifies the United States in advance to avoid triggering a retaliatory strike. More important, without a nuclear payload, the missile has limited military value; Russia has other weapons capable of inflicting similar damage at a fraction of the cost. The most logical reason for Russia's use of this weapon at this time is to remind America that it is still a superpower and that Putin is still in control.

Trump has been friendly to Putin--but not useful to him. Moscow entered 2026 under more U.S. sanctions than before Trump's reelection, with a much-worse economy, and is unable to agree to any of the peace proposals on the table. The Kremlin is all smiles whenever Special Envoy Steve Witkoff is in town, and Putin still calls Trump ahead of the U.S. president's meetings with Volodymyr Zelensky, but Oreshnik is the Kremlin's statement piece. The missile's launch means that Russia's hopes for an agreeable Trump have more or less vanished--especially after U.S. forces captured former Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro on January 3.

Read: Why Maduro probably can't count on Putin

Numerous pundits and opinion pieces suggested that Trump's Venezuela raid would send a welcome signal to Russia and China: Spheres of influence are back, and the U.S. will dominate the Western Hemisphere while allowing China to invade Taiwan and Putin to freely go after the countries that were once part of the Warsaw Pact.

Beijing, however, is unlikely to be seriously reconsidering its decades-old Taiwan policy based on Washington's 17th regime change in South America. As for Putin, he did not need any "signals" from George W. Bush to attack Georgia in 2008. He never received a green light from Barack Obama to annex Crimea in 2014 or intervene in Syria a year later. And even though Joe Biden upheld the so-called rules-based international order, Putin still launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Years before American bombs fell on Caracas, the Russian leader was waging the largest land war in Europe since World War II, alongside an ongoing hybrid campaign across the continent. He didn't need U.S. Special Forces to storm Maduro's compound to order Zelensky's assassination--he's already tried and failed repeatedly to have the Ukrainian president killed.

The expectation in Moscow was that America would be withdrawing from the world, but just in the past few weeks, Washington has bombed Nigeria, Syria, and Venezuela, and issued threats to bomb Iran (again), should the Islamic Republic open fire on protesters, which it has done. The Kremlin tried to shield an oil tanker that the United States was determined to seize--allowing it to fly the Russian flag, issuing diplomatic warnings, and even shadowing it with Russian military vessels, reportedly including a submarine. The U.S. Coast Guard took the ship anyway and then seized a second tanker near Venezuela.

On January 3, Russia lost a major foothold in South America. In the past two decades, Moscow has provided $34 billion to Venezuela, mostly to purchase Russian-made weapons, and loaned it $3.15 billion that now may not be paid back. Russia also signed a defense-cooperation pact with Cuba last spring. The Trump administration is threatening that country, too, and Moscow is not really in a position to prevent Washington from raiding Havana.

Washington's rhetoric toward Moscow has changed as well. While visiting shipbuilders in Newport News, Virginia, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth quipped about the Venezuela operation, "Seems those Russian air defenses didn't quite work so well, did they?" When asked what safeguards were in place to prevent escalation with Russia over Venezuela, Secretary of State Marco Rubio delivered one of the most unpleasant lines Moscow could hear: "We're not concerned about an escalation with Russia with regards to Venezuela." He added that the United States has always expected Moscow to provide only "rhetorical" support for the Maduro regime. He then wished Sergey Lavrov, Russia's foreign minister, a merry Christmas.

Putin's options for retaliation are limited at best. Ukraine was supposed to be for Russia what Venezuela was for the U.S.--a quick, victorious war against a much smaller neighbor. That war has now lasted longer than the Soviet campaign against Nazi Germany (1941-45). This time, however, no cavalry, no army reserves, and no Soviet tank divisions will be plowing through Europe. Russia has lost many, if not most, of its tanks. It has no navy capable of defending allied regimes such as Venezuela and Cuba against the United States. After spending years trying to conquer Ukraine, Putin has effectively narrowed Russia's room for maneuver to Ukraine's borders alone. A Russian "victory" now amounts to little more than a flattened village with a Russian flag planted in the rubble. Even then, success is never assured: Putin believed he had captured the small city of Kupiansk, until Zelensky posted a video of himself there. Thus comes the symbolic firing of the intermediate-range Oreshnik--one of the last ways for Russia to project its power.

Trump is especially reactive to anything nuclear, or the "n-word," as he calls it. Last summer, he announced tariffs on India and an additional penalty for purchasing Russian oil, and former Russian President Dmitry Medvedev responded on Telegram that Trump should "revisit his favorite movies about the living dead and recall just how dangerous the mythical 'Dead Hand' can be"--a reference to Russia's Cold War-era automatic nuclear retaliation system. Trump fired back on Truth Social: "Based on the highly provocative statements of the Former President of Russia, Dmitry Medvedev, who is now the Deputy Chairman of the Security Council of the Russian Federation, I have ordered two nuclear submarines to be positioned in the appropriate regions, just in case these foolish and inflammatory statements are more than just that."

As evidenced by new sanctions on Russian oil, the seizure of Russian tankers, and the continuing flow of American weapons to Ukraine, Putin has repeatedly overplayed his hand with the president of the United States. What's worse for Putin--and possibly for the world--is that this Trump is on the warpath. Most of his recent press conferences have included references to bombing or regime-changing one country or another (the list now includes a NATO country, too). This is not the real-estate or cryptocurrency Trump. This is Trump with guns--a leader whose doctrine boils down to "ICE for Americans. Delta Force for everyone else."

On Friday, Fox News's Peter Doocy asked Trump whether he would ever order a mission to capture Putin. Trump replied, in part, "I don't think it's going to be necessary. I've always had a great relationship with him."

The statement read as deeply insulting to the Russian leader. Still, launching an intermediate-range ballistic missile to send a message to this new version of Trump may not play out the way Putin intends. Rather than reasserting Russia's power, it risks putting two aging authoritarians with nuclear stockpiles on a path of mutual escalation--one of the most dangerous developments since the start of Russia's full-scale invasion, and perhaps even since the Cold War.
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How Doubt Became a Weapon in Iran

AI manipulation, and the very suspicion of it, serves those who have the most to hide.

by Mahsa Alimardani

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




Updated at 9:54 a.m. ET on January 15, 2026

The protests in Iran are real. The country's economic desperation runs deep, and millions of citizens want to see a corrupt and repressive regime gone. The violent crackdown on the protests is also real and appears to have cost thousands of lives. Yet the accounts, photos, and videos coming out of Iran are riddled with accusations of AI manipulation and fakery that have the effect of calling even what's true into doubt.

There's a term of art for the benefit that accrues to bad actors when they sow public uncertainty as to whether anything at all is real: It's the liar's dividend, and it's very much in evidence in Iran.

AI-generated or -enhanced online content has become a global problem for those seeking to understand or document protest movements, because it allows interested parties to shape narratives. In 2025, AI-generated images of real protest moments muddied the view of events in Turkey, and AI-generated content became a mobilization tool for Nepal's Gen Z uprising. But Iran is perhaps the most fraught arena of all. Multiple political factions, foreign governments, and the Iranian regime itself are all competing to shape the narrative of current events. And the tools for fabricating reality have never been as advanced and accessible as they are today.

Arash Azizi: The Islamic Republic will not last

Videos of Iran circulating on social media show crowds moved by an array of convictions and desires. Some simply chant against the regime; others chant for Reza Pahlavi, the crown prince of Iran's deposed monarchy, or invoke his father, the last shah. Numerous confirmed videos show demonstrators venting economic anguish and hatred for Iran's supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei; the security forces; and the Islamic Republic itself. All of these views of the protests are grounded in Iran's complex reality. Yet the presence among them of images and videos that have been--or are even suspected of being--doctored with AI, mislabeled, misattributed, or spliced with content from other places or times has given oxygen to the dark imaginings of the movement's enemies within the regime.

As a diaspora Iranian who has studied online deception, censorship, and surveillance efforts for almost 15 years, I take a particular interest in Iran's information environment. At the human-rights organization Witness, I'm involved with something called the Deepfake Rapid Response Force, which helps journalists and human-rights defenders assess manipulated media. We have plenty to work with during the current Iran crisis.

What we are seeing is not a single disinformation campaign but something much messier. Iran's information ecosystem has been shaped by extreme distrust of the Islamic Republic's official media; social-media influence efforts coming from both the regime and foreign powers; and rampant distortions of online content--some deceptive, some careless, some well intentioned--that make verifying what Iranians are actually saying or doing during these protests difficult. The liar's dividend redounds to the regime more than anyone else.

Iran's nationwide uprising erupted on December 28. And within hours, regime-aligned accounts began dismissing authentic images from the protests as AI-generated.

An early, high-profile case involved a picture that came to be known as Iran's "tank man" photo. Its source was a low-quality video that had been captured with a zoom lens on December 29, showing a protester facing down security forces in Tehran. A BBC Persian journalist posted a screengrab from the video the same day, and that image, which had a higher picture quality, began to circulate. The event was real: It has been verified from multiple angles and by fact-checkers. But somewhere along the line, someone enhanced the still image of it with AI editing tools, likely to make the blurry original screengrab sharper and more shareable.

Regime accounts seized on visible artifacts from AI enhancement as opportunities to dismiss the photo and other footage from the protests. "It's all AI slop," one regime account with a visibly AI-generated profile photo opined. "Just when you think Zionists can't be more pathetic, they prove you wrong."

Deepfakes have given AI a reputation for being deceptive. But many commonly employed image-editing tools use generative-AI capabilities, for better or worse. The public does not generally know how to distinguish good-faith use of these tools from malicious fakery. And this allows bad-faith actors such as the Islamic Republic, which has spent decades undermining protests and dissidence, to use not only AI itself but also the suspicion it generates as an accelerant.

The same pattern has played out with audio manipulations. On December 30, an account presenting itself as affiliated with the Mujahedin-e Khalq--a controversial exiled opposition group known as the MEK that has an armed wing and was once designated a terrorist organization by the United States--posted a video in which pro-Pahlavi chants are clearly dubbed over protest footage. The account then "exposed" the video as manipulated and used it to claim that monarchists were fabricating support. Within hours, pro-regime accounts had reposted this content to amplify the accusation that pro-Pahlavi chants were fake.

What was striking was that the alleged MEK account both introduced the manipulated video and was the first to call it out. Moreover, regime-aligned accounts were ready to rebroadcast that post almost immediately. Iranian researchers have long documented the regime's use of opposition personas on social media to sow confusion, divide the opposition, and discredit authentic documentation, and leaked documents and videos from within the regime have confirmed the practice.

Within a day of the supposed MEK post being published, a Russian propaganda account set the AI-enhanced "tank man" photo alongside the allegedly manipulated Pahlavi audio and presented both as proof that the protests were a foreign fabrication. The loop was closed: manipulated content introduced by what may have been a regime account, amplified by pro-regime voices, then aggregated by Russian state-aligned media as evidence of an AI-driven Western psyop.

If that cycle isn't complicated enough, consider that the regime's accusations capitalize on at least one documented instance of manipulation by monarchists. On December 29, Manoto, the London-based Persian-language channel aligned with the monarchist opposition, aired footage of crowds chanting in favor of Pahlavi. The audio is real--but traceable to a memorial for Khosrow Alikhordi, a human-rights lawyer whose suspicious death last month drew thousands of mourners. It had been lifted and overlaid onto unrelated protest footage. Whether the doctored video was planted by hostile actors or intentionally created by someone within the royalist camp, the effect was the same: It handed malicious accounts exactly the precedent they needed.

Royalists are not the only anti-regime camp that has either generated or circulated fake content that serves their narrative. On December 30, Radio Farda and other accounts shared a 2020 video, as though it were footage of the current protests, of protesters chanting, "No to the oppressor, be it the shah or the leader." BBC Verify's Shayan Sardarizadeh flagged the misattribution.

The Islamic Republic has a habit of attributing authentic, homegrown dissent to Israeli and American conspiracies. This supposed foreign subversion then becomes a pretext for repression. The latest crisis is no different in that regard--but now foreign actors are helping boost the regime's narrative by sharing doctored, misleading content that the regime can then expose.

Israel has been using AI-generated content to push anti-regime and pro-Israeli narratives in Iran since at least last summer's 12-day war. The Citizen Lab, a research and policy center based at the University of Toronto, points to AI-fabricated footage of a supposedly surgical strike on Evin Prison, among other examples. A Haaretz investigation found that Israeli influence operations were promoting ideas aligned with Iranian monarchist factions.

Shortly before the protests broke out last month, an Israeli diplomat shared a montage of four alleged strikes on Iranian command centers during the June war captioned, "very precise." Our analysis found that of the four clips, one is authentic footage that had aired on Iranian state television; the other three show signs of having been generated by AI. BBC Verify traced the video montage to an Instagram account that has more than 120,000 followers and identifies itself as "Islamists and Khomeinists' Nightmare" and "Media Warfare Expert." When users pointed out the manipulation of the air-strike footage, the diplomat did not delete the post. He acknowledged that parts of it may have been AI-manipulated, but argued that the video still demonstrates the precision of Israel's operations--in other words, he stood by admittedly fabricated content because it illustrates a story he wanted to tell.

Perhaps similarly, on January 1, the Israeli Foreign Ministry posted an image on its Persian-language X account of Iranian police blasting two protesters with a water hose. The image was AI-altered: The original, published by BBC Persian's Farzad Seifikaran the day before, shows the protesters being hosed down from a distance and then an officer approaching with a loudspeaker, not a hose.

These sorts of interventions may be meant to boost the opposition to the Islamic Republic, but the use of doctored media has other, no doubt unintended, effects. Actors with a vested interest in hiding what is happening in Iran's streets use the existence of untrustworthy content promoted by foreign powers to convince the public that all documentation of the protests is a foreign deception. The dividend again accrues to the Islamic Republic.

Sometimes the problem is not manipulation at all but just the impossibility of capturing a fractured reality. On December 29, Iran International shared footage from a march in the town of Malard, where a crowd was chanting for Pahlavi. Another user posted a different angle of the same street and the same march, only with different audible slogans. One user who had shared the first footage issued a correction; others accused the Pahlavi camp of spreading falsehoods. But who is to say that on that long street, different crowds at different moments didn't simply chant different things?

This is epistemic fog. Even without deception, people operating in good faith, trying to verify what they have seen, cannot know what is representative. Such knowledge is elusive in any case: Iran is a country of more than 90 million people whose aspirations can hardly be generalized from any single video or protest chant.

Journalists, courts, human-rights investigators, and protest movements everywhere have long depended on shared standards of proof. Today we are seeing what happens when those standards collapse. When any image can be dismissed as possibly synthetic, those in power no longer need to suppress speech. They have only to raise questions that undermine belief in a shared reality.

Since Thursday evening, the Iranian regime has thickened the fog to near impenetrability with a national internet shutdown and a blackout of communication with the outside world. From where I stand, the information picture has fractured further. Verified footage has slowed to a trickle; what comes out largely passes through Starlink terminals. Diaspora Iranians are frantic, unable to reach family members. Death-toll figures vary wildly, as documentation organizations struggle to access data: The latest verified number from Human Rights Activists News Agency is 2435, but some estimates place the figure at 12,000 or higher.

Read: How Trump could help the people of Iran

Our Deepfake Rapid Response Force has been trying to help validate legitimate human-rights documentation that is sometimes falsely tagged as AI. An enormous effort is afoot among human-rights organizations to accurately count the dead. Meanwhile, regime accounts have been disseminating footage from counterprotests in favor of the Islamic Republic--clips that some opposition accounts suggest are AI-generated, and that official news media vehemently insist are real. Everyone is primed to distrust everything, and the shutdown ensures that nothing--not the scale of the protests, the severity of the crackdown, or the state of the regime--can be witnessed in real time.

The Iranian regime has spent more than four decades undermining the credibility of dissent. Now it has AI not just as a tool for creating fakes but as a rhetorical weapon. Every glitch, artifact, and even protective blur becomes evidence that nothing can be trusted. In a world where policy makers and platforms invest in AI detection and fact-checking, perhaps ordinary people would not be fighting through such darkness, or bad actors reaping such dividends.

What Iranians want and are fighting for is a question only they can answer. And their answer deserves to be heard--not shaped by foreign governments, dismissed by regime propagandists, or drowned in fog that others have helped create.
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The Islamic Republic Will Not Last

But the opposition has to start working together if something better is to follow.

by Arash Azizi

Tue, 13 Jan 2026




Under the cover of a total internet shutdown that has now lasted more than 100 hours, Iran's security forces have unleashed bone-chilling brutality on protesters, killing at least 2,000 people, according to Iranian officials. Rather than hiding its crimes, the regime has broadcast footage from a morgue on state television. Corpses overflowed the facility, where relatives searched for their loved ones. The news anchor casually declared that the bodies were mostly those of "ordinary people."

This is not another incidence of the Iranian regime crushing a mass protest. Rather, it might just be the end of the Islamic Republic. But the Iranian opposition could still blow it.

Although Iranians have demonstrated in huge numbers again and again--in 2009-10, 2017-18, 2019-20, and 2022-23--the protest movement has repeatedly failed to produce a well-organized leadership that poses a clear alternative to the regime. If this time is going to be different, the opposition has to fix that problem.

Read: Is the Iranian regime about to collapse?

In this wave of protests, for the first time, thousands of Iranians chanted slogans in support of an opposition leader abroad seeking to dismantle the regime. Reza Pahlavi, the U.S.-based son of the former shah, has declared himself ready to lead the transition away from the Islamic Republic. His call for protesters to come out last Thursday and Friday (Iran's weekend) helped grow the numbers to levels probably unseen since 2009.

Pahlavi doesn't appear to have a coherent follow-up plan, however. His subsequent calls for workers' strikes in strategic sectors weren't answered on any scale. He claims to have the loyalty of thousands of defectors in the security forces, but the evidence for this has not emerged. And although he enjoys significant support on the Iranian street, he still seems to lack the type of organized on-the-ground networks necessary for the long haul.

Politically, Pahlavi has been anything but a unifying figure for the Iranian opposition. Instead of bringing together the opponents of the regime around a shared program, his camp (including his major advisers) antagonizes non-monarchist opponents of the regime. Perhaps in order to draw sole emphasis to pro-Pahlavi slogans such as "Javid shah" ("Long live the king"), his supporters now decry the rallying call of the 2022-23 protests, "Women, life, freedom," as a distraction. Pahlavi dropped these words from his social-media bios last week. And the former crown prince has persistently implored Donald Trump to intervene militarily in Iran, suggesting that his strategy depends on the aid of a president who just last week refused calls to meet him. (Trump has, however, actively supported the protests, and today admonished Iranians to "KEEP PROTESTING--TAKE OVER YOUR INSTITUTIONS.")

Pahlavi has become the opposition front-runner despite these shortcomings mainly because he doesn't face many rivals. Liberal opposition leaders, such as the Nobel Peace Prize laureate Narges Mohammadi and the former Cabinet minister Mostafa Tajzadeh, languish in prison. Alongside 15 other figures, they issued a call on January 2 for a "peaceful transition" away from the regime. But they enjoy nothing like Pahlavi's name recognition and are unable to organize their supporters from behind bars. The non-monarchist opposition forces abroad (called "republicans" in Iranian political parlance) have failed to come together, and they spend much of their time complaining about Pahlavi instead of organizing their own ranks. The result is a divided opposition that wages war with itself rather than trying to build a united front against the regime.

Iranians need a unifying and diverse coalition to lead them. The protest movement also needs to secure defections from the regime's security forces. Without this, it is unlikely to be able to replace the Islamic Republic with a democracy. With it, success is thinkable. Opponents of the Iranian regime have important differences, but most share these common goals: free elections for a constituent assembly, and the safeguarding of Iran's territorial integrity.

Read: Iranians have had enough

And the Islamic Republic really is in distress. It has been exposed as lacking not just democratic legitimacy but also basic competence. The state has been reduced to clusters of financial and military elites who enrich themselves without even the pretense of acting in the public interest. Of the previous four major rounds of protests, three were sparked by the regime's inability to provide its people with economic security. Internationally, Iran is now one of the most isolated states in the world. Two decades ago, it could rely on improving ties with Europe, Canada, and Australia, and it held significant sway in the region. Now even its lukewarm relationships with Western countries have gone cold, and it has lost anti-Western allies such as Syria and Venezuela. Pro-Iranian militias in the Arab world have been decimated.

Cold-blooded as it has proved to be, the regime won't be able to kill its way out of this crisis. The core policies of the 1979 revolution--puritanical sociocultural repression at home and anti-Western and anti-Israeli activity abroad--will have to be discarded. This will be true even if the regime strikes a Venezuela-style deal with Trump in which it offers the scalp of Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei in exchange for the survival of its security institutions. In such a scenario, the regime's defining structure--clerical rule shepherded by a grand ayatollah--would have to be abandoned.

Under the combined pressure of Iranian citizens on the streets and adversarial governments abroad, the Islamic Republic is set to finally unravel. Few will miss it--not its Arab and Israeli neighbors; not the far-flung countries in Europe, Latin America, and elsewhere where it has committed its crimes; certainly not Iranians who have suffered under it for almost half a century. What remains is to replace the Islamic Republic with something that reflects the aspirations of Iran's people.
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I Was Kidnapped by Idiots

An academic trip to Iraq unexpectedly turned into an immersive field study on the ways authoritarian regimes use brutality.

by Elizabeth Tsurkov

Sun, 11 Jan 2026




Four men searched my mouth for implanted tracking devices. I had told them I didn't have any--that, as far as I knew, such things existed only in movies. They asked if I had fillings, and I confessed that I did. They looked again. "No, you don't," one of them corrected me, having failed to find any glint of silver. My fillings are white. The men, wearing dark civilian clothes and balaclavas, seemed convinced that these unfamiliar fillings posed a threat to their operational security. That's when I knew that my kidnapping was going to be a little bit different.

I was violently snatched on March 21, 2023, from the outskirts of Baghdad, where I had been conducting fieldwork for my Ph.D. at Princeton University. When my kidnappers delivered me to my cell, they cut the restraints they'd placed around my arms and legs, and lifted the cloth bag off my head. The secret prison where I was brought was run by Kataib Hezbollah, an Iraqi militia backed by Iran.

That was my first day of captivity. Nine hundred and two more followed. I spent the first four and a half months in a prison usually used for holding the militia's Iraqi victims. The militiamen, I later learned, worked for one of Iraq's security agencies, many of which have been extensively penetrated by pro-Iranian paramilitary groups. Even so, my kidnapping was purely opportunistic--I was taken for ransom, not for any political reason.

From the May 2021 issue: A kidnapping gone very wrong

I have researched the Levant for almost two decades under the auspices of several think tanks, conducting fieldwork across the region. The kidnappers knew I was a Russian national affiliated with an American university--which was why they saw me as a lucrative target for kidnap and ransom. What they did not know--and what I was not eager for them to learn--was that although I was born in Russia, I am also an Israeli citizen.

The kidnapping itself was extremely violent, but for the first month of my imprisonment, I was not otherwise physically abused. I was given very little to eat--mostly rice and bread, in one or two meals a day--something that I came to understand was intended to weaken me, to soften me up for interrogation.

An officer who introduced himself as Maher led the interrogations. He wore a balaclava throughout so that I would not be able to identify him. The idea of a Russian doing academic research on Iraq was utterly befuddling to Maher and his colleagues. They felt that as a Russian, I should research Russia alone. Maher promised that if I was able to prove that foreign researchers conducted fieldwork in Russia, then he would be my "greatest defender." When I started listing some, he looked downcast. He did not become my greatest defender.

The problem I faced was that my interrogations were premised on the idea that legions of foreign spies are roaming the streets of Iraq, and that all foreigners in Iraq are spies: Maher once asked me whether the entire building in a gated area of Baghdad in which I briefly resided was occupied by spies. Compounding my difficulty of proving a negative--that I was the rare foreigner who wasn't a spy--was their incompetence at interrogation. One officer didn't bother to give me a fake name, but I'll call him the Short Pervert because of his constant grabbing of my body and his foul language. The Short Pervert claimed that his organization had recordings and photos proving my espionage work, though he declined to produce any such evidence when I asked for it.

The interrogators kept threatening me with torture, but in those opening weeks, they refrained from acting on the threats--I assume on orders from higher up. Instead, because they were clearly untrained in conducting interrogations that did not involve torture, they fell back on interrogation methods they had probably seen in movies. To intimidate me, Maher would blow smoke in my face, but because he was using an e-cigarette, all I got was a gust of strawberry-smelling vape. It wasn't quite the tough-guy routine he was after. Later, he tried the "good cop, bad cop" routine on me but undermined the effect by playing both characters himself, on alternate days, which just made him seem deranged.

The comic aspect of this all changed when, a month after my capture, the kidnappers opened my phone after forcing me to give them the passcode and discovered that I was Israeli. Now they didn't need to ask me to admit I was a spy; they could torture me to say so.

Authoritarian regimes--and the militias and security agencies that buttress them--rely on instilling fear in their subjects. They rule by enforcing conformity and obedience through terror.

I knew something about this, not solely because of my research but also from my upbringing. I was born in late 1986 in Leningrad (now St. Petersburg) as the Soviet Union was sunsetting. Both of my parents were dissidents in the U.S.S.R. My father spent seven years in prison and another two years doing hard labor in Siberia for writing anti-regime flyers from a democratic Marxist point of view. My mother, for her part, was sentenced to three years in a Siberian prison after the KGB ransacked her apartment and found an extensive collection of anti-Soviet jokes that she had diligently collected from her dissident friends during their gatherings. This was the era of samizdat literature, when regime critics copied and shared reading material--essays, polemics, news--that they had diligently typed and retyped on paper, because publication was impossible. A typical satirical jest from my mother's collection: A judge comes out of a Soviet courtroom laughing. A prosecutor asks him, "Why are you laughing?" The judge responds, "I'd tell you, but I just sentenced someone for five years in prison for telling this joke."

In my own captivity, I recognized what many dissidents, including my mother, realized before me: Humor is a weapon that can be used even by the very weak to undermine the ruling authority, to break its terrorizing effect, to lift one's morale. Repressive regimes fear being mocked because they hate having their incompetence and ignorance exposed. This is why they penalize the circulation of political jokes.

Read: I watched stand-up in Saudi Arabia

Once, when I was singing in my cell to keep my spirits up, a torturer who went by the name Yasser--a corpulent man who gave himself the rank of major--ordered me to lower my voice: "Volume down!" Then he asked in Arabic whether his English usage was correct. He was pleased with himself when I said it was. His need for affirmation was so pathetic that in other circumstances, it would have been touching. Even more pathetic was when Maher, who initially had claimed to be a captain, discovered that Yasser's imaginary rank outranked his own. He immediately corrected himself, insisting that I call him Major Maher.

Even during my time in solitary in the torture facility, I would occasionally replay the interrogation scenes in my head--not to relive the torture but to lighten my mood by recalling my tormentors revealing their bottomless ignorance. These supposed intelligence agents knew little about their proclaimed enemies, Israel and the United States. One of the torturers, a chain-smoker who visited me only twice, insisted that 60 percent of Americans live in poverty and that the U.S. works to make Iraqi girls disobey their fathers and go out of the home without their permission.

Inwardly laughing at them made my situation more bearable, a little less scary. But my captors' lack of professionalism about intelligence work contrasted with an almost-medical level of knowledge of how to torture--an expertise, I can only assume, gained through inflicting horrors on countless Iraqi citizens. They knew how to beat my face without leaving marks on it, by smashing the jaw from below. Maher discoursed on the different methods of torture they used on me, accurately ranking the pain dosed out by each method. Maher could also tell whether my shoulder was dislocated just by briskly touching it.

He bragged in my presence to a colleague that, whereas other operatives would merely hang me from the ceiling with my wrists handcuffed behind my back and then beat my knees so that I couldn't support my weight to relieve the pressure on my shoulder joints and spine, he had started using an even more painful technique. This method, which involved handcuffing my arms crisscrossed behind my back, is known as "the Scorpion" in Iraq. It stops the flow of blood to the palms and causes immense pain in the shoulders that lasts for weeks. (Being strung up by these methods caused two of my discs to herniate and left permanent nerve damage in my hands.)

One day, the torture team presented me with the results of a misguided attempt at open-source intelligence, showing me screenshots from Facebook of foreign visitors to Iraq whom they insisted I knew and could identify. This presented me with a horrible problem: I could not confess my way out of the torture, as I usually would--making up any plausible answer I knew they would accept--because, although I genuinely did not know any of these individuals, the torturers had their names.

From the May 2021 issue: The awful wisdom of a hostage

The militiamen strung me up and their commander, a man I knew as the Colonel, proceeded to whip me all over with a flat plastic pipe. When I passed out from the pain, the men lowered me to the floor, doused me with water, then strung me up again. I fainted again; they repeated the drill. On the third time, through a fog of agony, I thought that if I pretended I was still unconscious, they might leave me lying on the floor longer. But they'd done this so many times, and they knew I was faking.

"Have you rested enough?" Maher asked, mockingly. They yanked the chain again to haul me into the air, placing me in a kneeling position. I could not stabilize myself even on my knees, and was spinning like a dreidel. Although I was close to fainting with dizziness, they could detect that I was conscious.

After these sessions, they would usually give me time to rest in my cell and serve me some food. Then they'd take me back to record the "confession" I'd already made. For that, they would remove my handcuffs, as if I was confessing of my own volition.

I kept telling them that before my departure to the U.S. for graduate school in 2017, I had worked for human-rights organizations in Israel. Surely, they'd realize that I would be just about the last person the Israeli security apparatus would want to recruit. I repeatedly asked them to Google my name so that they could see the articles I'd written and the social-media comments I'd posted that were critical of Israeli-government policies. But they refused to do a search. In any case, they read only Arabic.

I had no interest in "resisting" interrogation under torture--after all, I had nothing real to hide, nothing I would not want to confess. So I freely admitted to whatever they seemed to want to hear: that I worked for the CIA and was a Mossad spy. To be both, of course, was hardly possible, but as these men beat me again and again over the next 14 weeks, I learned their bizarre conspiracy theories--and tried to match my fables to theirs.

The Colonel insisted that Masons and Zionists ran the world. Yet later on, he declared that Israel had been established by Saudi Arabia, Iran's chief regional rival. If Jews were all powerful, why did they need the Saudis to help them establish the "Zionist entity"? All of my torturers believed that the Islamic State was created as a joint operation by Israel, the U.S., and Saudi Arabia to subvert Iraq. One of ISIS's brutalities was to execute homosexuals by throwing them off buildings, but Maher saw no contradiction when he told me that the U.S. used male-only cafes to spread homosexuality in the country.

The torturers insisted that I provide them with an account of my Mossad-CIA training, so I made one up--it gave me something to think about while I lay prostrate in my cell between the torture sessions. Because I had to concoct something I knew nothing about, I ran out of content after two weeks of material, so I decided simply to claim that it took two weeks. Counting on their not knowing any better was a fair assumption. Because they so often betrayed their ignorance, I quickly realized that as long as my confessions matched their distorted view of reality, they would believe anything I confessed to, no matter how fantastical.

They compounded their ignorance with incompetence in basic aspects of tradecraft. Maher told me that his organization had followed my movements around Baghdad by accessing CCTV footage--except that this was contradicted by the Short Pervert, who described tailing me in the street and at a coffee shop, mentioning details that he could not have known otherwise. All of the torturers brought smartphones into the chamber where I would be screaming. Israel's ability to hack smartphones and turn them into listening and recording devices has been widely reported. In addition, my torturers repeatedly provided pieces of information that could prove helpful in identifying them as part of investigations by the FBI and other agencies.

Two years later, in a second prison where I was not subjected to physical abuse and felt confident that I would not be tortured again, I dared to tell an Iranian officer the truth: that all of my confessions had been lies produced under torture. At first, he did not believe me, spitting back, "But how did you know that Mossad training takes two weeks?"

"I knew I could make up anything," I told him, "since the Mossad has penetrated you, but you have not penetrated the Mossad." After believing for two years that I was indeed a spy, he appeared to accept the truth.

Their ignorance makes these militiamen quite ineffective at halting their own intelligence breaches. In February 2024, shortly after a Kataib Hezbollah attack killed three U.S. service members in Jordan, the U.S. assassinated the commander responsible in Baghdad. Four years earlier, the U.S. had assassinated the previous commander of Kataib Hezbollah, Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis, alongside Qassem Soleimani, the Iranian commander in charge of running Iran's proxy militias.

This mix of woeful ignorance and expert brutality may appear odd, but it is a hallmark of regimes that are born of marginalized, typically rural, victims of prior rulers. The downtrodden take power and exact revenge against the previous elites, and mete out violence against every suspected opponent. Such a regime existed in Iraq previously: Under Saddam Hussein, the Baath leadership was drawn largely from the Sunni minority, but the lower ranks of the security agencies, the interrogators and torturers, were recruited from the poor Shia-majority provinces. In Syria, an equivalent system existed under the Assad dynasty, in which rural Alawites (a heterodox sect that emerged from Shiism) dominated the security agencies that policed a Sunni majority. Going further back in history, Maoist China and Khmer Rouge Cambodia followed the same pattern.

Under such regimes, the state uses indiscriminate barbarity to instill constant terror in the population. The purpose is to deter resistance, but the arbitrary nature of the violence can stem from the unreliable information produced by ignorant interrogators: Informers may be settling personal scores; torture victims will, like me, say anything. Security agencies staffed by dumb thugs are typically inept at identifying genuine subversive threats.

As my experience showed, a heavy reliance on physical abuse makes for proficient torturers, not skilled interrogators. Again and again, torture has proved to produce false confessions and bad intelligence. The only knowledge that torture provides is the ultimate confirmation bias: information about the threats facing the regime that is entirely in line with the worldview of the torturers, who characteristically share the regime's generalized paranoia.

From the September 2003 issue: The truth about torture

This principle became my guide to confession. When I adopted conspiracy theories that the torturers believed in--a practice I'd refused during my first month's captivity, before I was tortured--the militiamen were deeply satisfied with the verification. So when I confessed that the 2019 popular revolt against Iraq's corrupt, militia-backed order was a Western plot, Maher was delighted: "And you were saying it's a conspiracy theory!" Just for him, I was planning a detailed confession about spreading homosexuality in Iraq, but I was transferred out of the torture prison before I got a chance to present it.

History suggests that the proficient cruelty of such regimes is unable to compensate for the stupidity and incompetence of their cadres. Their security apparatuses have a distorted view of the threats facing the regime. The Kataib militiamen tried to come up with solutions for their vulnerability, but their countermeasures were laughable. My captors told me that they'd recruited informers in the anti-government protest movement to confirm that its activists are foreign agents (they're not). Their lack of insight into their adversaries' intelligence capability makes these militiamen demonstrably ineffectual at halting intelligence breaches.

In the last facility where I was held--briefly, just before my release on September 9--the men in charge of security were no more adept. They ordered the guards sitting with me not only to hide their faces with medical masks but also to wear medical gloves. I'm no spy, but I don't think latex gloves will do the trick.
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Is the Iranian Regime About to Collapse?

Five conditions determine whether revolutions succeed. For the first time since 1979, Iran meets nearly all of them.

by Karim Sadjadpour, Jack A. Goldstone

Sat, 10 Jan 2026




Forty-seven years ago, Iran had a revolution that replaced a U.S.-allied monarchy with an anti-American theocracy. Today, the Islamic Republic of Iran may be on the verge of a counterrevolution.

History suggests that regimes collapse not from single failures but from a fatal confluence of stressors. One of us, Jack, has written at length about the five specific conditions necessary for a revolution to succeed: a fiscal crisis, divided elites, a diverse oppositional coalition, a convincing narrative of resistance, and a favorable international environment. This winter, for the first time since 1979, Iran checks nearly all five boxes.



In the past week, protests have engulfed Iranian cities, their momentum growing daily. These began as a response to a fiscal crisis: a national currency in free fall, a state with empty coffers. In American politics, inflation rates of more than 3 percent tend to bring down administrations. Iran's inflation rates--more than 50 percent across the board, 70 percent for food--are among the world's highest. Over the past year, Iran's currency has fallen more than 80 percent relative to the dollar. In 1979, a single U.S. dollar was worth 70 Iranian rials; today, it's worth 1.47 million rials, a depreciation of more than 99 percent. Iranian currency has become less a medium of exchange than a daily index of national despair. And unlike past economic crises, this collapse has crossed all class lines, affecting bazaar merchants and the well-off as well as the poor.

Read: Iranians have had enough

Iran has 92 million inhabitants, perhaps the largest population in the world to have been isolated for decades from the global financial system. In addition to inflation, the country suffers from endemic corruption, mismanagement, and brain drain. Young Iranians contend with high rates of unemployment and underemployment; older generations have found their pension funds to be largely insolvent. Renewed global sanctions and the dwindling price of oil--down 20 percent in the past year--have forced Tehran to sell its oil to China at a backbreaking discount. Power outages and water rationing have become fixtures of daily life.



The second condition for state breakdown--the alienation of the elite--is also widely evident in Iran. What began in 1979 as a broad ideological coalition has, by 2026, contracted into a one-man party: the party of Ali Khamenei. Mir Hossein Mousavi, a founding father and the former prime minister of the Islamic Republic, is in his 15th year of house arrest. Every living former president has been silenced or sidelined: Mohammad Khatami is under a total media ban, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad is marginalized and monitored, Hassan Rouhani was barred from seeking a seat in the 88-member Assembly of Experts (the clerics who choose the next supreme leader).

The regime has been hollowed out by decades of negative selection--the result of rewarding mediocrity and prizing ideological loyalty over competence. The effect has been to alienate the professionals and technocrats who once provided the state with its administrative backbone. Replaced by sycophants and suffocated by the clergy's interference in daily life, this class has long since lost faith in the system. It sees its wealth eroded by inflation, and the country ruined by incompetence--a failure now undeniable in the mismanagement of Tehran's water supply.

Much like the Soviet Union of the 1980s, the Islamic Republic has mostly lost its convictions. Only a small percentage of its insiders remain true believers; the majority are motivated by wealth and privilege. One Tehran-based political-science professor we spoke with put a finer point on this: "At the beginning of the revolution, the regime was 80 percent ideologues and 20 percent charlatans. Today, it is the reverse."

Bazaar merchants played a pivotal role in the 1979 revolution, serving for years as a core constituency and economic base for the Islamic Republic. But in recent decades, the regime has built the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps into a military-industrial complex from which networks of wealth and power flow. Siamak Namazi, an Iranian American businessman held hostage by the regime for eight years, compared the Iranian state to "a collection of competing mafias--dominated by the IRGC and its alumni--whose highest loyalty is not to nation, religion, or ideology, but to personal enrichment." This system has not only weakened the regime's ideological cohesion but also displaced the traditional merchant class, turning the bazaar from a pillar of support into a source of dissent.

Still, one group of elites remains united: the country's security forces. Their solidity has, until now, prevented the Islamic Republic's collapse. No senior IRGC commanders have defected as yet or voiced even mild public criticism of Ayatollah Khamenei, despite years of nationwide protests and the targeted Israeli assassination of nearly two dozen senior figures in their ranks. For many of these commanders, losing power would mean losing wealth and potentially their life. They would likely be the last leaders to turn against the regime. But if they did, the regime would not survive.



Iran clearly meets the third criterion: The Islamic Republic's political, economic, and social authoritarianism has created a diverse oppositional coalition in response to perceived injustice. Over the past decade, intermittent mass protests have drawn participants from virtually every socioeconomic class, including ethnic minorities on the periphery of the country, labor movements, women, and bazaaris. These groups have rarely coordinated their efforts or protested in unison. But many of their reasons for outrage are broadly shared.

Read: Change may be coming to Iran

The Islamic Republic is a theocracy that claims to rule from a moral pedestal. For this reason, examples of its graft and hypocrisy are particularly galvanizing. IRGC commanders oversee the brutal enforcement of the veiling of women--but their daughters and mistresses are spotted overseas without hijab. The country is suffering from a severe water shortage--and many Iranians believe that a "water mafia" linked to the IRGC is diverting resources to their own industrial projects while entire villages are left to die of thirst. The children of thousands of senior officials advertise their lives in Western cities on Instagram and LinkedIn. Protesters in the city of Yasuj recently chanted, "Their children are in Canada! Our children are in prison!"

The opposition movement has shown that it can mobilize widespread fury, but to succeed, it will need to move beyond mobilization and forge links with disgruntled elites. Some of these technocrats and marginalized insiders feel alienated but are too afraid to act because of what may await them the day after. The opposition needs to offer a credible safe exit for these regime insiders, convincing them that the Islamic Republic is no longer their shield, but their shroud.

Revolutions arise when rulers become weak and isolated; when people believe themselves to be part of a numerous, united, and righteous group that can act to create change; and when political elites begin to attach themselves to the people, abandoning the government rather than defending it. In Iran, thus far, the last ingredient has been missing.



The fourth condition for state breakdown is a convincing shared narrative that bridges a nation's socioeconomic, geographic, and ideological divides. In Iran today, the regime's founding principle of pan-Islamic revolutionary ideology has been supplanted by a fierce, corrective nationalism. The state's shopworn mantras of "Death to America" and "Death to Israel" are being drowned out by a demand for national self-interest: "Long live Iran." This is not merely a change in tone, but a total rejection of the regime's regional adventurism, punctuated by the now-ubiquitous protest chant: "No to Gaza; no to Lebanon; my life only for Iran."

Beyond a surge in nationalism, Iranians have grown immune to the hollow ideological slogans and performative piety of a self-appointed "moral" state. A population largely born after the 1979 revolution seeks, above all, zendegi-e normal--a "normal life," liberated from a regime that micromanages people's attire, intimacy, and private choices. By delegitimizing the Islamic Republic as an occupying force--one that plunders national wealth to subsidize regional proxies--the opposition has effectively subverted the regime's nationalist rhetoric.

Every successful revolution requires both inspirational and organizational leadership. Many of the protesters in Iran's 2026 uprising have rallied behind former Crown Prince Reza Pahlavi, who has lived in exile since 1979. Leading an opposition from exile and restoring a deposed monarchy are both daunting, but neither is unprecedented. Vladimir Lenin in Russia, Ho Chi Minh in Vietnam, and Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini in Iran all spent more than 15 years in exile before returning to lead revolutions that toppled the regimes that had banished them. Several countries that once abolished their monarchies--including Spain, Cambodia, and Britain (under Oliver Cromwell)--later restored them as constitutional monarchies.

As Iranians know well from 1979, ruthless contests tend to define revolutions. Having spent nearly half a century abroad, Pahlavi has not yet organized the on-the-ground muscle needed to prevail in such a contest. He also faces a deeper question: What kind of order do Iran's monarchists aspire to establish? Pahlavi has consistently said that his goal is to help Iran transition to democracy--and perhaps to serve as a constitutional monarch if chosen by the people. Yet many of his most passionate supporters are vocal about restoring an absolute autocracy. This tension has inhibited his ability to flip disaffected elites against the regime.

Yet ironically, among the broader population, this ambiguity could work in his favor. Revolutionary ideologies need not provide a precise future plan to unite and motivate their followers. On the contrary, what often works best are vague or utopian promises of deliverance, combined with an emotionally powerful depiction of the intolerable injustice and inescapable evils of the current regime.



The final and decisive catalyst for revolution is an international environment that helps sink the regime rather than bolster it. After North Korea, Iran may be the most strategically isolated country in the world. Over the past two years--since Hamas's October 7, 2023, attack on Israel, which Ayatollah Khamenei alone among major world leaders openly endorsed--Iran's regional proxies and global allies have been decimated or deposed.

Read: How Trump could help the people of Iran

For decades, Tehran projected strength through its so-called Axis of Resistance, a network of nearby proxies and autocratic allies. But following the devastating 12-day war in June, that deterrent has been degraded. With Hezbollah's and Hamas's leadership in disarray and Israeli jets maintaining a humiliating, virtually uncontested presence over Iranian airspace, the regime is strategically naked before its people--exposed by an empty treasury and an unprotected sky.

Syria's Bashar al-Assad and Venezuela's Nicolas Maduro are no longer in power. Vladimir Putin is consumed fighting a war in Ukraine. China--the destination for 90 percent of Iran's oil exports--has proved to be a predatory partner. Donald Trump dropped 16 bunker-busting bombs atop Iran's nuclear facilities, largely destroying an enterprise that--between sunk costs, sanctions, and lost oil revenue--had cost the nation more than half a trillion dollars. Moreover, in contrast to past U.S. presidents who were reluctant to enter Iran's political fray, Trump has warned the Islamic Republic that if it massacres protesters, the United States is "locked and loaded" to respond.



Observers of the current protests ask: What is different this time? The answer is that the breadth of the economic collapse and the disastrous defeat in the 12-day war have shown all Iranians that the regime is no longer capable of providing them with basic economic or military security. Why tolerate a state that enriches itself but cannot fulfill the most elemental state functions?

When the five conditions coincide--economic strain, alienation and opposition among the elites, widespread popular anger at injustice, a convincing shared narrative of resistance, and favorable international relations--the normal social mechanisms that restore order in a crisis are unlikely to work. The society's equilibrium has been profoundly disrupted and can easily tip into escalating popular revolts and open elite resistance, producing a revolution.

The Islamic Republic is today a zombie regime. Its legitimacy, ideology, economy, and top leaders are dead or dying. What keeps it alive is lethal force. The most important element still missing from a full revolutionary collapse is the repressive forces deciding that they, too, are no longer benefiting from, and hence no longer willing to kill for, the regime. Brutality can delay the regime's funeral, but it's unlikely to restore its pulse.
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Trump Is Not Playing Five-Dimensional Chess in Venezuela

After a strong first move, he's eating all the pieces.

by Garry Kasparov

Sat, 10 Jan 2026




Venezuelans are celebrating--cautiously inside the country, wildly in safer places such as Madrid, Buenos Aires, and Miami, where hundreds of thousands made their homes as a brutal dictatorship impoverished their country, once the second-richest in the Western Hemisphere.

The Venezuelan dictator Nicolas Maduro has been removed from power--captured in the dead of night and arraigned before an American judge. That's the good news. But as is so often the case with the actions of Donald Trump, it isn't the only storyline. The United States president immediately threw cold water on the idea that the raid could pave the way for a rapid democratic transition under the leadership of last year's Nobel Peace Prize winner, Maria Corina Machado. At his first press conference, a few hours after Maduro's surgical removal, Trump said that he ordered it to get control of Venezuela's oil, and that Machado didn't have the "respect" to lead Venezuela.

If anyone expected more from Secretary of State Marco Rubio, who had a long-standing personal passion for freedom in Cuba before he sold his soul to Trump at a steep discount, they would have been disappointed. During his TV appearances the day after the raid, Rubio, like Trump, emphasized oil over democracy as the operation's "No. 1" priority.

Listen: Trump has no plan for Venezuela

Trump's stance in Venezuela is consistent with a geopolitics based on raw power and spheres of influence--the very sort that produced two world wars in the 20th century. In this scenario, the U.S. gets Venezuela and the Western Hemisphere, Russia gets Ukraine and as much of Europe as it can grab, and China gets Taiwan and an Asian sphere without U.S. interference. Trump has already been working to deliver Ukraine into Vladimir Putin's open arms by cutting off aid and pushing a peace plan practically written by the Kremlin as his own. Fortunately, the Ukrainians haven't cooperated.

That assumes Trump has any vision at all, of course. His supporters have a tendency to say that he's playing five-dimensional chess, only to discover too late that he has eaten half the pieces.

I am not here to condemn the U.S. for toppling Maduro on the grounds of international law. Maduro was an illegitimate despot who had violated every agreement, including one in 2023 with the Biden administration, which proposed to lift sanctions in exchange for holding free and fair elections. Maduro was never going to step down unless stepped on. In Russia, Cuba, Iran, Belarus, and Uganda, dictatorships have carried on for decades--oppressing and killing their people, attacking their neighbors, and destabilizing their regions. Regime change isn't a dirty word when the regime is among the most vicious in the world. As in Syria, no one can predict what will follow the fall of a tyrant, but now there is hope where before there was none.

Many have expressed alarm over the possibility that this rogue act could encourage Russia and China to act in kind. To do what, for example? Attack Ukraine, and attempt to murder President Volodymyr Zelensky for the tenth time? Crush democracy in Hong Kong? China already considers Taiwan to be an internal matter, and the invasion it so often rehearses is deterred by F-16s, not agreements that are only as strong as the leaders responsible for backing up what they say. That the Trump administration may withhold U.S. support from these beleaguered democracies as part of an unholy deal with Putin and Xi Jinping is troubling, but let's not pretend that Russia and China care about international law. They allied with Maduro precisely because he shared their disdain for it. Their official protests over the U.S. strike are risible hypocrisy and show only their readiness to exploit the legal mechanisms and institutional platforms that they never obey themselves.

Tom Nichols: Maybe Russia and China should sit this one out

The equivalences are also false because Ukraine and Taiwan are sovereign democracies with freely elected heads of state. Maduro was a usurper who stole an election, held power by force, and abused that power to ruin the lives of Venezuelans and many others. Trump first pursued Maduro on a flimsy narcotrafficking pretext that he has already replaced with a blunt message about oil. But I'm happy to make the case that fighting authoritarianism wherever it is found is a vital role for the world's strongest democracy. It was true under Truman and Reagan, and even if, unlike them, Trump couldn't care less about spreading freedom abroad (or even at home), it's true today.

Western apathy and cowardice are what embolden thugs and authoritarians, not the United States giving them a taste of their own medicine. The world's dictators and terrorists commit acts of aggression not because the United States does, but when the United States and its allies don't stop them. The complacency of the West has allowed Putin's collapsing mafia state to bombard Ukraine for years. The main exports of Iran and Cuba are repression and terror. There is no rule of law if there aren't any consequences for breaking it.

No one likes the idea of the United States as a global policeman, especially after the disastrous occupations of Afghanistan and Iraq. But Barack Obama's unilateral retrenchment and Trump's chaotic "America First" approach both show what happens when there's no cop on the beat. In this metaphor, Trump is like a corrupt cop who occasionally knocks heads while always looking out for himself first. If you agree that Maduro got what he deserved but don't like how it was done or by whom, I say--memo to the Obama administration--that sometimes it's better to do the right thing with bad intentions than the wrong thing with the best intentions.

This brings us back to Venezuela. Machado is the most popular politician there. Her proxy, Edmundo Gonzalez, won an overwhelming victory in the 2024 presidential election--only for Maduro to ignore the result, jail the opposition, murder protesters, and cling to power with the backing of the dictatorships in Cuba, Iran, and Russia. Machado is not aligned with regional leftists, such as Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva in Brazil and Colombia's Gustavo Petro; she made a judicious choice, from hiding, to praise Trump as he was threatening Maduro in the fall, undoubtedly figuring that there was a chance she might get American power on her side. She had to try.

Her return seemed like enough of a win-win scenario to be plausible: A democratic Venezuela open to foreign investment could be profitable for Trump and his associates, while also good for the people of Venezuela and what used to be understood as the interests of the United States. But Trump chose instead to discount Machado and the millions of votes her pro-democracy party received. The opposition would be unable to control the entrenched Venezuelan power structure, some of the administration's defenders insisted. A story in The Washington Post put Trump's dismissal of Machado down to pique that she'd won the Peace Prize he coveted--a reminder that just when you think Trump can't go any lower, there's a knock on the floor.

Regardless, on Monday, Machado gave her first interview since Maduro's capture to Sean Hannity of Fox News. She lavished praise on Trump, practically offering him her Nobel Prize. Every American should be embarrassed that this is now how democratic leaders must attempt to sway the U.S. president.

But Trump was not cajoled. His White House has made clear that it wants Maduro's former vice president, the hard-liner Delcy Rodriguez, to be the country's pliant new dictator, and for her to play American ball with Venezuela's oil reserves instead of shilling for Iran, Russia, and China, as Maduro did.

Michael Albertus: The Venezuelan opposition has a choice

Simply replacing an anti-American dictator with one who will make a profit-sharing deal with Trump and his partners will be a disaster. The United States hasn't been a shining city on a hill in a long time; but how far it has fallen, to become a pirate state plundering neighbors for the gain of a ruling clan. Venezuelans have suffered for too long and deserve to decide their own destiny regardless of Trump's intentions.

As founder of the Renew Democracy Initiative, I had the honor of presenting Machado and Gonzalez with our 2025 Heroes of Democracy award last April in New York City (no, Donald, you will not be getting one of these, either). As Machado said in her acceptance speech, "We are all together in this common struggle against the enemies of freedom, wherever they are."

President Trump should take note that this includes the White House.
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How Trump Could Help the People of Iran

The president can help topple the Iranian regime--if he acts swiftly and decisively.

by Mark Dubowitz, Behnam Ben Taleblu

Fri, 09 Jan 2026




Marching alongside a column of protesters through the city of Borujerd in western Iran, a middle-aged woman appeared unperturbed by the blood streaming down her chin. "I am not afraid," she called out in a video clip posted by Iran International. "I have been dead for 47 years."

She spoke for many in the crowds of protesters now thronging Iran's streets. As the Islamic Republic convulses with demonstrations across all 31 provinces, Iranians of all ages are catching a glimpse of national rebirth after nearly half a century of theocratic rule.

Periodic mass protests have marked Iranian life for nearly two decades--the Green Movement of 2009; the fuel protests of 2019; the Women, Life, Freedom uprising of 2022-23. Each wave was brutally repressed. But never before has the Islamic Republic been so weakened at home and so vulnerable to pressure from abroad. The possibility of overthrowing Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei's regime is no longer theoretical.

Arash Azizi: Change may be coming to Iran

For President Trump, these protests present a historic opportunity to cement his legacy as the Ronald Reagan of his era. Reagan did not collapse the Soviet Union through military force. He did it by applying overwhelming economic, ideological, and proxy pressure from the outside--while supporting dissidents on the inside. Trump can do the same with the Islamic Republic.

Over the course of his two terms, Trump has attacked the regime's foundations through robust sanctions, diplomatic pressure, and--by joining the final stage of Israeli strikes against Iranian nuclear facilities last June--military action. As a result, the Islamic Republic is weaker today than at any point since its founding, in 1979. Yet it would be foolhardy to believe that the regime's decline is irreversible. The ayatollahs will not go quietly. They will resort to bloodshed against a mostly unarmed population, as they have since 2009. Trump is uniquely positioned to make the difference between the regime surviving or its joining the Soviet Union on what Reagan called the "ash heap of history."

Trump's established policy of maximum pressure--targeting Iran's nuclear program, missile development, and regional terror proxies--now needs to be combined with maximum support for the protests. With millions in the streets, the objective of regime change is suddenly achievable, without the invasions and occupations that defined America's wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.

How would this work? In the spirit of the Hippocratic oath, first do no harm. Trump should discipline his rhetoric, avoiding terms such as riots and stampedes that echo regime propaganda. And because he has already learned that the regime uses negotiations only to buy time and divide the West, he should flatly reject any pleas from Tehran to resume nuclear talks.

Trump has openly admired the Iranian people's "enthusiasm to overturn that regime" and warned the ayatollahs that the United States remains "locked and loaded" if they resort to massacre. This strategic messaging matters. It reminds protesters that the regime is not omnipotent--especially after its poor performance in June's 12-Day War with Israel and the U.S., and its failure to address Iran's economic collapse and deepening water and environmental crises.

Trump can also highlight individual acts of bravery, naming protesters in interviews and speeches, and sharing videos on social media. The State Department's Persian-language accounts are valuable amplifiers, but they are no substitute for presidential leadership.

At the same time, the administration must name, shame, and sanction human-rights violators at every level of the regime's repressive apparatus. In particular, it should fully enforce sanctions authorized by the bipartisan MAHSA Act, passed after the murder of Mahsa Amini, which sparked the Women, Life, Freedom protests.

Iran's energy sector--the regime's financial lifeline--can and must be squeezed further. Because of the lack of sanctions enforcement for four years under the Biden administration, Iranian oil exports remain near 2 million barrels a day, far above the Trump administration's stated goal of 100,000 barrels. The regime should not be permitted to sell oil illicitly to fund repression. Deploying the U.S. Navy to seize Iranian oil tankers--as the administration has already done with Venezuela--is necessary. Sanctioning Chinese banks facilitating these purchases is essential. Every dollar denied means fewer resources for the regime's security forces.

With foreign journalists barred, social media is the protest movement's lifeline. Predictably, the regime has imposed a nationwide internet blackout to isolate demonstrators and conceal atrocities. The United States should work with private-sector partners to ensure free and secure communications, flooding the country with Starlink terminals and expanding access to free VPNs. If Iranians cannot communicate, they cannot mobilize, coordinate, or expose the regime's crimes.

Trump should also press U.S. allies to do more. The European Union has sanctioned individual Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps members but not the IRGC itself--the regime's dark heart, enriched by Iran's energy sector, ports, infrastructure, and banks. Western capitals should also reconsider allowing Iranian embassies to remain open despite clear evidence of regime-linked terror plots in Germany, the United Kingdom, Sweden, and Australia as well as the United States. These diplomatic ties should be severed.

Finally, Trump can hasten internal collapse by weakening the regime from within. He can offer incentives for defectors. He can authorize targeted cyber and covert operations against instruments of repression such as the Basij, cyber police, and morality police, as Israel demonstrated last June. He can conduct influence operations to deepen fractures among regime supporters losing faith. And if necessary, he can act in real time, striking security convoys moving to crush protests and denying the regime control over its own streets.

Tom Nichols: Trump's 'Operation Iranian Freedom'

None of this requires occupation or nation building. It requires precision intelligence, covert action, and close cooperation between the CIA and Israel's Mossad--capabilities already proven inside Iran.

The overthrow of the Islamic Republic would rank among the most consequential foreign-policy achievements of the 21st century. A free Iran would transform the Middle East, dismantle the world's leading state sponsor of terrorism, and restore a proud, pro-American nation to its rightful place as a force for stability and prosperity.

Trump recently told The New York Times that the only constraint on his power is "my own morality, my own mind." If so, he has a unique chance to act--but his window of opportunity is closing fast.

Mark Dubowitz is the CEO of the Foundation for Defense of Democracies. Behnam Ben Taleblu is the senior director of FDD's Iran program. The views expressed are their own. 
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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 effected 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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Move Over, ChatGPT

You are about to hear a lot more about Claude Code.

by Lila Shroff

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




Over the holidays, Alex Lieberman had an idea: What if he could create Spotify "Wrapped" for his text messages? Without writing a single line of code, Lieberman, a co-founder of the media outlet Morning Brew, created "iMessage Wrapped"--a web app that analyzed statistical trends across nearly 1 million of his texts. One chart that he showed me compared his use of lol, haha, ?, and lmao--he's an lol guy. Another listed people he had ghosted.



Lieberman did all of this using Claude Code, an AI tool made by the start-up Anthropic, he told me. In recent weeks, the tech world has gone wild over the bot. One executive used it to create a custom viewer for his MRI scan, while another had it analyze their DNA. The life optimizers have deployed Claude Code to collate information from disparate sources--email inboxes, text messages, calendars, to-do lists--into personalized daily briefs. Though Claude Code is technically an AI coding tool (hence its name), the bot can do all sorts of computer work: book theater tickets, process shopping returns, order DoorDash. People are using it to manage their personal finances, and to grow plants: With the right equipment, the bot can monitor soil moisture, leaf temperature, CO2, and more.



Some of these use cases likely require some preexisting technical know-how. (You can't just fire up Claude Code and expect it to grow you a tomato plant.) I don't have any professional programming experience myself, but as soon as I installed Claude Code last week, I was obsessed. Within minutes, I had created a new personal website without writing a single line of code. Later, I hooked the bot up to my email, where it summarized my unread emails, and sent messages on my behalf. For years, Silicon Valley has been promising (and critics have been fearing) powerful AI agents capable of automating many aspects of white-collar work. The progress has been underwhelming--until now.

Read: Was Sam Altman right about the job market?

This is "bigger" than the ChatGPT moment, Lieberman wrote to me. "But Pandora's Box hasn't been opened for the rest of the world yet." Claude Code has seemingly yet to take off outside Silicon Valley: Unlike ChatGPT, Claude Code can be somewhat intimidating to set up, and the cheapest version costs $20 a month. When Anthropic first released the bot in early 2025, the company explicitly positioned it as a tool for programmers. Over time, others in Silicon Valley--product managers, salespeople, designers--started using Claude Code, too, including for noncoding tasks. "That was hugely surprising," Boris Cherny, the Anthropic employee who created the tool, told me.



The bot's popularity truly exploded late last month. A recent model update improved the tool's capabilities, and with a surplus of free time over winter break, seemingly everyone in tech was using Claude Code. "You spent your holidays with your family?" wrote one tech-policy expert. "That's nice I spent my holidays with Claude Code." (On Monday, Anthropic released a new version of the product called "Cowork" that's designed for people who aren't developers, but for now it's only a research preview and is much more expensive.)



I can see why the tech world is so excited. Over the past few days, I've spun up at least a dozen projects using the bot--including a custom news feed that serves me articles based on my past reading preferences. The first night I installed it, I stayed up late playing with the tools, sleeping only after maxing out my allowed usage for the second time that evening. (Anthropic limits usage.) The next morning, I maxed it out again. When I told a friend to try it out, he was skeptical. "It sounds just like ChatGPT," he told me. The next day he texted with a gushing update: "It just DOES stuff," he said. "ChatGPT is like if a mechanic just gave you advice about your car. Claude Code is like if the mechanic actually fixed it."



Part of what works so well about Claude Code is that it makes it easy to connect all sorts of apps. Sara Du, the founder of the AI start-up Ando, told me that she is using it to help with a variety of life tasks, like managing her texts with real-estate agents. Because the bot is hooked up to her iMessages, she can ask it to find all of the Zillow links she's sent over the past month and compile a table of listings. "It gives me a lot of dopamine," Du said. Andrew Hall, a Stanford political scientist, had Claude Code analyze the raw data of an old paper of his studying mail-in voting. In roughly an hour, the bot replicated his findings and wrote a full research paper complete with charts and a lit review. (After a UCLA Ph.D. student performed an audit of the bot's paper, he and Hall offered a "subjective conclusion": Claude Code made only a few minor errors, the kind that a human might make.) "It certainly was not perfect, but it was very, very good," Hall told me. AI is not yet a substitute for an actual political-science researcher, but he does think the bot's abilities raise major questions for academia. "Claude Code and its ilk are coming for the study of politics like a freight train," he posted on X.



Not everyone is so sanguine. The bot lacks the prowess of an excellent software engineer: It sometimes gets stuck on more complicated programming tasks--and occasionally trips up on simple tasks. As the writer Kelsey Piper has put it, 99 percent of the time, using Claude Code feels like having a tireless magical genius on hand, and 1 percent of the time, it feels like yelling at a puppy for peeing on your couch.



Regardless, Claude Code is a win for the AI world. The luster of ChatGPT has worn off, and Silicon Valley has been pumping out slop: Last fall, OpenAI debuted a social network for AI-generated video, which seems destined to pummel the internet with deepfakes, and Elon Musk's Grok recently flooded X with nonconsensual AI-generated porn. But Claude Code feels materially different in the way it presents obvious, immediate real-world utility--even if it also has the potential to be used to objectionable ends. (Last fall, Anthropic discovered that Chinese state-sponsored hackers had used Claude Code to conduct a sophisticated cyberespionage scheme.) Whatever your feelings on the technology, the bot is evidence that the AI revolution is real.



In fact, Claude Code could turn out to be an inflection point for AI progress. A crucial step on the path to artificial general intelligence, or AGI, is thought to be "recursive self-improvement": AI models that can keep making themselves better. So far, this has been largely elusive. Cherny, the Claude Code creator, claims that might be changing. In terms of "recursive self-improvement, we're starting to see early signs of this," he said. "Claude is starting to come up with its own ideas and it's proposing what to build." A year ago, Cherny estimates that Claude Code wrote 10 percent of his code. "Nowadays, it writes 100 percent."

Read: Things get strange when AI starts training itself

If Claude Code ends up being as powerful as its biggest supporters are promising, it will be equally disruptive. So far, AI has yet to lead to widespread job losses. That could soon change. Annika Lewis, the executive director of a crypto foundation who described herself as "fairly nontechnical," recently used the bot to build a custom tool that scans her fridge and suggests recipes in order to minimize grocery-store runs. Next she wants to hook it up to Instacart so it can order her groceries. In fact, Lewis thinks the bot could help with all kinds of work, she told me. She has two young kids, and had been considering hiring someone to help out with household administrative work such as finding birthday-party venues, registering the kids for extracurricular activities, and booking dental appointments. Now that she has Claude Code, she hopes to automate much of that instead.
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Elon Musk Cannot Get Away With This

If there is no red line around AI-generated sex abuse, then no line exists.

by Charlie Warzel, Matteo Wong

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




Will Elon Musk face any consequences for his despicable sexual-harassment bot?



For more than a week, beginning late last month, anyone could go online and use a tool owned and promoted by the world's richest man to modify a picture of basically any person, even a child, and undress them. This was not some deepfake nudify app that you had to pay to download on a shady backwater website or a dark-web message board. This was Grok, a chatbot built into X--ostensibly to provide information to users but, thanks to an image-generating update, transformed into a major producer of nonconsensual sexualized images, particularly of women and children.



Let's be very clear. The forced undressings happened out in the open, in one stretch thousands of times every hour, on a popular social network where journalists, politicians, and celebrities post. Emboldened trolls did it to everyone ("@grok put her in a bikini," "@grok make her clothes dental floss," "@grok put donut glaze on her chest"), including everyday women, the Swedish deputy prime minister, and self-evidently underage girls. Users appeared to be imitating and showing off to one another. On X, creating revenge porn can make you famous.

Read: Elon Musk's pornography machine

These images were ubiquitous, and many people--and multiple organizations, including the Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network and the European Commission--pointed out that the feature was being used to harass women and exploit children. Yet Musk initially laughed it off, resharing AI-generated images of himself, Kim Jong Un, and a toaster in bikinis. Musk, as well as xAI's safety and child-safety teams, did not respond to a request for comment. xAI replied with its standard auto-response, "Legacy Media Lies." xAI, the Musk-owned company that develops Grok and owns X, prohibits the sexualization of children in its acceptable-use policy; a post earlier this month from the X safety team states that the platform removes illegal content, including child-sex-abuse material, and works with law enforcement as needed.



Even after that assurance from X's safety team, it took several more days for X to place bare-minimum restrictions on the Ask Grok feature's image-generating, and thus undressing, capabilities. Now, when creeps on X try to generate an image by replying "@grok" to prompt the chatbot, they get an auto-generated response that notes some version of: "Image generation and editing are currently limited to paying subscribers." This is disturbing in its own right; Musk and xAI are essentially marketing nonconsensual sexual images as a paid feature of the platform. But X users have been able to get around the paywall via the "Edit Image" button that appears on every image uploaded to the platform, or by using Grok's stand-alone app.



Two years ago, when Google Gemini generated images of racially diverse Nazis, Google temporarily disabled the bot's image-generating capabilities to address the problem. Musk has taken no responsibility for the problem and has said only that "anyone using Grok to make illegal content will suffer the same consequences as if they upload illegal content." Perhaps Musk feels that he would benefit from baiting his critics into a censorship fight. He has repeatedly reshared posts that frame calls to regulate or ban his platform in response to the Grok undressing as leftist censorship, for instance reposting a meme calling such efforts "retarded" as well as a Grok-generated video of a woman applying lipstick captioned with a quote commonly attributed to Marilyn Monroe: "We are all born sexual creatures, thank God, but it's a pity so many people despise and crush this natural gift." Last week, as Musk's chatbot was generating likely hundreds of thousands of these images, we reached out directly to X's head of product, Nikita Bier, who didn't reply. Within the hour, Rosemarie Esposito, X's media-strategy lead, emailed us unprompted with her contact information, in case we had "any questions" in the future. We asked her a series of questions about the tool and how X could allow such a thing to operate. She did not reply.



We've reached out multiple times to more than a dozen key investors listed in xAI's two most recent public fundraising rounds--the latest of which, announced during this Grok-enabled sexual-harassment spree, valued the company at about $230 billion--to ask if they endorsed the use of X and Grok to generate and distribute nonconsensual sexualized images. These investors include Andreessen Horowitz, Sequoia Capital, BlackRock, Morgan Stanley, Fidelity Management & Research Company, the Saudi firm Kingdom Holding Company, and the state-owned investment firms of Oman, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates, among others. We asked whether they would continue partnering with xAI absent the company changing its products and, if yes, why they felt justified in continuing to invest in a company that has enabled the public sexual harassment of women and exploitation of children on the internet. BlackRock, Fidelity Management & Research Company, and Baron Capital declined to comment. A spokesperson for Morgan Stanley initially told us that she could find no documentation that the company is a major investor in xAI. After we sent a public announcement from xAI that lists Morgan Stanley as a key investor in its Series C fundraising round, the spokesperson did not answer our questions. The other companies did not respond.



We also reached out to several companies that provide the infrastructure for X and Grok--in other words, that allow these products to exist on the internet: Google and Apple, which offer both X and Grok on their app stores; Microsoft and Oracle, which run Grok on their cloud services; and Nvidia and Advanced Micro Devices (AMD), which sell xAI the computer chips needed to train and run Grok. We asked if they endorsed the use of these products to create nonconsensual sexual images of women and children, and whether they would take steps to prevent this from continuing. None responded except for Microsoft, which told us that it does not provide cloud services, chips, or hosting services for xAI other than offering the Grok language model--without image generation--on its enterprise platform, Microsoft Foundry.



The silence says everything.



As all of this unfolded, xAI made several major announcements: new Grok products for businesses; upgraded video-generating capabilities; that enormous fundraising round. Yesterday, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth visited SpaceX's headquarters in Texas and joined Musk for a press conference in which Hegseth said, "I want to thank you, Elon, and your incredible team" for bringing Grok to the military. (Later this year, Grok will join Google Gemini on a new Pentagon platform called GenAI.mil that the Defense Department says will offer advanced AI tools to military and civilian personnel.) We asked the DOD if it endorsed xAI's sexualized material or if it would reconsider its partnership with the company in response. In a statement, a Pentagon official told us only that the department's policy on the use of AI "fully complies with all applicable laws and regulations" and that "any unlawful activity" by its personnel "will be subject to appropriate disciplinary action."

Read: What are people still doing on X?

Government bodies in the United Kingdom, India, and the European Union have said that they will investigate X, while Malaysia and Indonesia have blocked access to Grok, but Musk appears to be unfazed by these efforts--and also seems to be receiving help in brushing them off. Sarah B. Rogers, the under secretary of state for public diplomacy, has said that, should the U.K. ban X, America "has a full range of tools that we can use to facilitate uncensored internet access in authoritarian, closed societies."



At the moment, Musk seems to be not only getting away with this but also reveling in it. Although governments appear to be furious at Musk, they also seem impotent. Senator Ted Cruz, a co-sponsor of the TAKE IT DOWN Act--which establishes criminal penalties for the sharing of nonconsensual intimate images, real or AI-generated, on social media--wrote on X last Wednesday that the Grok-generated images "are unacceptable and a clear violation of" the law but that he was "encouraged that X has announced that they're taking these violations seriously." Throughout that same day, Grok continued to comply with user requests to undress people. Yesterday, Cruz posted on X a photo of himself with his arm around Musk and the caption "Always great seeing this guy ?."



And it's already beginning to feel as if the scandal--the world's richest man enabling the widespread harassment of women and children--is waning, crowded out by a new year of relentless news cycles. But this is a line-in-the-sand moment for the internet. Grok's ability to undress minors is not, as Musk might have you think, an exercise in free-speech maximalism. It is, however, a speech issue: By turning sexual harassment and revenge porn into a meme with viral distribution, the platform is allowing its worst, most vindictive users to silence and intimidate anyone they desire. The retaliation on X has been obvious--women who've stood up in opposition to the tool have been met with anonymous trolls asking Grok to put them in a bikini.



Social platforms have long leaned on the argument that they aren't subject to the same defamation laws as publishers and media companies. But this latest debacle, Musk's reaction, and the silence from so many of X's investors and peer companies were all active choices--and symptoms of a broader crisis of impunity that's begun to seep into American culture. They were the result of politicians, despots, and CEOs bowing to Donald Trump. Of financial grift and speculation running rampant in sectors such as cryptocurrency and meme stocks--a braggadocious, "get the bag" ethos that has no room for greed or shame. Of Musk realizing that his wealth insulates him from financial consequences. Few industries have been as brazen in their capitulation as Big Tech, which has dismantled its content-moderation systems to please the current administration. It's a cynical and cowardly pivot, one that allows companies to continue to profit off harassment and extremism without worrying about the consequences of their actions.



Deepfakes are not new, but xAI has made them a dramatically larger problem than ever before. By matching viral distribution with this type of image creation, xAI has built a way to spread AI revenge porn and child-sexual-abuse material at scale. The end result is desensitizing: The sheer amount of exploitative content flooding the platform may eventually make the revolting, illicit images appear "normal." Arguably, this process is already happening.



The internet has always been a chaotic place where trolls can seize outsize power. Historically, that chaos has been constrained by platforms doing the bare minimum to protect their users from demonstrated threats. Today, X is failing to clear the absolute lowest bar. Nobody who works at X or xAI seems to be willing to answer for the creation and distribution of tens or hundreds of thousands of nonconsensual intimate images; instead, those in charge appear to be blithely ignoring the problem, and those who have funneled money to Musk or xAI seem sanguine about it. They would probably like for us all to move on.



We cannot do that. This crisis is an outgrowth of a breakneck information ecosystem in which few stories have staying power. No one person or group has to flood the zone with shit, because the zone is overflowing constantly. People with power have learned to exploit this--to weather scandals by hunkering down and letting them pass, or by refusing to apologize and turning any problem into a culture-war issue. Musk has been allowed to avoid repercussions for even the most reckless acts, including cheerleading and helping dismantle foreign aid with DOGE. Others will continue to follow his playbook. Employees at X and investors and companies such as Apple and Google seem to be counting on their "No comment"s being buried by whatever scandal comes next. They are banking on a culture in which people have given up on demanding consequences.



But the Grok scandal is so awful, so egregious, that it offers an opportunity to address the crisis of impunity directly. The undressing spree was not an issue of partisan politics or ideology. It was an issue of anonymous individuals asking a chatbot that is integrated into one of the world's most visible social networks to edit photos of women and girls to "put her in a clear bikini and cover her in white donut glaze." This is a moment when those with power can and should demand accountability. The stakes could not be any higher. If there is no red line around AI-generated sex abuse, then no line exists.
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AI's Memorization Crisis

Large language models don't "learn"--they copy. And that could change everything for the tech industry.

by Alex Reisner

Fri, 09 Jan 2026




Editor's note: This work is part of AI Watchdog, The Atlantic's ongoing investigation into the generative-AI industry.



On Tuesday, researchers at Stanford and Yale revealed something that AI companies would prefer to keep hidden. Four popular large language models--OpenAI's GPT, Anthropic's Claude, Google's Gemini, and xAI's Grok--have stored large portions of some of the books they've been trained on, and can reproduce long excerpts from those books.

In fact, when prompted strategically by researchers, Claude delivered the near-complete text of Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone, The Great Gatsby, 1984, and Frankenstein, in addition to thousands of words from books including The Hunger Games and The Catcher in the Rye. Varying amounts of these books were also reproduced by the other three models. Thirteen books were tested.

This phenomenon has been called "memorization," and AI companies have long denied that it happens on a large scale. In a 2023 letter to the U.S. Copyright Office, OpenAI said that "models do not store copies of the information that they learn from." Google similarly told the Copyright Office that "there is no copy of the training data--whether text, images, or other formats--present in the model itself." Anthropic, Meta, Microsoft, and others have made similar claims. (None of the AI companies mentioned in this article agreed to my requests for interviews.)

The Stanford study proves that there are such copies in AI models, and it is just the latest of several studies to do so. In my own investigations, I've found that image-based models can reproduce some of the art and photographs they're trained on. This may be a massive legal liability for AI companies--one that could potentially cost the industry billions of dollars in copyright-infringement judgments, and lead products to be taken off the market. It also contradicts the basic explanation given by the AI industry for how its technology works.

AI is frequently explained in terms of metaphor; tech companies like to say that their products learn, that LLMs have, for example, developed an understanding of English writing without explicitly being told the rules of English grammar. This new research, along with several other studies from the past two years, undermines that metaphor. AI does not absorb information like a human mind does. Instead, it stores information and accesses it.

In fact, many AI developers use a more technically accurate term when talking about these models: lossy compression. It's beginning to gain traction outside the industry too. The phrase was recently invoked by a court in Germany that ruled against OpenAI in a case brought by GEMA, a music-licensing organization. GEMA showed that ChatGPT could output close imitations of song lyrics. The judge compared the model to MP3 and JPEG files, which store your music and photos in files that are smaller than the raw, uncompressed originals. When you store a high-quality photo as a JPEG, for example, the result is a somewhat lower-quality photo, in some cases with blurring or visual artifacts added. A lossy-compression algorithm still stores the photo, but it's an approximation rather than the exact file. It's called lossy compression because some of the data are lost.

From a technical perspective, this compression process is much like what happens inside AI models, as researchers from several AI companies and universities have explained to me in the past few months. They ingest text and images, and output text and images that approximate those inputs.

But this simple description is less useful to AI companies than the learning metaphor, which has been used to claim that the statistical algorithms known as AI will eventually make novel scientific discoveries, undergo boundless improvement, and recursively train themselves, possibly leading to an "intelligence explosion." The whole industry is staked on a shaky metaphor.

The problem becomes clear if we look at AI image generators. In September 2022, Emad Mostaque, a co-founder and the then-CEO of Stability AI, explained in a podcast interview how Stable Diffusion, Stability's image model, was built. "We took 100,000 gigabytes of images and compressed it to a two-gigabyte file that can re-create any of those and iterations of those" images, he said.

One of the many experts I spoke with while reporting this article was an independent AI researcher who has studied Stable Diffusion's ability to reproduce its training images. (I agreed to keep the researcher anonymous, because they fear repercussions from major AI companies.) Above is one example of this ability: On the left is the original from the web--a promotional image from the TV show Garfunkel and Oates--and on the right is a version that Stable Diffusion generated when prompted with a caption the image appears with on the web, which includes some HTML code: "IFC Cancels Garfunkel and Oates." Using this simple technique, the researcher showed me how to produce near-exact copies of several dozen images known to be in Stable Diffusion's training set, most of which include visual residue that looks something like lossy compression--the kind of glitchy, fuzzy effect you may notice in your own photos from time to time.

Above is another pair of images taken from a lawsuit against Stability AI and other companies. On the left is an original work by Karla Ortiz, and on the right is a variation from Stable Diffusion. Here, the image is a bit further from the original. Some elements have changed. Instead of compressing at the pixel level, the algorithm appears to be copying and manipulating objects from multiple images, while maintaining a degree of visual continuity.

As companies explain it, AI algorithms extract "concepts" from training data and learn to make original work. But the image on the right is not a product of concepts alone. It's not a generic image of, say, "an angel with birds." It's difficult to pinpoint why any AI model makes any specific mark in an image, but we can reasonably assume that Stable Diffusion can render the image on the right partly because it has stored visual elements from the image on the left. It isn't collaging in the physical cut-and-paste sense, but it also isn't learning in the human sense the word implies. The model has no senses or conscious experience through which to make its own aesthetic judgments.

Google has written that LLMs store not copies of their training data but rather the "patterns in human language." This is true on the surface but misleading once you dig into it. As has been widely documented, when a company uses a book to develop an AI model, it splits the book's text into tokens or word fragments. For example, the phrase hello, my friend might be represented by the tokens he, llo, my, fri, and end. Some tokens are actual words; some are just groups of letters, spaces, and punctuation. The model stores these tokens and the contexts in which they appear in books. The resulting LLM is essentially a huge database of contexts and the tokens that are most likely to appear next.

The model can be visualized as a map. Here's an example, with the actual most-likely tokens from Meta's Llama-3.1-70B:


Source: The Atlantic / Llama



When an LLM "writes" a sentence, it walks a path through this forest of possible token sequences, making a high-probability choice at each step. Google's description is misleading because the next-token predictions don't come from some vague entity such as "human language" but from the particular books, articles, and other texts that the model has scanned.

By default, models will sometimes diverge from the most probable next token. This behavior is often framed by AI companies as a way of making the models more "creative," but it also has the benefit of concealing copies of training text.

Sometimes the language map is detailed enough that it contains exact copies of whole books and articles. This past summer, a study of several LLMs found that Meta's Llama 3.1-70B model can, like Claude, effectively reproduce the full text of Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's Stone. The researchers gave the model just the book's first few tokens, "Mr. and Mrs. D." In Llama's internal language map, the text most likely to follow was: "ursley, of number four, Privet Drive, were proud to say that they were perfectly normal, thank you very much." This is precisely the book's first sentence. Repeatedly feeding the model's output back in, Llama continued in this vein until it produced the entire book, omitting just a few short sentences.

Using this technique, the researchers also showed that Llama had losslessly compressed large portions of other works, such as Ta-Nehisi Coates's famous Atlantic essay "The Case for Reparations." By prompting with the essay's first sentence, more than 10,000 words, or two-thirds of the essay, came out of the model verbatim. Large extractions also appear to be possible from Llama 3.1-70B for George R. R. Martin's A Game of Thrones, Toni Morrison's Beloved, and others.

The Stanford and Yale researchers also showed this week that a model's output can paraphrase a book rather than duplicate it exactly. For example, where A Game of Thrones reads "Jon glimpsed a pale shape moving through the trees," the researchers found that GPT-4.1 produced "Something moved, just at the edge of sight--a pale shape, slipping between the trunks." As in the Stable Diffusion example above, the model's output is extremely similar to a specific original work.

This isn't the only research to demonstrate the casual plagiarism of AI models. "On average, 8-15% of the text generated by LLMs" also exists on the web, in exactly that same form, according to one study. Chatbots are routinely breaching the ethical standards that humans are normally held to.

Memorization could have legal consequences in at least two ways. For one, if memorization is unavoidable, then AI developers will have to somehow prevent users from accessing memorized content, as law scholars have written. Indeed, at least one court has already required this. But existing techniques are easy to circumvent. For example, 404 Media has reported that OpenAI's Sora 2 would not comply with a request to generate video of a popular video game called Animal Crossing but would generate a video if the game's title was given as "'crossing aminal' [sic] 2017." If companies can't guarantee that their models will never infringe on a writer's or artist's copyright, a court could require them to take the product off the market.

A second reason that AI companies could be liable for copyright infringement is that a model itself could be considered an illegal copy. Mark Lemley, a Stanford law professor who has represented Stability AI and Meta in such lawsuits, told me he isn't sure whether it's accurate to say that a model "contains" a copy of a book, or whether "we have a set of instructions that allows us to create a copy on the fly in response to a request." Even the latter is potentially problematic, but if judges decide that the former is true, then plaintiffs could seek the destruction of infringing copies. Which means that, in addition to fines, AI companies could in some cases face the possibility of being legally compelled to retrain their models from scratch, with properly licensed material.

In a lawsuit, The New York Times alleged that OpenAI's GPT-4 could reproduce dozens of Times articles nearly verbatim. OpenAI (which has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic) responded by arguing that the Times used "deceptive prompts" that violated the company's terms of service and prompted the model with sections from each of those articles. "Normal people do not use OpenAI's products in this way," the company wrote, and even claimed "that the Times paid someone to hack OpenAI's products." The company has also called this type of reproduction "a rare bug that we are working to drive to zero."

But the emerging research is making clear that the ability to plagiarize is inherent to GPT-4 and all other major LLMs. None of the researchers I spoke with thought that the underlying phenomenon, memorization, is unusual or could be eradicated.

In copyright lawsuits, the learning metaphor lets companies make misleading comparisons between chatbots and humans. At least one judge has repeated these comparisons, likening an AI company's theft and scanning of books to "training schoolchildren to write well." There have also been two lawsuits in which judges ruled that training an LLM on copyrighted books was fair use, but both rulings were flawed in their handling of memorization: One judge cited expert testimony that showed that Llama could reproduce no more than 50 tokens from the plaintiffs' books, though research has since been published that proves otherwise. The other judge acknowledged that Claude had memorized significant portions of books but said that the plaintiffs had failed to allege that this was a problem.

Research on how AI models reuse their training content is still primitive, partly because AI companies are motivated to keep it that way. Several of the researchers I spoke with while reporting this article told me about memorization research that has been censored and impeded by company lawyers. None of them would talk about these instances on the record, fearing retaliation from companies.

Meanwhile, OpenAI CEO Sam Altman has defended the technology's "right to learn" from books and articles, "like a human can." This deceptive, feel-good idea prevents the public discussion we need to have about how AI companies are using the creative and intellectual works upon which they are utterly dependent.
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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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Trump's Greenland Threats

Panelists on<em> Washington Week With The Atlantic</em> joined to discuss what this may mean for the United States' relationship with its NATO allies, and more.

by The Editors

Sat, 10 Jan 2026




Following the Trump administration's intervention in Venezuela, Donald Trump and his senior aide Stephen Miller have escalated threats to seize Greenland. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss what this may mean for the United States' relationship with its NATO allies, and more.

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss: Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent for The New York Times; Susan Glasser, a staff writer at The New Yorker; Stephen Hayes, the editor of The Dispatch; and Vivian Salama, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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A Different Type of 'Muscle Memory'

Repeated exercise, or wasting, can change the way key genes work.

by Bonnie Tsui

Wed, 14 Jan 2026





 Before Adam Sharples became a molecular physiologist studying muscle memory, he played professional rugby. Over his years as an athlete, he noticed that he and his teammates seemed to return to form after the offseason, or even from an injury, faster than expected. Rebuilding muscle mass and strength came easy: It was as if their muscles remembered what to do.



In 2018, Sharples and his research lab, now at the Norwegian School of Sport Sciences in Oslo, were the first to show that exercise could change how our muscle-building genes work over the long term. The genes themselves don't change, but repeated periods of exertion turns certain genes on, spurring cells to build muscle mass more quickly than before. These epigenetic changes have a lasting effect: Your muscles remember these periods of strength and respond favorably in the future.



Intuitively, this makes sense. Past exercise primes your muscles to respond more robustly to more exercise. Over the past few years, Sharples's lab has found that muscles have additional molecular mechanisms for remembering exercise; he and other scientists have been building on this research, too, confirming epigenetic muscle memory in young and aged human muscle, after different modes of training, as well as in mice. Now 40 years old, Sharples is still thinking about how our muscles remember but has lately been investigating the inverse trajectory: Do muscles have a similar memory for weakness?



The answer appears to be yes. "Our new data shows that muscle does not just remember growth--it also remembers wasting," Sharples told me, of a study published in preprint on bioRxiv and currently in peer review for Advanced Science. "The more encounters you have with injury and illness, the more susceptible your muscle is to further atrophy. And, well--that's what aging is, isn't it?"



The Norwegian government's research council has been funding Sharples's research and has a vested interest in the lab's discoveries. In the next decade, Norway is expected to become a "super-aged society," in which more than one in five people are age 65 or older. Japan and Germany have already crossed this threshold, and the United States is expected to reach it by 2030. Age-related muscle weakness is a major factor in falling risk; falling is a leading cause worldwide of injury and death in people 65 and older. Better understanding how muscles remember and react to their weakest moments is a crucial step toward knowing what to do about it.



As part of the new study, Sharples's team studied repeated periods of atrophy in young human muscle, using a knee brace and crutches to immobilize participants' legs for two weeks at a time. This level of disuse, Sharples said, is comparable to real-world situations in which muscle rapidly loses size and function--limb immobilization after fractures or other injuries, periods of hospitalization or bed rest, reduced weight-bearing during recovery. A couple of years ago, I went to observe this research for my book On Muscle; one study participant, an avid skier and cyclist, told me he was shocked by how significantly the muscles in his leg deteriorated after just a couple of weeks of immobilization. The team also ran a concurrent study in aged rat muscle, in collaboration with Liverpool John Moores University; in both studies, repeated periods of disuse led to epigenetic changes--shifts in the way genes were expressed.



These changes affected the core functions of muscle cells, hampering the genes in mitochondria--the powerhouses of the cell, which generate the energy required to contract and relax muscle fibers. Letting muscles weaken suppressed genes involved in mitochondrial function and energy production in particular, including genes that are essential for muscle endurance and recovery. The researchers also found that a key marker of mitochondrial abundance dropped more drastically after repeated atrophy than after the first episode, indicating that repeated disuse makes muscle more vulnerable. In other words, the evidence suggests that every time you fall down the hole, it becomes more difficult to climb back out.



Similar changes occurred in both the young human muscle and the aged rat muscle. But the young muscle could adapt and recover. After repeated atrophy, it showed a less exaggerated gene-expression response than the aged muscle did. "There seems to be some resilience and protection with young muscle the second time around," Sharples said. He likened this to an immune-system response: Young muscle responds better to atrophy the second time because it has encountered it before and knows how to bounce back. By contrast, aged muscle becomes more sensitive after repeated atrophy, showing a worsened response with the second episode.



How long our muscles hold on to any of these memories is still up for debate. "Because of our study periods, we do know with some certainty that epigenetic memories can last at least three to four months, and that protein changes can also be retained," Sharples said. "How long after that is difficult to say. But we know from our studies of cancer patients that epigenetic changes in muscle were retained even 10 years out from cancer survival."



This was startling to hear. If an adverse health event is dramatic enough, like cancer, our muscles can carry the effects of that for a decade or more. More typically, though, inactivity, aging, and repeated episodes of disuse may gradually shift the system toward a state in which weakness becomes more entrenched and recovery slower.



Understanding what drives muscle to remember being in stress situations--either beneficial, like exercise, or damaging, like illness--could help us better judge what to do about this, says Kevin Murach, an associate professor at the University of Arkansas who studies aging and skeletal muscle and who was not involved in the new study. Knowing the mechanisms that drive beneficial changes at the molecular level could help develop drugs with similar effects. On the other end of the spectrum, if illness and immobilization have long-term negative effects, Murach told me, the next question to answer is: "Can we use exercise to offset that?"



Both Murach and Sharples said the data are getting only more robust that strength training, paired with endurance or high-intensity interval training, is the best therapy to protect against age-related loss of muscle and function. "Perhaps the key takeaway is that at any point along this continuum, new exercise or loading stimuli can still shift the balance back towards growth and health," Sharples said. "I don't think there is a point at which muscle can't respond at all--it simply becomes less efficient when repeatedly weakened or when older."



Identifying genes associated with muscle growth, as well as pharmaceutical targets, could mean that drugs or gene therapy may eventually be able to assist with boosting muscle response for people who cannot exercise. Murach and Sharples cautioned, though, that stimulating muscle-cell growth can have unintended consequences, in part because growth pathways are common across cell types--including cancer cells.



What the new work does show is that our muscle mass is not a blank slate. "What we're finding suggests that our muscles may carry a history of both strength and weakness," Sharples said. It's shaped by factors including age, baseline muscle health, previous atrophy events, and previous exercise training. "And that history shapes how our muscles respond in the future." I came away from our conversation thinking about the battle between positive muscle memory for strength and negative muscle memory for atrophy as a kind of tug-of-war: The two are constantly in tension, but the more experiences you have of one or the other, the more it pulls you into its embrace.
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The Best Flu Drug Americans Aren't Taking

This flu season has been rough. Antivirals can help.

by Sarah Zhang

Mon, 12 Jan 2026




Updated at 6:00 PM ET on January 12, 2026

Antiviral drugs for influenza, the best known of which is Tamiflu, are--let's be honest--not exactly miracle cures. They marginally shorten the course of illness, especially if taken within the first 48 hours. But amid possibly the worst flu season in 25 years, driven by a variant imperfectly matched to the vaccine, these underused drugs can make a bout of flu a little less miserable. So consider an antiviral. And specifically, consider Xofluza, a lesser-known drug that is in fact better than Tamiflu.



The culprit behind this awful flu season is subclade K, a variant of H3N2 discovered too late to be incorporated into this year's flu vaccine. Early data suggest the shot likely does confer at least some protection against this variant, but the jury is still out on whether that protection is much eroded from usual. What is undeniable, though, is a recent explosion of influenza cases. In New York, which was hit early and hard, the number of people hospitalized for flu broke records. Across the rest of the country, cases have been going up a "straight line," nearly everywhere all at once, which is highly unusual, Arnold Monto, an epidemiologist at the University of Michigan who has been studying influenza for some 60 years, told me last week. Cases seem to be finally leveling off now, but much misery still lies ahead.



For flu, antivirals are a second but oft-overlooked line of defense after vaccines. "We are dramatically and drastically underutilizing influenza antivirals," Janet Englund, a pediatric-infectious-disease specialist at the University of Washington, told me. Even the older, more commonly prescribed drug Tamiflu reaches only a tiny percentage of flu patients every year. Actual numbers are hard to come by, but compare the estimated 1.2 million prescriptions for Tamiflu and its generic form in 2023 with the some 40 million people who likely got the flu in the winter of 2023-24. Xofluza is even less popular, and exact prescription numbers even harder to find. But they are possibly somewhere from just 1 to 10 percent that of Tamiflu.



The two antivirals are equally effective at allaying symptoms, both shortening the duration of flu by about a day. But Xofluza, which was approved in 2018, offers some tangible benefits over Tamiflu.



First, Xofluza is simply more convenient, a single dose compared with Tamiflu's 10, which are taken over five days, twice a day. It also causes fewer of the gastrointestinal side effects, such as vomiting and nausea, that patients on Tamiflu will sometimes experience. All in all, a course of Xofluza might be easier for you--or your kid already queasy from the flu itself--to get down and keep down. (That is, if they are old enough to take it: Xofluza is approved for kids ages 5 and up in the United States, but ages 1 and up in Europe; only Tamiflu is recommended for kids down to newborn age as well as for women who are pregnant or breastfeeding.)



Second, Xofluza makes you less contagious to the rest of your family. It drives down the amount of virus spewed by sick patients more quickly than Tamiflu, possibly because of differences in how the two drugs work. Whereas Xofluza stops the virus from replicating, Tamiflu can only prevent already replicated viruses from exiting infected cells to infect others. In a study that Monto led last year, Xofluza cut household transmission by almost one-third compared with a placebo. Tamiflu might reduce transmission too, according to other studies, but probably to a lesser degree than Xofluza.



Third, Xofluza is better at heading off serious post-flu complications such as pneumonia or myocarditis. Patients on Xofluza needed fewer ER visits and hospitalizations than did those on Tamiflu, according to studies of large real-world data sets from insurance claims and medical records. This means that Xofluza should be the antiviral of choice for high-risk patients, including those over 65, who are most prone to these complications, Frederick Hayden, a flu expert at the University of Virginia who led one of the original Xofluza trials, told me. (Hayden has consulted on an unpaid basis, aside from travel expenses, for the companies behind Xofluza.)



The fourth advantage is less relevant to this season because the dominant subclade belongs to the influenza A family. But Xofluza is noticeably more effective against influenza B than Tamiflu, which tends to falter against this family of viruses.



Despite these benefits, awareness of Xofluza remains low. "It hasn't been used as much as it should be," Monto said, for reasons of cost and accessibility. Tamiflu, first approved in 1999, is available as a generic for less than $30 even without insurance. Xofluza is still patented and runs $150 to $200 a person. Because it's less popular, pharmacies are less likely to stock it, making doctors less eager to prescribe it, and so on. In October, though, the company that markets Xofluza in the U.S. launched a direct-to-customer program that sells the drug for the comparably bargain price of $50 without insurance, along with same-day delivery in some areas. Even the flu-drug experts I spoke with, though, were not all aware of this new, more accessible route. The CDC still lists Tamiflu first and foremost in its recommendations, too.



For flu antivirals to be more widely used would also require better testing. Both Xofluza and Tamiflu are most effective within the first 48 hours of symptoms, and the earlier the better. Traditionally, a sick person would have to get to a doctor, get a flu test, get a prescription, and finally get to a pharmacy--which can easily put them past the first 48 hours. But COVID popularized at-home rapid testing, and combination COVID-flu tests have landed on pharmacies shelves recently. With telehealth and home delivery, you can get an antiviral without ever leaving the house.



Still, the at-home tests are expensive, Englund pointed out, about $20 a pop here, compared with just a couple of bucks in Europe. The expense can add up for a whole family. In Japan, where antivirals are widely used, nearly everyone with a flu-like illness gets a routine rapid test and, if necessary, antivirals, both largely covered by the public health-care system. (Xofluza was developed by the Japanese company Shionogi, which also makes Xocova, a promising COVID antiviral my colleague Rachel Gutman-Wei has written about that is not available in the U.S.)



If the U.S. were better at using antivirals, especially in the high-risk patients, the number of Americans dying of flu--roughly 38,000 last year--would likely drop, Cameron Wolfe, an infectious-diseases expert at Duke, told me. Doctors recommend that people at high risk for flu take antivirals prophylactically, upon exposure to anyone with flu, before symptoms appear. Both Xofluza and Tamiflu as prophylaxis can cut the chances of getting sick by upwards of 80 percent.



For healthy people who fall ill, antivirals can ease the burden of flu, which is nasty even when it is not deadly. "I don't want you to be out of work longer than you need to be. I don't want you to not be a caregiver for your kids," Wolfe said. "Maybe you have business travel coming up, and I don't want you to be sick still on that plane." With challenges around access to antivirals, he said that "the best drug is the one you can get." Both Tamiflu and Xofluza can make this historically bad flu season a little more bearable.



This story originally stated that Xocova, not Xofluza, when given as a prophylaxis for flu, cut the chance of illness by 80 percent. Xocova is a COVID antiviral.
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The Flu Really Is That Bad

The virus is storming the country, a reminder of how terrible its toll can be.

by Katherine J. Wu

Sat, 10 Jan 2026




The flu situation in the United States right now is, in a word, bad. Infections have skyrocketed in recent weeks, filling hospitals nearly to capacity; viral levels are "high" or "very high" in most of the country. In late December, New York reported the most flu cases the state had ever recorded in a single week. My own 18-month-old brought home influenza six days before Christmas: He spiked a fever above 103 degrees for days, refusing foods and most fluids; I spent the holiday syringing electrolyte water into his mouth, while battling my own fever and chills. This year's serving of flu already seems set to be more severe than average, Seema Lakdawala, a flu virologist at Emory University, told me. This season could be a reprise of last winter's, the most severe on record since the start of the coronavirus pandemic--or, perhaps, worse.



At the same time, what the U.S. is experiencing right now "fits within the general spectrum of what we would expect," Taison Bell, an infectious-disease and critical-care physician at the University of Virginia Health System, told me. This is simply how the flu behaves: The virus is responsible for one of the roughest respiratory illnesses that Americans regularly suffer, routinely causing hundreds of thousands of people to be hospitalized annually in the U.S., tens of thousands of whom die. (So far this season, the flu has killed more than 5,000 people, including at least nine children.) Influenza is capable of even worse--sparking global pandemics, for instance, including some of the deadliest in history. These current tolls, however, are well within the bounds of just how awful the "seasonal" flu can be. "It's another flu year, and it sucks," Bell said.



Although flu is a ubiquitous winter illness, it is also one of the least understood. Scientists have been puzzling over the virus for decades, but many aspects of its rapid evolution and transmission patterns, as well as the ways in which our bodies defend against it, remain frustratingly mysterious. Flu seasons, as a rule, differ drastically from one another, and "we don't have a great understanding of why one ends up being more severe than another," Samuel Scarpino, an infectious-disease-modeling researcher at Northeastern University, told me. Experts' flu-dar has also been especially out of whack in recent years, since the arrival of COVID-19 disrupted typical flu-transmission patterns. (An entire lineage of flu, for instance, may have been driven to extinction by pandemic-mitigation measures.) The virus is still finding its new norm.



Even so, a few things about this season's ongoing torment are clear. Much of the blame rests on the season's dominant flu variant--subclade K, which belongs to the H3N2 group of influenza. As flus go, H3N2s tend to be more likely to hospitalize and kill people; most of the worst flu seasons of the past decade in the U.S. have been driven by H3N2 surges. Subclade K doesn't seem to be an unusually virulent variant, which is to say it's probably no more likely to cause severe disease than a typical version of H3N2. But it does seem to be better at dodging our immune defenses, making the net effect similar, because it can lead to more people getting sicker than they otherwise would. That's not a trivial effect for a disease that, even in mild cases, can cause days of high fevers and chills, followed by potentially weeks of that delightful run-over-by-a-truck feeling.



At UVA Health, Bell has seen a major uptick in people testing positive for the virus in recent weeks. Like others, his hospital is close to full, straining its capacity to treat other illnesses, he said. In Michigan, too, where Molly O'Shea cares for children at multiple pediatric practices, "we are seeing a ton of influenza, just a ton," she told me. "Our schedule is overflowing." Several of her school-age patients have wound up in the hospital, despite being previously healthy; a few have ended up with serious complications such as pneumonia and brain inflammation. The worst cases, she said, have been among the children who didn't get their annual flu shot.



Flu vaccines are not among the most impressive immunizations in our roster. Although they're generally pretty effective at protecting against severe disease, hospitalization, and death, they don't reliably stave off infection or transmission. And they're frequently bamboozled by the virus itself, which shape-shifts so frequently throughout the year, as it ping-pongs from hemisphere to hemisphere, that by the time flu vaccines roll out to the public, they're often at least a little out of sync with what's currently circulating.



That's another aggravating factor this year. Researchers first detected subclade K in June, months after experts selected the strains that would go into the fall flu-vaccine formulation. Recent data suggest that vaccination may still elicit some immune defenses that recognize subclade K, and preliminary estimates from the United Kingdom suggest that this year's formulations may be especially effective at preventing severe disease in children, who, along with the elderly, are highly vulnerable to the flu. (For all the misery my family endured, none of us ended up in the hospital--which suggests that our vaccinations did their job.)



Children also tend to be the biggest drivers of flu's spread. "They are the source, many times, of explosions of transmission," Lakdawala told me. In the U.K., for instance, which experienced an unusually early start to the flu season, school-age kids appear to have driven much of the epidemic, Scarpino pointed out. In the U.S., too, case rates among children have been particularly high. Although the vaccine primarily limits severe disease, it can also affect how quickly the virus travels through a community. And yet only about half of American kids get the vaccine each year, despite long-standing universal recommendations for annual immunization. "It's a vaccine that parents have never really treated as a vaccine that every child should get," O'Shea said.



Those choices might be influenced by the ways many people underestimate the flu--a term often used to describe any cold-weather ailment that comes with a runny nose, cough, or even gastrointestinal upset. In reality, flu has long ranked as one of the U.S.'s top 10 or top 15 causes of death--a scourge that, through its impact on the health-care system, the workforce, and the economy at large, costs the country billions of dollars each year. Against such a substantial threat, we should be using "everything in our toolbox to protect ourselves," Lakdawala said.



Yet the Trump administration is actively impeding the process of flu vaccination. Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has also said that it may be "a better thing" if fewer people are immunized against the flu--and insisted, incorrectly, that "there is no scientific evidence that the flu vaccine prevents serious illness, hospitalizations, or death in children." The federal government recommended annual flu vaccines for all children until earlier this month, when HHS pushed through changes that demoted multiple immunizations from its recommended schedule. HHS now says that families should consult with their health-care provider before taking the shot. Such a recommendation suggests that the vaccines' overall benefits are ambiguous enough to require discussion--and puts an additional burden on both patients and health-care providers, who can administer what was once a routine vaccine only after a conversation that must then be documented.



The nation's leaders have also compromised one of the country's best chances to develop more effective, better-matched flu vaccines in the future, by defunding research into mRNA vaccines. The current flu-vaccine manufacturing process takes so long that the included strains for the Northern Hemisphere must be selected by February or so--which provides plenty of time for the virus to evolve before the autumn rollout begins, as happened this year. "We pretty regularly have a bad match for the flu," Scarpino said. mRNA vaccines promised the possibility of faster development, allowing researchers to stay more closely on the flu's heels and switch out viral ingredients in as little as two or three months. That degree of flexibility also would have sped the response to the next flu pandemic.



In an email, Andrew Nixon, HHS's deputy assistant secretary for media relations, disputed the characterization that the department's new policies impede flu vaccination, writing, "Providers continue to offer flu vaccines, and insurance coverage remains unchanged. The recommendation supports shared clinical decision-making between patients and clinicians and does not prevent timely vaccination. People can continue to receive flu vaccines if they choose to do so."



For the current season, much of the U.S.'s fate may already be sealed: Fewer than half of Americans have gotten a flu vaccine this season, while the virus continues to spread. "If you find yourself in a place where there are people sick with flu, you're probably gonna get sick," Scarpino said. That logic likely holds true for his own family, in Massachusetts, where flu activity has been high for weeks. They've so far made it through unscathed, but Scarpino said, "I feel like it's a matter of time."
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America Has Entered Late-Stage Protein

This has gone too far.

by Rachel Sugar

Sat, 10 Jan 2026




On a recent Tuesday morning, I was blessed with a miracle in a mini-mart. I had set out to find the protein bar I kept hearing about, only to find a row of empty boxes. But then I spotted the shimmer. Pushed to the back of one carton, gleaming in its gold wrapper, was a single Salted Peanut Butter David Protein Bar. It was mine.



David bars are putty-like rectangles of pure nutritional efficiency: 28 grams of protein stuffed into 150 calories, or roughly the equivalent of eight egg whites cooked without oil. They are booming right now. After all, in this era of protein mania, one must always be optimizing. A Quest bar might get you 20 grams of protein for just under 200 calories, but David--named after Michelangelo's masterpiece--does more for less. "Humans aren't perfect," promises one David tagline, "but David is." Why, given the possibility of perfection, would you accept eight grams less?

If a food with more protein is better, then it follows that a food with less is worse. After eating my David bar, I couldn't help but feel a little bit bad about my dinner of brown rice and spicy chickpeas. A cup of Eden Foods organic chickpeas (240 calories) gets you a measly 12 grams. Now that I was living in the world of David, I was newly ambivalent about eating anything that wasn't chunks of unadulterated protein. I am fueling, I thought, shoving cubes of baked tofu into my mouth. Did you know that green peas have an unusual amount of protein for a vegetable? With unsettling frequency, I began to add frozen peas to my dinners. (They're not great on cacio e pepe, it turns out.)



I have become quietly obsessed with this one single macronutrient. How could I not be? Everything is protein now: There are protein chips and protein ice creams and cinnamon protein Cheerios. Lemonade is protein, and so is water. Last month, Chipotle introduced a "high protein cup" consisting of four ounces of cubed chicken. Melanie Masarin, the founder and CEO of Ghia, a nonalcoholic-drink brand, recently told me that an investor asked her whether Ghia has plans for a high-protein aperitif. No, but the investor's logic was obvious: Healthy people, the kind who tend to watch their drinking, only want one thing. This week, the federal government released its latest set of dietary guidelines--including a newly inverted food pyramid. At the top is protein.

Read: Protein madness has gone too far

In some ways, protein is just the latest all-consuming nutritional fixation. For decades, the goal was to avoid fat, which meant that pretzels were good and peanut butter was bad and fat-free Snackwell's devil's-food cookie cakes were a cultural phenomenon. Then Americans rediscovered fat and villainized carbs. But protein is different. Whatever your dreams are, protein seems to be the answer. It supports muscle gain, for those trying to bulk up, but it's also satiating, which means people trying to lose weight are also advised to eat more protein. It has the power to make you bigger and more jacked, but also smaller and more delicate. People on GLP-1s are supposed to be especially mindful of their protein intake, to prevent muscle loss on extremely low-calorie diets, but so are weight lifters.



It is a nutritional philosophy that encourages not restriction but abundance: as much protein as possible, all the time. You can have your cake and eat it too (as long as it is made with "protein flour"). In a world where the very act of eating feels fraught, layered with a lifetime of rules and fads and judgments about what food is and is not "good," protein offers absolution: You don't have to feel bad about this. It has so many grams! What a beautifully straightforward recommendation: Eat more of this one thing that happens to be everywhere, and that frequently tastes good.



The low rattle of protein mania--the protein matchas and protein Pop-Tarts and protein seasonings to sprinkle on your protein chicken cubes--can be as maddening as it is inescapable. Everybody knows that you are supposed to eat a varied diet with many different types of foods that provide many different nutrients. But only protein is endowed with a special kind of redemptive power. Nobody is pretending that tortilla chips are a cornerstone of a balanced diet, but if they're protein tortilla chips (7 grams), well, then maybe they're at least fine. This is fantastic news if your goal is to enjoy tortilla chips, but it does have a tendency to recast all food that has not been protein-ified--either by nature or by the addition of whey-protein isolate--as a minor failure. It is depressing to look at a pile of roasted vegetables, arranged elegantly over couscous, and think: I will try harder tomorrow. I know, because I do it.



Protein is supposed to allow people to realize their untapped potential--to make us stronger and sharper. I suspect, though, that I would be stronger and sharper if I could stop ambiently thinking about my protein intake. That the world is now covered in a protein-infused haze provides constant reminders that I am falling short. Lots of protein evangelists will tell you that this is how cavemen ate, and therefore it is good. I think the best part of being a caveman would be not worrying about protein.



As nutritional trends go, there are worse obsessions than protein. Even if there is still significant debate about how much protein one needs, you are unlikely to send yourself into kidney failure because you protein-maxxed too hard. But the fanatical focus on protein as the true answer, the universal key to transforming the body you have into the one you want--7 grams, 28 grams, 11 grams, a chicken smoothie--feels eerily familiar. We counted calories, grams of fat, carbohydrates, trying to distill the messy science of nutrition into one single quantitative metric. Protein, for all its many virtues, is just another thing to count.
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The Bones of Children's Mouths Are Being Wrenched Apart

A fervor for reshaping young mouths has taken hold in orthodontics. What purpose does it really serve?

by Daniel Engber

Fri, 09 Jan 2026




Every night before bedtime, my daughter tilts back her head so that a pair of metal plates inside her mouth can be cranked apart another quarter of a millimeter. We turn a jackscrew with a wire tip; it spreads the bones within her upper jaw. At times she groans or even cries: she says that she can feel the pressure up into her nose.



This is normal. My daughter is 9 years old. She has a palate expander.



So does her best friend, and, by her count, so does nearly one in four of the kids in her fourth-grade class. On Reddit's r/braces forum, a practitioner based in Frisco, Texas, said he was surprised by "how many parents ask me, 'Hey, does my child need an expander? Everyone else seems to have one.'" His colleagues seemed to notice something similar. "Everybody's being told they have a narrow jaw, and everyone's being given an expander," Neal Kravitz, the editor in chief of the Journal of Clinical Orthodontics, told me.



A generation ago, getting braces was a rite of passage into seventh grade. Today, the reshaping of a child's smile may commence a few years earlier, at 7, 8, or 9 years old. At that point, the two sides of the upper jawbone haven't yet joined together, a fact that is propitious for a different orthodontic process: instead of straightening, expansion. During this phase of life, when kids still have some baby teeth, a tiny dungeon rack may be wedged between a child's upper teeth, then used to spread her upper jaw and--proponents say--introduce essential room for sprouting teeth.



The expander is an old device; debates about its use are hardly any younger. What seems to have been the first expander was described in 1860, in the journal The Dental Cosmos, by a San Francisco dentist named Emerson Angell. He wrote of "an apparatus, simple and efficient," that he'd placed into the mouth of a young patient. Then he'd told her to expand it, day by day, by advancing a central screw--just as my daughter does today. But the journal's editors were skeptical of Angell's work. We "must beg leave to differ with the writer in the conclusion arrived at," they announced in a prefatory note, foreshadowing a long disagreement within the field.



This concerned the merits of expansion versus those of extraction--whether a child's jaw should be broadened to accommodate her teeth, or whether certain teeth should be pulled to accommodate her jaw. Around the turn of the 20th century, the influential orthodontist Edward Angle favored jaw broadening; he believed that all children should have their teeth intact, nestled in a capacious jaw, as exemplified by a human skull that had been ransacked from an Indian burial mound not far from where he practiced, which he called "Old Glory." A few decades later, though, orthodontic research found that expanded jaws might still "relapse" into a narrow shape. By the 1970s, pulling teeth became the rule, Daniel Rinchuse, a Seton Hill University professor of orthodontics, told me.



This consensus was itself short-lived, he said--not because the field had come across some new and better mouth-expanding tech but because of fears about the supposed ill effects of doing too many extractions. Some dentists claimed that what was then the standard approach in orthodontics could even lead to painful disorders of the temporomandibular joint, or TMJ. In the face of these concerns, expanders made a comeback.



Eventually, some orthodontists started claiming that expanders had another major benefit--that prying open a child's palate could improve her breathing and prevent sleep apnea. Some now recommend this airway-focused intervention not just for kids my daughter's age but for toddlers too.



The basis for the trend was never really scientific, though. "Do expanders prevent obstructive sleep apnea? In capital letters: NO WAY," Kravitz said. "There are endless research papers on this stuff." The problem isn't that expanders have no value, he continued; it's that they're clearly overused. According to Rinchuse, who co-edited the book Evidence-Based Clinical Orthodontics, the idea that extracting teeth will lead to joint disorders has never been proved. Indeed, no "high-quality evidence" supports expansion of the upper jaw for any reason, he said, except in cases where a child has been diagnosed with posterior "crossbite." He said that, overall, orthodontic practice is less constrained by evidence than other fields of health care are, because the ill effects of bad decisions will be slight. As he put it, "In orthodontics, no one dies."



Steven Siegel, the current president of the American Association of Orthodontists, acknowledged that some practitioners may be inclined to put a rack on every child's palate: "There are some abuses," he told me. But he also argued that the recent increase in expander use hasn't really been dramatic, and that for the most part, the devices are used to positive effect. For people with a narrow jaw and crowded teeth, he said, expanders can prevent the need for extractions down the road; some kids, at least, could see improvements in their breathing. When I noted that I'd heard the opposite on both counts from Kravitz and Rinchuse, he responded that they simply disagreed. "I have great respect for both of them," he said. "I would say that there is a controversy."



For the record, my daughter is delighted by the treatment she's received: In a recent family interview, conducted over breakfast, she described her course of orthodontics as "cool and fun." Her orthodontist (who happens to be a former high-school classmate) has been thoughtful and communicative, and I've recommended her to several other families. Still, despite the fact that no one dies from orthodontics, one might also choose to avoid a treatment that costs several thousand dollars, has disputed benefits, and may cause modest pain--not to mention any moral injury that may accrue from tilting back your daughter's head and cranking open metal plates to wrench her face apart.



And despite whatever caused expander mania, its existence can be jarring for a parent who grew up in the prior era of orthodontics. Indeed, the period during which this trend developed--from, say, the late 1980s until the early 2020s--happens to coincide with the stretch that intervened between my own entry into middle school and my daughter's. For my fellow members of this cohort, expansion of the fourth-grade palate appears to be a strange and sudden social norm. During one visit to the orthodontist, my daughter and I found a handful of children about her age seated in a line of dental chairs, with technicians leaning over each of them to turn the screw of their expander. It was like we'd all gathered there for some initiation rite for children of the tribe that dwells on Cobble Hill in Brooklyn--a ritual of widening.



Not long after that, I called up Luke Glowacki, an anthropologist at Boston University who co-directs a research project in Ethiopia's Omo Valley, where body modifications--and dental modifications in particular--are not uncommon. He told me about social groups there and elsewhere in which a child's teeth might be filed down to points or a person's lower lip stretched out with a plate.



Is orthodontics any different? It presents itself as curative and scientific, but many orthodontists' websites are replete with beauty claims as well: An expander may "protect your child's facial appearance" or provide "enhancement to the facial profile." Siegel said that a broadened palate gives "a more aesthetic width of the smile." Kravitz said that it could help shrink the unattractive gaps inside a person's cheeks--"dark buccal corridors," in the language of the field.



In East Africa, dental and other body modifications carry similar ambiguities of purpose. Filing down a person's teeth, for instance, or removing them altogether "may also be done for ostensible health reasons," Glowacki said. Some body-modification rituals could be understood to ward off harmful spirits, for example. In other words, they're prophylactic. Glowacki also told me about a Nyangatom woman he knows who has scars carved into both her shoulder and forehead. The former are purely decorative, but she'd received the latter on account of being sick.



Glowacki is a parent, too, and I asked him whether his training as an anthropologist affected how he thought about expanders or other anatomical procedures, such as ear piercing, that are carried out on children in the United States at industrial scale. "You're not gonna find any society in the world that doesn't modify their body in some way in accordance with their ideas of beauty or of health," he said. "We're doing what societies all over the world do." If now I've paid an orthodontist to reshape my daughter's mouth, maybe that's just human nature.
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Eat More Deer

America is letting good meat go to waste.

by Yasmin Tayag

Fri, 09 Jan 2026




Updated at 5:14 p.m. ET on January 9, 2026

The deer were out there. The crisp tracks in the snow made that clear. Three hours into our hunt through the frigid New Hampshire woods, Ryan Calsbeek, a rangy 51-year-old biology professor at Dartmouth, guessed that 200 animals were hiding in the trees around us. Calsbeek and I were 20 feet up a pignut hickory, crouching on a creaky platform. His friend Max Overstrom-Coleman, a stocky 46-year-old bar owner from Vermont, had climbed a distant tree and strung himself up by a harness, readying his compound bow and swaying in the wind. Shivering in camo jackets and neon-orange beanies, we peered into the darkening forest, daring it to move.

I had joined Calsbeek's December hunt to try to get my hands on high-quality red meat. Calsbeek had yet to kill a deer that season, but in previous years, he told me, a single animal kept his family of four well fed through the winter. His young daughters especially liked to eat deer heart; apparently, it's marvelously rich and tender. My mouth watered at the thought. The last time I'd tasted venison was more than a decade ago at a fancy restaurant in Toronto, where it was served as carpaccio, drizzled in oil and so fresh that it may as well have pranced out of the woods and onto my plate.

A bounty of such succulent, free-range meat is currently running through America's backyards. The continental United States is home to some 30 million white-tailed deer, and in many areas, their numbers are growing too rapidly for comfort. Each year, a white-tailed doe can typically birth up to three fawns, which themselves can reproduce as soon as six months later.

Wherever deer are overabundant, they are at best a nuisance and at worst a plague. They trample gardens, destroy farmland, carry ticks that spread Lyme disease, and disrupt forest ecosystems, allowing invasive species to spread. They are involved in tens of thousands of car crashes each year in New York and New Jersey, where state wildlife departments have encouraged hunters to harvest more deer. In especially populated regions, wildlife agencies hire sharpshooters to cull the animals. Last year, New Hampshire legislators expanded the deer-hunting season in an attempt to keep the population under control. By the looks of the forest floor, which was pitted with hoof marks and scattered with marble-shaped droppings, that effort was falling short.

Over the past decade, some states have proposed a simple, if controversial, strategy for bringing deer under control: Couldn't people like me--who don't hunt but aren't opposed to it--eat more venison?

Venison may not be a staple of American cuisine, but it has a place in many people's diets. Health influencers laud it as a lean, low-calorie, nutrient-dense source of protein. Venison jerky sticks are sold at big-box stores and advertised as snacks for people on Whole30 and keto diets. Higher-end grocery stores, such as Wegmans and Whole Foods, sell ground venison for upwards of $12 a pound, roughly twice the cost of ground beef.

Part of the reason venison is so expensive is that most of it is not homegrown. It's mostly imported from New Zealand, which has sent more than 5 million pounds of the stuff to the U.S. every year since 2020. Beef, the dominant red meat in the States, has historically been more affordable. But beef prices jumped nearly 15 percent in 2025, and the conventional kind sold in most supermarkets comes from cattle raised in abysmal conditions. If high-quality venison were cheaper and more widely available, it could be an appetizing alternative.

In recent years, a few deer-swamped states, including New Jersey and Maryland, have tried to legalize the sale of hunted venison, which would deliver two key benefits: more deer out of the ecosystem and more venison on people's plates. Despite the sport's association with trophies, many deer hunters are motivated by the prospect of obtaining meat, and they can only consume so much. "It's for your own table," Overstrom-Coleman said as he fixed climbing sticks onto a tree to form a makeshift ladder. He had already stocked his freezer full of venison this season ("That son of a bitch," Calsbeek whispered, once we'd left our companion in his tree) and planned, as many hunters do, to donate any excess meat to a food bank.

Hunting is waning in popularity, in part because younger people are less keen on participating than older generations. Efforts to bring in more hunters, such as programs to train women and youth in outdoor skills, are under way in many states. Women are the fastest-growing demographic, and they participate largely to acquire food, Moira Tidball, the executive director at the Cornell Cooperative Extension who leads hunting classes for women, told me. Still, interest is not growing fast enough for the subsistence-and-donation system to keep deer numbers in check.

Read: America needs hunting more than it knows

It's hard to imagine a better incentive for deer hunting than allowing hunters to sell their venison to stores and restaurants. But the idea is antithetical to a core tenet of American conservation. For more than 100 years, the country's wild game has flourished under the protection of hunters and their allies, steadfast in their belief that the nation's animals are not for sale.

The last time this many white-tailed deer roamed America's woodlands, the country didn't yet exist. To the English colonists who arrived in the New World, the deer bounding merrily through the forests may as well have been leaping bags of cash. Back home, deer belonged to the Crown, and as such, could be hunted only by the privileged few, Keith Tidball, a hunter and an environmental anthropologist at Cornell (and Moira's spouse), told me. In the colonies, they were free for the taking.

Colonists founded a robust trans-Atlantic trade for deer hide, a particularly popular leather for making work boots and breeches, which drastically reduced the deer population. In Walden, Henry David Thoreau notes a man who preserved the horns "of the last deer that was killed in this vicinity." The animals were already close to disappearing from many areas at the beginning of what ecologists have called the "exploitation era" of white-tailed deer, starting in the mid-19th century. Fifty years later, America was home to roughly half a million deer, down 99 percent from precolonial days.

The commerce-driven decimation of the nation's wildlife--not just deer but birds, elk, bears, and many other animals--unsettled many Americans, especially hunters. In 1900, Representative John Lacey of Iowa, a hunter and close friend of Theodore Roosevelt's, introduced a bill to ban the trafficking of America's wildlife. (As Roosevelt, who notoriously hunted to collect trophies, wrote in 1913, "If there is to be any shooting there must be something to shoot.") The Lacey Act remains one of the most binding federal conservation laws in existence today.

From the May 1906 issue: Camping with President Theodore Roosevelt

The law is partly contingent on state policies, which make exceptions for certain species. Hunters in most states, for example, can legally harvest and sell the pelts of fur-bearing species such as otters, raccoons, and coyotes. But attempts to carve out similar exceptions for hunted venison, including the bills in Maryland and New Jersey, have failed. In 2022, the Mississippi attorney general published a statement that opened up the possibility of legalizing the sale of hunted deer, provoking fierce opposition from hunters and conservationists; today, the option remains open but has not led to any policy changes. Last year, an Indiana state representative introduced a bill that would allow the sale of hunted venison, but so far it has gone nowhere.

The practical reason such proposals keep failing is that allowing the sale of hunted meat would require huge investments in infrastructure. Systems to process meat according to state and federal laws would have to be developed, as would rapid testing for chronic wasting disease, an illness akin to mad cow that could, theoretically, spread to humans who eat infected meat, though no cases have ever been reported. Such systems could, of course, be implemented. Hunted deer is sold in some common grocery stores in the United Kingdom, such as Waitrose and Aldi. (Notably, chronic wasting disease is not a concern there.)

Read: Deer are beta-testing a nightmare disease

Although the sheer abundance of deer makes them easy to imagine as steaks on legs, several experts cautioned that some people's affection for the animals runs deep. Deer are cute; they're docile; they're Bambi. David Drake, a forestry and wildlife professor at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, likens them to America's "sacred cow." As Drake and a colleague have outlined in a paper proposing a model for commercialized venison hunting in the U.S., any modern system would be fundamentally different from the colonial-era approach because it would be regulated, mostly by state wildlife agencies. But powerful coalitions of hunters and conservationists remain both faithful to the notion that wild game shouldn't be sold and fearful that history will repeat itself. As the Congressional Sportsmen's Foundation, a national hunting association, puts it, "Any effort to recreate markets for game species represents a significant threat to the future of our nation's sportsmen-led conservation efforts." Some of the fiercest pushback to the New Jersey law, Drake told me, came from the state wildlife agency.

The only U.S. state with a deer-related exception to the Lacey Act is Vermont. During the open deer-hunting season (which spans roughly from fall to winter in the Northeast) and for 20 days afterward, Vermonters can legally sell any meat that they harvest. This policy was introduced in 1961, and yet, "I am not aware of anyone who actually takes advantage of it," Nick Fortin, a wildlife biologist at Vermont's Fish and Wildlife Department, told me. He added that the department, which manages the exasperated homeowners and destabilized forests that deer leave in their path, has been discussing how to raise awareness about the law.

Even after I explained the 1961 law to several Vermont hunters, they were hesitant to sell me any meat. Hunted meat is meant to be shared freely, or at most bartered for other items or goodwill, Greg Boglioli, a Vermont hunter and store owner, told me. I met Boglioli at the rural home of his friend Fred Waite, a lifelong hunter whose front room alone was decorated with 20 deer heads. I had hoped to buy venison from Waite, but he insisted on sharing it for free. After all, he had plenty. His pantry was crammed with mason jars of stewed venison in liver-colored brine. On a table in the living room was the scarlet torso of a deer that his son had accidentally hit with his truck the other day, half-thawed and waiting to be cooked.

During our hunt, I found Overstrom-Coleman to be more open to the idea of selling the venison he hunted. "I guess that would be a pretty excellent way to share it," he said. Earlier in the season, he'd killed a deer in Vermont, and he was willing to sell me some of the meat the next day. At least, I thought as I stared into the motionless woods, I'd be going home with something.

From the July/August 2005 issue: Masters of the hunt

By the time the sun went down, the only deer I'd seen was a teetering doe in a video that Overstrom-Coleman had taken from his tree and sent to Calsbeek. "Too small to kill," he texted; he'd meet us in the parking lot. The air was glacial as Calsbeek and I trudged empty-handed toward the trailhead, hoofprints glinting mockingly in the light of our headlamps. From the trunk of the car, we took a consolation swig of Wild Turkey from a frosted bottle, and Overstrom-Coleman reminded me to visit the next day.

I found his chest freezer stuffed with paper-wrapped packages stamped with Deer 2025. He handed me three and refused to let me pay. Back home a few days later, I used one to make meatballs. Their sheer depth of flavor--earthy and robust, with a hint of nuttiness--made me wonder why I bothered to eat farmed meat at all.



This article originally misidentified Max Overstrom-Coleman's hunting weapon.
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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






Updated at 9:30 a.m. ET on January 9, 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 "relative 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 originally described "relative value units" as "revenue value units."
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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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The Climate Question That Economists Cannot Answer

Models can predict catastrophic or modest damages from climate change, but not which of these futures is coming.

by Noah Kaufman

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




Most Americans now accept the basic physics of climate change--that manmade greenhouse-gas emissions are raising global temperatures. Yet the public discussion of climate change is still remarkably broken in the United States. Leaders of one political party frame climate change as an existential emergency that threatens human life and prosperity. Leaders of the other dismiss it as a distraction from economic growth and energy security.

Economists like me, trained to think about trade-offs, are uneasy with both camps. But, in practice, we have helped fuel the extremes of this dysfunctional debate. High-profile economic studies claim to quantify the global damages that will be caused by climate change centuries into the future and have produced estimates that range from modest to catastrophic. They have lent a veneer of scientific authority to arguments for both complacency and alarm, even though these studies are far too limited to support either position.

Last week, the United States withdrew from the world's climate treaty, the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, among other international agreements and organizations that the White House said ran counter to "national interests, security, economic prosperity, or sovereignty." President Trump and his allies have previously claimed that climate change poses only a minor threat and have cherry-picked economic studies to support that view. In July, for instance, the administration released a report arguing that mainstream economics showed such negligible damages from climate change that any strong policy response was unjustified.

The report relies heavily on the work of the Yale economist William Nordhaus, who pioneered the use of economic models to quantify certain categories of damage caused by climate change. Nordhaus weighed those damages against the potential costs of reducing emissions, to identify what he called the "optimal" global-emissions path. This was groundbreaking work that won him the Nobel Prize in 2018, but his conclusions cut against the goals the world had set out in the Paris Agreement three years earlier: to limit warming to well below 2 degrees Celsius. Because Nordhaus's model showed relatively modest damages and high costs of avoiding them, it implied that only limited efforts should be taken to reduce warming. The optimal pathway that he presented in his Nobel Prize lecture entails well more than 3 degrees Celsius of warming by 2100, similar to projections of where the world appears headed today.

Although Nordhaus himself has long supported climate policy, in particular a carbon tax, opponents of climate policy have embraced his results as validation of doing nothing at all. Before becoming U.S. secretary of energy, Chris Wright wrote that Nordhaus's damage estimates show that climate change is "far less urgent" than other societal priorities and that reaching net-zero emissions by 2050, a key goal of the Biden administration, is "neither achievable nor humane."

At the opposite end of the spectrum, similar economic models are invoked to justify climate action at almost any cost. The Network for Greening the Financial System--a global consortium of central bankers and financial supervisors--had relied on a prominent study showing that climate change could reduce per capita incomes by 20 to 60 percent, compared with a world without climate impacts, by 2100. Events widely regarded as economic catastrophes--wars, financial crises, pandemics--are often shown to cause permanent income losses of single-digit percentage points.

That study, by researchers at the Potsdam Institute for Climate Impact Research, was retracted from the journal Nature last year because of methodological errors. (The paper's authors have said the issues raised were fair, and they are revising the article in hopes of republishing it.) The retraction, however, has largely been treated as an isolated incident, because the study was just one contribution to a growing body of research estimating that large economic damages will come from climate change, as well as disastrous noneconomic effects, including warming-induced deaths. Almost any climate policy appears cheap by comparison.

The implication of these studies, sometimes made explicit, is that economic evidence strongly supports the Paris Agreement's climate goals. Climate advocates, in turn, cite those targets to argue against new fossil-fuel infrastructure, such as liquefied-natural-gas terminals on the Gulf Coast and natural-gas pipelines in the Northeast.

Few economists embrace these all-or-nothing views on climate policy. Many would point out, for instance, that oil and natural-gas development could lower energy prices and spur economic activity that supports local communities. Conversely, jettisoning climate policy altogether amounts to giving up humanity's insurance policy against the risks that would be posed by a climate like we've never experienced. There is broad support within the profession for climate policies such as carbon prices and emissions standards that aim to reduce emissions with minimal economic disruption. Indeed, the central message of Nordhaus's work is the importance of balancing the benefits and costs of climate action, rather than identifying any particular pathway forward.

Despite this, the most visible use of climate-economics analysis today is to advance extreme arguments that most economists do not agree with. How did that happen?

One important reason is that policy makers want these damage estimates. Elected officials want to show that the benefits of their preferred climate policies exceed the costs. When I worked at the Council of Economic Advisers, part of my job was to implement an executive order from President Biden to "capture the full costs" of greenhouse-gas emissions in regulatory decisions. Many other jurisdictions similarly require the use of climate-damage estimates in policy processes.

The economic analysis of climate change is a worthwhile endeavor: It can help identify where climate risks are concentrated, who bears them, and which responses are most likely to reduce harm. But quantitative estimates of aggregated global damages over centuries lie far beyond our analytical capabilities. Small changes in assumptions--for example, how damages scale with rising temperatures or how humans mitigate and adapt to those risks--can yield results that appear to justify virtually any policy response. In other words, these models can display a pessimistic worldview in which climate damages accelerate to catastrophic levels, or a more optimistic one in which human progress keeps damages relatively modest. They offer little help in determining which of these futures is coming.

Uncertain projections can still be useful. The challenge is to establish criteria that distinguish the projections that offer meaningful guidance from those whose uncertainty is so great that they mainly offer a false sense of precision. On this front, climate economics has fallen short. Estimates that suggest economic models are capable of comprehensively quantifying climate damages over centuries continue to feature prominently in top academic journals, at conferences, and in the writings of influential economists, effectively granting carte blanche to those who wish to use such figures to advance their agendas.

This problem is neither new nor obscure. Many economists have warned that attempts to quantify climate damages far into the future risk overstating what the discipline can credibly deliver. Among the most prominent was the Harvard economist Martin Weitzman. In a 2009 paper, he advised economists to avoid presenting estimates of aggregated climate damages as if they were "accurate and objective," and instead urged economists to stress openly that they might be "arbitrarily inaccurate" given their reliance on subjective and deeply uncertain assumptions. That intellectual humility, he argued, "might go a long way toward elevating the level of public discourse concerning what to do about global warming." Weitzman himself emphasized the possibility of catastrophic climate outcomes, even if unlikely and unquantifiable, as a motivation for stronger action, in part by underscoring the fragility of climate-damage estimates that appeared to justify weaker responses.

Experts being clearer about what economics can and cannot tell us would not resolve disagreements about climate policy. But this would make it harder to treat speculative damage estimates as decisive evidence for unsupportable claims. The full effects of climate change are unknowable, and a more constructive public discussion about climate policy will require getting more comfortable with that.
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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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Evan Smith Joins <em>The Atlantic</em> as Managing Director for Events

Smith created the Texas Tribune Festival and has advised dozens of newsrooms on their editorial-events businesses.

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




Evan Smith, who co-founded The Texas Tribune and its renowned festival and has advised dozens of local newsrooms on their live-journalism businesses, is joining The Atlantic's staff as a managing director overseeing events. In an announcement, editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg and CEO Nicholas Thompson write that "Evan's enthusiasm and expertise in running successful journalism events is remarkable. He is already a friend and mentor to many here, and we are delighted that he has agreed to join our staff."

At The Atlantic, Evan will lead and scale one of the most influential and long-running events practices in media, alongside managing editor Krystle Champagne-Norwood and director of events Jess Edkins. The Atlantic convenes dozens of annual in-person and virtual events that reach thousands of people every year, anchored by its flagship Atlantic Festival, which in 2025 celebrated its first year in New York City after nearly two decades in Washington, D.C. Other recurring series address key areas of journalistic focus, such as health and science, democracy, politics, books, and culture.

In December, The Atlantic launched a new national event series, The Atlantic Across America, that will eventually host events in all 50 states about some of the most complex issues of our time, including the ideals of American democracy, the current administration, culture, technology, and the environment. The tour kicked off last month in Boston, where The Atlantic was founded in 1857; discussed free and fair elections and foreign policy in Phoenix this week; and will visit Santa Fe, Miami, and New Orleans next.

Evan co-founded The Texas Tribune and was its CEO from 2009 to 2022, during which time he developed its beloved annual festival in Austin. Before the Tribune, Evan spent nearly 18 years at Texas Monthly, last serving as the magazine's president and editor in chief. Since 2022, he's been and will remain a senior adviser at Emerson Collective, where he works closely with the leadership teams of nonprofit news organizations from coast to coast. Evan hosts Overheard with Evan Smith, a weekly half-hour interview program that airs on PBS stations across the country, and is a professor of practice at the LBJ School of Public Affairs at the University of Texas at Austin.

Press Contact:
 Anna Bross |  press@theatlantic.com
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<em>The Atlantic</em> Introduces Premium Plus Subscription--With Family Sharing, Exclusive Coffee-Table Book, and Other Perks

First new subscription tier since 2019, as <em>The Atlantic </em>tops 1.4 million subscribers

Wed, 14 Jan 2026




The Atlantic is introducing Premium Plus, a subscription that includes family- and friend-sharing, among other exclusive benefits. This is the first new tier The Atlantic has introduced since it launched a digital subscription in late 2019, and after many years of dramatic subscription growth, The Atlantic is now one of the largest news magazines in the country, with well over 1.4 million subscriptions.
 
 Premium Plus benefits include unlimited access for up to four people, one of the most requested features among existing subscribers; a keepsake coffee-table book created exclusively for Premium Plus; and a colorful version of its iconic tote. With the addition of this tier, The Atlantic now has four annual subscription packages, along with an academic rate for students and educators: Premium Plus, at $199; Premium, at $120, which allows sharing for one gift subscription; Print + Digital, starting at $89; and Digital, starting at $79. All subscriptions include full digital access to all of The Atlantic's journalism, audio, archives, newsletters, and games, along with subscriber-only podcasts, early access to new podcast episodes such as the new season of Autocracy in America, and virtual events.
 
 The Atlantic scrapbook, developed by Creative Director Peter Mendelsund and the editorial team, showcases original art and design, photography, and text from across the magazine's 168 years. In a forward, Editor in Chief Jeffrey Goldberg writes: "We have made this compendium of Atlantic words and art and photography and history because we love our magazine and want to share its omnivorous greatness with our faithful readers." The book contains treasures such as a handwritten draft of Julia Ward Howe's "The Battle Hymn of the Republic," first purchased by The Atlantic for $5 and published in the February 1862 issue; a letter from contributing writer Mark Twain in 1903, who resented paying for a subscription; and recent photography from cover stories about the Maasai in Tanzania and the journey across the Darien Gap.
 
 The Atlantic has been significantly expanding its reach over the past decade. Last year, The Atlantic added more than 50 journalists to its staff as part of a major editorial expansion; launched broader coverage of defense, national security, technology, health, and science; began publishing two more print issues annually; introduced a Games hub; launched its first video podcasts; and began offering free digital access to every public U.S. high school. It recently launched The Atlantic Across America, a nationwide tour that will hold events in all 50 states over the next three years. The magazine continues to set new records for subscribers and overall revenue.
 
 Press Contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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<em>The Atlantic </em>Across America: Announcing Events in Every State

Event series, launching tonight in Boston, to take<em> The Atlantic</em> to cities in partnership with local and nonprofit media

Tue, 02 Dec 2025




In The Atlantic's first issue, published 168 years ago in Boston, Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote about an information overload at a time when American life felt unmoored: "In this kingdom of illusions we grope eagerly for stays and foundations."

Tonight The Atlantic returns to its birthplace to launch an event series, The Atlantic Across America, that will eventually take it to all 50 states--at a moment in the country that Emerson could just as well be describing. Across the next three years, The Atlantic will hold events with its journalists in cities in every state to talk about the range of issues and ideas that the magazine covers, including the ideals of American democracy, the current administration, culture, technology, the environment, and more. Many events will be in partnership with local and nonprofit newsrooms that are doing exceptional work, and will consider local and national issues.

"The Atlantic was founded to be the magazine of the American idea, and we try to live up to that mandate today," said Jeffrey Goldberg, the magazine's editor in chief. "The 250th anniversary of America's founding represents an excellent moment to visit our readers, and our future readers, across the country."

The series's inaugural sold-out event, happening tonight in Boston in partnership with WBUR, features interviews with Goldberg, On Point host Meghna Chakrabarti, and Congressman Jake Auchincloss. The event will discuss themes from The Atlantic's special November issue, "The Unfinished Revolution," exploring 250 years of the American experiment and the history and lessons of the country's founding era. Livestream tickets are available here, and are free for Atlantic subscribers.

The Atlantic will hold events in the following cities in the first part of 2026; more details and ticketing will be announced. Readers can sign up for event updates here.

	January: Phoenix; and Santa Fe, New Mexico
 	February: Miami
 	March: New Orleans; and Durham, North Carolina
 	April: Omaha, Nebraska
 	May: Salt Lake City


The Atlantic Across America tour is part of the magazine's broader efforts to engage more deeply with subscribers and readers, to reach new audiences, and to serve more areas with its journalism. The Atlantic has been significantly expanding its reach over the past decade and is a year into an editorial expansion that has added 50 newsroom jobs. The magazine continues to set new records for subscribers and overall revenue. This fall, The Atlantic began offering every public U.S. high school free digital subscriptions, and now nearly 1,300 high schools have free access to The Atlantic's journalism and 168-year archive.

Press Contact: Anna Bross, anna@theatlantic.com
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The Provocation That Helped Create America

<em>Common</em> <em>Sense</em> was subversive in 1776. Maybe its ideas are what we need now.

by Jake Lundberg

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




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

Thomas Paine may have exaggerated when he said his pamphlet Common Sense was the most successful publication "since the invention of printing," but only by a little. Published 250 years ago last week, Common Sense is perhaps the most consequential piece of political writing in American history. At a moment when hostilities with Britain had already commenced but many still entertained hopes of reconciliation, it made a forceful and seemingly irrefutable argument for independence. As the Atlantic writer Frederick Sheldon wrote in an 1859 portrait of Paine, many Americans "stood shivering on the banks of the Rubicon" at the beginning of 1776. Common Sense helped them cross it.

Reading it now, Paine's words are a kind of portal back to the Revolutionary moment. Although Common Sense is an 18th-century text with 18th-century language and preoccupations, a live current still runs through it. To revisit what Paine captured as a turning point in human history is to be reminded of the most expansive possibilities of the American idea at its creation.

Paine was an unlikely spokesman for American independence. When he wrote Common Sense, he'd only recently arrived in America from England. He was 37, and mostly a failure after turns as a staymaker (an artisan who made corsets), teacher, shopkeeper, and tax collector. The two things Paine was best at--talking and writing--had at least landed him in useful company in London, and he'd left for Philadelphia late in 1774 bearing a letter of introduction from no less a patron than Benjamin Franklin. Not long after his arrival, Paine began editing the weekly Pennsylvania Magazine, taking on the horrors of slavery, the unwelcome presence of British troops, the prospects of defensive war, and the trials of marriage (another venture in which he had failed).

With Common Sense, Paine, in the words of the American general Charles Lee, "burst upon the world like Jove, in thunder." First issued on January 10, 1776, it was printed up and down the colonies in some 25 editions over the course of the year. Paine would later claim that it sold 150,000 copies, making it the best-selling "performance" since "the use of letters." Whatever the figures, if Common Sense didn't single-handedly convert Americans to independence, it gave words to growing feelings. As a Massachusetts man wrote to Paine, "every sentiment has sunk into my well-prepared heart."

It did not do so by accident. Paine crafted Common Sense as a kind of talking book; its pages are alive with the voices and scenes of the Revolutionary moment. John Adams complained that Common Sense sounded like it was written by a former inmate of London's notorious Newgate Prison, "or one who had chiefly associated with such company." For Paine, this was high praise. He wished for Common Sense to sound like what one might hear in the tavern, the shop, the coffeehouse, or the street. Anticipating public readings, he fashioned the text as something of a script, adding italics and capitals to direct its performers to catch its cadences and hurl its barbs: "The blood of the slain, the weeping voice of nature cries, 'TIS TIME TO PART."

Paine's argument for parting was as powerful as his language. His reasoning began with an indictment of the whole institution of monarchy (which he called "the most prosperous invention the Devil ever set on foot for the promotion of idolatry.") What monarchy's devotees claimed as natural and divine, Paine described as a crime of history. The first king? He was the "chief among plunderers" and "nothing better than the principal ruffian of some restless gang." Such rhetoric announced a marked turn in the discourse on America's relation to Britain, both in tone and target. Previously, the debate involved the abstract language of political theory and had largely focused on the question of Parliament's authority over the colonies. Paine's anti-monarchy appeal at once simplified the case and made it more democratic, shaking the foundations of a world defined by rigid hierarchies.

For even some American leaders, such ideas were dangerously subversive. Adams, who recognized Paine's genius but feared his book's influence, called Paine a "disastrous meteor" whose appearance portended disorder and tumult. Paine wasn't merely making a case against monarchy and for American independence--he was offering a thrilling vision of America as a refuge for liberty and equality, a laboratory for self-government, independent not just from Britain but from all the existing institutions that kept people in their places. "We have it in our power to begin the world over again," he announced. "The birthday of a new world is at hand."

This year, the 250th birthday of the nation Paine helped write into existence is at hand. But with a leader who yearns for the powers of a king and an administration working to discount the currency of our most Revolutionary ideals, we seem to be reverting to the old world Paine wished to bury. His pamphlet, a provocation then, is perhaps the provocation we need now. It remains true that "men who look upon themselves born to reign, and others to obey, soon grow insolent." It is not theoretical that some figure "laying hold of popular disquietudes, may collect together the desperate and the discontented, and by assuming themselves the powers of government, may sweep away the liberties of the continent like a deluge." And as freedom is being "hunted around the globe," we would do well to remember that America was born, in aspiration at least, as a home for the fugitive and "an asylum for mankind."
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Protein's Gilded Age

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

by Drew Goins

Thu, 15 Jan 2026




Updated with new questions at 2:50 p.m. ET on January 15, 2026.

Welcome back to Atlantic Trivia! Are you hungry for more?

I hope that while I've been away, you have been enjoying plenty of food for thought--literally. Research shows that berries help improve memory and that a walnut-heavy diet is associated with higher cognitive performance. Fatty fish and leafy greens are linked to slower cognitive decline. Caffeine is a brain boost too.

A challenge: Combine all these ingredients, Chopped-style, into the perfect pre-trivia meal.

Meanwhile, I have been away these past few weeks thinking mostly about chicken parmigiana. It's not brain food per se, but I reckon we can call it creativity fuel--so long as it's eaten for breakfast. That is the suggestion in the first edition of my new newsletter, Better With Time, an eight-week course of ways to add oomph to various parts of the day. Sign up for it here.

But first--at last--trivia!

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

Thursday, January 15, 2025

	What artist who since releasing his first single in 2016 has been Spotify's most streamed artist in four separate years--and the only among his peers to perform almost entirely in Spanish?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's article on how this artist amassed an Anglophone audience
 	What brand of protein bar named after a particularly ripped specimen of Michelangelo's comes wrapped in gold foil and has roughly the protein-to-calorie ratio of boiled egg whites?
 -- From Rachel Sugar's essay arguing that American consumers have entered "late-stage protein" 
 	What name that's shared with a biblical monster did the philosopher Thomas Hobbes give to an imagined all-powerful ruler who he argued would deliver humanity from chaos?
 -- From Gal Beckerman's essay on how Hobbes has been misunderstood over the centuries




And by the way, did you know that the body turns all those egg whites and whatnot into tens of thousands of different kinds of proteins? Many of these have daunting, sciencey-sounding names--but there is also the group called "hedgehog proteins."

Cells rely on these proteins to know where to go and what to turn into during embryonic development. They are so named because disabling them in fruit flies causes embryos to grow abnormal spikes.

Humans have three separate hedgehog proteins, two of which--the Indian and desert varieties--are named after real species. The third (sigh) is named after the most famous hedgehog of all: Sonic.

Until tomorrow!



Answers:

	Bad Bunny. Spencer writes that Bad Bunny's performance in Spanish is part of the "iron core of identity" that has made him so popular, but his music's emotion is universally intelligible. "Universality can shear art from its social context," Spencer says, and as Bad Bunny gears up to play the Super Bowl, he wonders: "Does what's lost in translation matter?" Read more.
 	David. One bar has 28 grams of protein jammed into 150 calories, which is totally optimized and basically joyless, Sugar writes. Protein fans say that cavemen prioritized this macronutrient; an overwhelmed Sugar thinks "the best part of being a caveman would be not worrying about protein." Read more.
 	Leviathan. Many in the Trump administration talk like top-grade Hobbesians, Gal writes, but their rhetoric ignores an element central to the work of the 17th-century philosopher: that the Leviathan would require the consent of the governed; this was the way to escape human nature's horror. In Trump's orbit, Gal writes, "it's horror all the way down." Read more.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, 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.



Wednesday, January 14, 2025

	What epithet for mitochondria, the body's microscopic energy producers, is so ubiquitous that it has become its own meme?
 -- From Bonnie Tsui's article about how muscles carry "memories" of strengthening and weakening
 	What philosopher recounted in his early work Apology how his former teacher denied being a "corrupter of the youth" before being executed for the charge?
 -- From Adam Kirsch's essay on the perennial fear of philosophy's influence on young minds
 	The Espacio Lejano Space Station is a radar system that China operates in the Patagonian desert under a 50-year lease from what country?
 -- From Simon Shuster's article on an area of the world that China won't easily be shooed away from




And by the way, did you know that mitochondria can be shared among cells? If needed--often in instances of cellular distress--the organelles travel from one cell to another via little bridges called tunneling nanotubes.

I cannot help but anthropomorphize this incredible phenomenon: a knock at the cell membrane. Neighbor, can I borrow a cup of adenosine triphosphate?



Answers:

	The powerhouse of the cell. As with the rest of the body, genes govern those industrious organelles, and repeated instances of muscle disuse and weakening are shown to suppress the genes that make mitochondria perform at their best, Tsui reports. In other words, each time you weaken, it becomes harder to get stronger again. Read more. 
 	Plato. Plato was a student of the philosopher Socrates, whom Athens forced to drink poison when his influence grew too great. Today, Texas A&M administrators are similarly spooked by Plato, whom they removed from a class syllabus. Plato might have seen this coming, Adam suggests, convinced as he was that the conflict between philosophy and society is "inevitable." Read more.
 	Argentina. The capture of Venezuela's Nicolas Maduro is in line with Donald Trump's plan to reestablish dominance in Latin America, Simon writes, but China will be hard to catch after years of a "methodical, well financed, and persistent" campaign to make itself indispensable in the region. Read more.




Tuesday, January 13, 2025

	What geographic line passes through eight countries (including Mali), three continents (including Antarctica), and a royal observatory?
 -- From Alexandra Petri's list of things on the globe that Donald Trump might want to buy in addition to Greenland
 	One of the stars of TV's ice-hockey romance Heated Rivalry cautioned straitlaced viewers that "you miss the story" by skipping over what parts of the show?
 -- From Faith Hill's article on what Heated Rivalry understands better than most romances
 	Living in exile since the 1979 Islamic Revolution, former Crown Prince Reza is a member of what dynasty that had ruled Iran since 1925?
 -- From Karim Sadjadpour and Jack A. Goldstone's analysis of the conditions necessary for Iran's regime to collapse




And by the way, did you know that when the aforementioned dynasty took power in 1925, its country was still known to the world as Persia? It wasn't until 1935 that the shah asked the international community to start calling the place Iran, to better reflect its makeup (not all Iranians are ethnically Persian).

This was generally accommodated. Then Winston Churchill got involved; the British premier worried that the new name was too close to Iraq's and would cause confusion during World War II, when both countries were occupied by the Allies. He requested a temporary swap back, and the Iranians--or Persians?--amazingly agreed.



Answers:

	The Prime Meridian. The spot for 0deg longitude was picked to pass through the observatory in London's borough of Greenwich, but the imaginary line traverses so much of the world that perhaps it "could be useful for spycraft," Alexandra muses in her latest satire. Read more.
 	Sex scenes. Faith agrees with the Heated Rivalry actor, writing that a "frank sex scene" reveals so much more about characters than the mere implication--say, with a cutaway to breeze-ruffled curtains--that they have been intimate. Yet sex, Faith reports, is vanishing from our TV and movie screens. Read more.
 	Pahlavi. The exiled royal is a leader of the opposition to the Islamic Republic regime in Iran--a diverse coalition that Sadjadpour and Goldstone count as a precondition for counterrevolution. Their essay names four more boxes to tick, and they write that Iran is very close to doing so. Read more.




Monday, January 12, 2025

	What 19th-century statesman and fighter is known as El Libertador for his independence campaign in northern South America (including in the country that now bears his name)?
 -- From Vivian Salama's article on the chance of a domino effect after Nicolas Maduro's capture
 	English settlers who came to colonial America were thrilled to hunt the continent's bountiful deer; the animals back in Britain could not be freely shot, because they legally belonged to what person?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's essay on venison consumption in the United States
 	A Dostoyevsky tale about a character who faces a more talented, more popular look-alike at work is an inspiration for what 2010 psychological thriller that centers on the performance of a different Russian's work?
 -- From Faith Hill's article on the movie's theme of women navigating hyper-competition




And by the way, did you know that venison, which comes from the Latin for "to hunt," once referred to any wild game? That meant deer, but also hare, boar, some goats, and elk and their ilk.

That catchall spirit lives on today in South Africa. Because the country's continent has no native deer species, venison there means meat from eland, kudu, gemsbok, springbok, or impala--which, to save you a search, are all species of antelope.



Answers:

	Simon Bolivar. El Libertador's dream of a united Latin America was one shared by Venezuela's and Cuba's socialist leaders, particularly regarding the relationship between their two countries. However linked the states are, Vivian does not think that Donald Trump's blow to Venezuela will bring about the regime's demise in Cuba. Read more.
 	The King. The English hunted down the colonies' deer population to about 1 percent what it had been in precolonial days, but the animals bounded back in a big way and are now often a nuisance. Yasmin's solution: Eat them. Read more.
 	Black Swan. That other Russian's work is Tchaikovsky's ballet Swan Lake, which--no spoilers--takes a toll on Natalie Portman's character, especially once a fellow dancer played by Mila Kunis starts breathing down her neck. Faith writes that Black Swan's story is eminently recognizable well beyond the ballet world. Read more.
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What Trump's War Against Wokeness Is Really About

The president once promised to combat the supposed excesses of woke culture, but since taking office, he's been dismantling something else.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 14 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.

The most notable, and perhaps most effective, ad of the 2024 presidential campaign featured footage of the Democratic nominee, Kamala Harris, voicing her support for gender-affirming treatment for inmates in federal prisons. "Kamala is for they/them. President Trump is for you," the narrator concluded.

The spot was a crisp, 30-second encapsulation of one of the key Republican talking points of the cycle: that "wokeness" was sweeping the nation and upending established ways of life, and that Donald Trump would fight against it. Trump has since made clear that he wasn't interested in just reining in what some people saw as excesses. He was interested in a wholesale rollback of bedrock civil-rights protections.

During his recent interview with The New York Times, the president harshly criticized the legislation of the 1960s, which included the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (which bans employment discrimination based on race, color, religion, sex, or national origin) and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 (which bans racial discrimination in voting).

"White people were very badly treated where they did extremely well, and they were not invited to go into a university or a college. So I would say, in that way, I think it was unfair in certain cases," he said. "It accomplished some very wonderful things, but it also hurt a lot of people--people that deserve to go to a college or deserve to get a job were unable to get a job."

Trump went on to say that the laws caused "reverse discrimination." This idea that white Americans are suffering from widespread bias is a core belief of the revanchist right. In a Pew Research Center poll last year, 62 percent of white Republicans said that white people face some or a lot of discrimination. It's not a mainstream view, though. Overall, fewer than 40 percent of Americans believe that white people face some or a lot of discrimination; roughly three-quarters say the same about Black and Hispanic people, and two-thirds about Asian people.

The idea that early-2020s "wokeness" went too far is more mainstream. Trump's anti-woke campaigning appealed not only to the MAGA base but also to independents and even some voters who viewed themselves as left of center but felt that Democrats had overreached. The word woke was a useful tool because it had no clear definition--in one infamous moment in 2023, the author of a conservative book about "woke ideology" struggled to offer a simple explanation for what it was. This meant that people could interpret Trump's rhetoric however they wanted--perhaps they were just looking for permission to not have to worry about anyone's preferred pronouns. This anti-wokeness language helped Trump win back independents who had abandoned him in 2020, even as observers, including my colleague Adam Serwer, warned that this vagueness was a Trojan horse for attacking more popular equal-rights protections.

After taking office, Trump did move to push back on DEI initiatives (in the federal government and in private universities) and transgender-athlete participation in sports; a veteran FBI employee claims that he was fired for displaying a Pride flag. But Trump has also gone much further than that, working to undermine structures that were in place long before DEI or woke became familiar terms. This broader project is one that keen observers of the plans laid out in Project 2025 would have known to expect--but that many voters may not have intended and may not endorse.

In April, Trump issued an executive order that throws out the theory of disparate impact, an approach that allows policies to be assessed not just on whether their intent is to discriminate but also on whether their effect is discriminatory. Disparate impact has been a core tool for civil-rights enforcement for decades. The Justice Department's Civil Rights Division has been hollowed out (and has continued to bleed talent even this week) and has been reoriented around chimerical right-wing causes such as claims of voter fraud in the 2020 election. Last month, the chair of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission posted on X to solicit complaints: "Are you a white male who has experienced discrimination at work based on your race or sex? You may have a claim to recover money under federal civil rights laws." The administration is even trying to erode the foundational post-Civil War constitutional amendments.

Meanwhile, the conservative wing of the Supreme Court, strengthened by three Trump-appointed justices, appears poised to demolish yet another pillar of the Voting Rights Act when it rules in Louisiana v. Callais. The case could allow states to eliminate majority-minority congressional districts, which some conservatives have argued is another instance of reverse discrimination against white Americans.

Alongside these policy moves to undermine civil-rights protections, the administration has also resorted to old-fashioned racist rhetoric. The Department of Homeland Security has consistently published winking nods to core racist texts in its advertising materials, including the white-nationalist screed Which Way Western Man? My colleague David Frum reported earlier this week on a DHS post that alludes to a song popular on the far right. Quoting the song, the post read, "We'll have our home again."

The administration makes no pretenses about its demonization of immigrants; Vice President J. D. Vance admitted last year that he was happy to make up lies about migrants in Ohio. But Trump's new frankness about the most basic civil-rights laws shows another way in which he hopes to restore MAGA's sense of home: His administration is going to reclaim the pride of white people who believe that their country has left them behind, no matter who gets treated badly in the process.

Related:

	Adam Serwer: Conservatives want the antebellum Constitution back.
 	David Frum: Why Vance committed so hard to the Minneapolis shooter




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:



	Denmark's army chief says he's ready to defend Greenland.
 	Tom Nichols: Trump is risking a global catastrophe.
 	He was homeschooled for years, and fell so far behind.




Today's News

	Vice President Vance and Secretary of State Marco Rubio met behind closed doors with the foreign ministers of Denmark and Greenland as tensions rose over President Trump's renewed threats to buy or seize Greenland.
 	The Trump administration will suspend processing of immigrant visas for citizens of 75 countries. The State Department said that immigrants from these nations rely on U.S. welfare at "unacceptable rates."
 	The U.S. military started withdrawing some troops and equipment from a base in Qatar as Trump considers possible strikes on Iran. Officials say that the move is a precaution amid threats from Tehran to launch a counterstrike against the Qatari base and American forces.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Noah Kaufman explores the climate question that economists cannot answer.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Bruce Gilden / Magnum



A Different Type of 'Muscle Memory'

By Bonnie Tsui

Before Adam Sharples became a molecular physiologist studying muscle memory, he played professional rugby. Over his years as an athlete, he noticed that he and his teammates seemed to return to form after the offseason, or even from an injury, faster than expected. Rebuilding muscle mass and strength came easy: It was as if their muscles remembered what to do.
 In 2018, Sharples and his research lab, now at the Norwegian School of Sport Sciences in Oslo, were the first to show that exercise could change how our muscle-building genes work over the long term. The genes themselves don't change, but repeated periods of exertion turns certain genes on, spurring cells to build muscle mass more quickly than before. These epigenetic changes have a lasting effect: Your muscles remember these periods of strength and respond favorably in the future ...
 Now 40 years old, Sharples is still thinking about how our muscles remember but has lately been investigating the inverse trajectory: Do muscles have a similar memory for weakness?


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Jonathan Chait: Jeff Bezos needs to speak up.
 	Putin's explosive message to Trump
 	The David Frum Show: Trump has redefined presidential scandal.
 	Yvonne Wingett Sanchez: MAGA thinks Maduro will prove Trump won in 2020.
 	Move over, ChatGPT.
 	How doubt became a weapon in Iran




Culture Break


Karen Robinson / Camera Press / Redux



Read. Julian Barnes's fiction finds meaning in life's gaps and love's absence. Adam Begley writes about the author's farewell to the novel.

Watch. Season 2 of The Pitt (out now on HBO Max) is a brilliant portrait of American failure, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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None of This Should Have Happened

The White House's persistent escalation has laid the groundwork for more tragedies like Renee Good's death.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 13 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.

After an ICE agent shot and killed Renee Good in Minneapolis last week, forensic examinations of videos of the incident emerged within hours. These meticulous reconstructions were useful for debunking the lies told by Trump-administration officials in the immediate aftermath of the killing, and they show the power of technology, in an age when nearly everyone has a camera in their pocket, to convey a complicated moment.

Sleuths, amateur and professional, pored over each frame to try to guess what Jonathan Ross, the ICE officer who fatally shot Good, might have believed or known in the moment about what she was doing or where her car was heading. But at the core of the tragedy is a larger truth: None of this needed to happen. A series of choices by the administration led to this point--the use of ICE and Border Patrol to menace Democratic-led states and cities; White House pressure on the Department of Homeland Security to make high quotas, which has resulted in shortened training and rushed missions; and the president's inclination to inflame tensions, all of which created the conditions for the moment that's now been replayed millions of times.

Under Supreme Court precedent, an officer may shoot at someone fleeing if he reasonably believes that his life or the lives of others are in danger. Prosecutors are often slow to charge officers, because they or juries are hesitant to second-guess officers' determinations. Ross was also reportedly dragged by a car in June during an attempted arrest, which may have made him more likely to assume the worst about a driver. The shooting might ultimately be legally justified. But Ross also placed himself in front of Good's car. Many policing experts suggest that this wasn't tactically justified. How about moral justification? Nothing indicated that Good was trying to hurt anyone before officers began running at her; moments before being shot, Good had said that she wasn't mad at Ross. In the videos, after Ross fires, a man is heard saying, "Fucking bitch." With the information we have, a moral defense for the killing is nowhere to be found.

There was no need for the huge deployment of federal agents--including a reported 1,500 deportation officers--to Minnesota in the first place. Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem dispatched ICE agents to the Minneapolis area after the White House, inspired by MAGA media, grabbed onto a sprawling fraud investigation involving Somali immigrants and government aid. By all accounts, this is a real scandal, not a partisan invention; charges were first brought by Joe Biden's Justice Department. But the scandal also presented an opportunity for political grandstanding (especially because Minnesota Governor Tim Walz was on the ticket against Donald Trump and J. D. Vance in the previous election). The president is using the fraud case as an opportunity to demonize immigrants. "THE DAY OF RECKONING & RETRIBUTION IS COMING!" he posted this morning on Truth Social, referring to immigration enforcement in Minnesota. Although DHS does conduct investigations, less obvious is why tactical experts such as Ross were needed on the scene.

Before and after Good's death, the Trump DHS has sought opportunities to escalate. When citizens called attention to ICE's presence by making noise and spreading word via social media, DHS falsely claimed that those people were violent rioters. After Good's death, DHS surged more officers to the area, alleging that the fraud situation merited more agents; officers are now conducting traffic stops and door-to-door operations. But Good's killing has no obvious connection to fraud, and it does not suggest any elevated threat to officers. Instead, the presence of more officers elevates the threat to civilians, as a Wall Street Journal investigation into ICE traffic stops demonstrates.

Pressure from the White House to meet deportation quotas has meant that ICE agents at best are working hastily and at worst feel unshackled to act with brutality, aware that they are unlikely to face discipline. (Six federal prosecutors in Minnesota resigned today, including the leader of the Somali-fraud investigation, because of the Justice Department's direction to investigate Good's widow but not Ross.) This, too, increases the likelihood for mistakes and abuses of power.

The Minnesota actions are, of course, only the latest in a string of similar Trump-administration actions targeting cities that vote Democratic: Los Angeles; Washington, D.C.; Chicago; Portland, Oregon; Memphis; Charlotte, North Carolina; New Orleans. The administration has used DHS personnel, the National Guard, and, in L.A., Marines. Trump and his aides have argued that these raids are essential for controlling crime and illegal immigration, but sometimes enforcement seems incidental to performative brutality. In one midnight raid at a Chicago building, for example, the federal government flew a Black Hawk helicopter and turned people out of bed with flash-bang grenades, yet ProPublica found that not a single one of the people arrested was charged with a crime afterward.

Trump ended National Guard deployments in Los Angeles, Chicago, and Portland late last year, bowing to repeated federal-court rulings, in lawsuits brought by cities and states, that establish that he had exceeded his powers. The first two weeks of January suggest that the administration will simply use DHS to serve the same function of punishing and intimidating cities and states that diverge from Trump politically. Minnesota and Illinois officials sued to block some immigration enforcement yesterday, but because immigration enforcement is a standard federal power, these suits may face longer odds.

Even unfettered, however, the White House is unlikely to achieve its goals of deporting all unauthorized immigrants--in part because they are based on wild overestimates of how many people are in the United States illegally. But Trump and the top aide Stephen Miller's obsession with the issue means more incidents like Renee Good's killing. A one-off tragedy is horrifying. What's worse is when policy choices make it likely to happen again.

Related:

	From "I'm not mad at you" to deadly shots in seconds 
 	How ICE lost its guardrails




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	How the Supreme Court broke Congress
 	A breathtaking week of pure Trump id
 	Yair Rosenberg: The biggest myth about Trump's base (and why many believe it)




Today's News

	President Trump spoke to business leaders in Detroit today about the economy, hours after new data was released that showed inflation holding steady at 2.7 percent annually. The report showed pressures easing in some areas but grocery costs, airfares, and electricity costs rising.
 	As protests continue in Iran, Trump posted on Truth Social this morning that demonstrators should "KEEP PROTESTING - TAKE OVER YOUR INSTITUTIONS" and that "HELP IS ON ITS WAY." He announced yesterday a 25 percent tariff on countries doing business with Iran and warned of possible further U.S. action in the country.
 	Bill and Hillary Clinton refused to comply with House Oversight Committee subpoenas to testify in the committee's investigation into Jeffrey Epstein, arguing through their attorneys that the subpoenas are invalid and politically motivated. Committee Chair James Comer said that the panel will vote next week on whether to hold Bill Clinton in contempt of Congress; a similar vote is possible for Hillary Clinton if she does not appear tomorrow.




Evening Read


Illustration by Paul Spella*



Who Gets to Be Indian--And Who Decides?

By David Treuer

To be an enrolled member of a tribe is almost entirely contingent on "blood quantum"--the percentage of one's lineage that can be traced to tribal ancestors.
 I don't qualify for enrollment in my tribe. To be enrolled in the Minnesota Chippewa Tribe, you need a quantum of one-quarter Minnesota Chippewa Tribe blood, as well as one parent who is an enrolled member. (Chippewa is a French corruption of the original Ojibwe.) Even though my mother grew up on Leech Lake and devoted her life to the tribe, first as a nurse and then as a lawyer and tribal-court judge, her official blood quantum is only one-quarter. Her grandmother was recorded as half Ojibwe, even though she was full, and her father was on the rolls as a quarter when he was really half. I should be enrolled. The fact that I should be but am not turned the idea of Native blood into an obsession for me, at least for a while, because it was a measure of my Indianness that I couldn't change.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Arash Azizi: The Islamic Republic will not last.
 	A romance that actually takes sex seriously
 	How to wake the Constitution's sleeping giant
 	Jonathan Chait: Banana republicanism
 	Philip K. Howard: Americans are afraid of authority.




Culture Break


Fox Searchlight Pictures / Everett Collection



Watch. Black Swan, released 15 years ago, offers a sharp social critique of the pitfalls faced by ambitious women, Faith Hill writes.

Read. Gideon Leek explores the unhappy literary families of the internet age.

Play our daily crossword.



PS

New tidbits continue to emerge from The New York Times' lengthy interview with Trump, and one in particular caught my eye. In my December cover story about how Trump and his allies could seek to subvert the midterm elections, I reported on the danger of the executive branch attempting to seize ballot boxes. This isn't just catastrophizing: Some Trump allies proposed such a plan after the 2020 election, but it was rejected. In the Times interview, the reporter David Sanger asked Trump about that. "Well, I should have," Trump replied. Americans should be prepared for him to try again when he has a chance.

-- David



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 Candor of Jerome Powell

After months of stoicism, the Fed chair is taking a stand against Trump.

by Will Gottsegen

Tue, 13 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.

Jerome Powell isn't known for his expressiveness. The chair of the Federal Reserve has kept quiet over the past year as President Trump has repeatedly attacked him--often with crude language (think moron, numbskull, dumb, and loser). That changed yesterday, when Powell announced that he is under criminal investigation by Trump's Justice Department. In a video statement, he responded to the threat of indictment with remarkable clarity. "This unprecedented action should be seen in the broader context of the administration's threats and ongoing pressure," he said. "The threat of criminal charges is a consequence of the Federal Reserve setting interest rates based on our best assessment of what will serve the public, rather than following the preferences of the president."

For the first time, Powell plainly articulated the Fed's fight to retain independence from a president seeking to sway it. The investigation itself has to do with whether Powell misled Congress last year about the Fed's renovation project--now estimated to be about $700 million over budget. The White House Office of Management and Budget began looking into those statements last July; Powell has said that under his leadership, the Fed has "made every effort" to keep Congress informed about the project. It's hard to ignore the irony here: The administration that demolished the White House's East Wing without congressional approval is now cracking down on construction oversight.

Asked by NBC about the investigation into Powell, Trump said, "I don't know anything about it, but he's certainly not very good at the Fed, and he's not very good at building buildings." Yet, as Powell notes, evidence suggests that this move is the culmination of Trump's monthslong campaign to pressure him into lowering interest rates. Lowering rates would boost the economy in the near term but risk a bust in the longer term. It is the job of the Fed's Board of Governors, with Powell at the helm, not to accede to any pressure here. The governors are meant to carefully raise and lower the cost of borrowing over time according to jobs and inflation data. The Fed makes these decisions based on what it thinks is best for the American money supply--not what the president wants.

Trump seems to disagree. In August, he made the unprecedented (and probably illegal) decision to fire one of the Fed's governors, Lisa Cook. The stated reason for Cook's firing was mortgage fraud, although she has not been charged with any crime and has denied the allegation; the Supreme Court will hear arguments in her case next week. He also elevated a new governor, the MAGA loyalist Stephen Miran, who has been pushing for more dramatic rate cuts than his peers.

Cook's firing was Trump's most significant attempt to exert control over the Fed until last night. Even if Powell survives this investigation and serves his full term as chair, which is up in just four months, Trump may still gain access by way of a handpicked successor. The smart money is now on Kevin Hassett, whom my colleague Roge Karma has called a "Trump propagandist." But the GOP, including some members of Congress whose votes could one day confirm Trump's pick, has been expressing alarm over the investigation into Powell. Senator Thom Tillis said he would oppose the confirmation of any nominee until "this legal matter is fully resolved." And markets were mostly calm today, suggesting that traders think Powell--and central bank independence--will ultimately win out, the Columbia Law professor and former New York Fed economist Lev Menand told me.

Powell's future is uncertain, and the broader erosion of the Department of Justice has made it hard to trust the idea of an objective investigation. But the probe itself is a clear threat to the long-standing independence of the Fed. The past three Fed chairs--Janet Yellen, Ben Bernanke, and Alan Greenspan--alongside a bipartisan coalition of top economic officials released a statement today decrying the move against Powell. "This is how monetary policy is made in emerging markets with weak institutions, with highly negative consequences for inflation and the functioning of their economies more broadly," it read.

To better understand their concern, look to Turkey, Zimbabwe, or any other country where central-bank credibility has been undermined. When faith in central banks fails, so can faith in the value of money, leading to hyperinflation. But unlike the Turkish lira and the now-defunct Zimbabwean dollar, the U.S. dollar anchors the global economy. Any sense from the international community that the Fed no longer pulls the strings could be catastrophic. "The central bank is critical to the functioning of the entire financial system," Menand said. The Fed's powers are essential tools in moments of instability, but in the wrong hands, they could do far more than weaken the dollar. All major banks hold accounts at the Fed, and those accounts can be cut off at its discretion. Anyone who uses an American bank, and who finds themselves on the president's bad side, could be affected.

Powell's prerecorded video statement distills our current moment in less than two minutes. The Fed's freedom from partisanship is at the core of its mission; it was created in service of the country's long-term interests. Now under siege by a sitting president, it has become an unlikely site of resistance.

Related:

	The respected economist turned Trump propagandist
 	Trump almost has a point about the Federal Reserve.






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump's purge of federal workers
 	David Frum: Why Vance committed so hard to the Minneapolis shooter
 	The court case that is allowing ICE to stop just about anyone it wants




Today's News

	President Trump said Iran's leaders reached out to the United States on Sunday "to negotiate" amid the government's crackdown on protests and the threat of potential U.S. retaliation. He warned that the U.S. may still take "very strong" action over Tehran's violent crackdown that activists say has killed more than 570 people.
 	Trump said yesterday that he is inclined to block Exxon Mobil from drilling in Venezuela after criticizing CEO Darren Woods for calling Venezuela "uninvestable."
 	Senator Mark Kelly sued Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth, seeking to overturn a letter of censure and a Pentagon review that could demote him, arguing the actions unlawfully punish him for protected speech.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Rafaela Jinich explores stories about the small, imperfect ways people show up for their loved ones.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Colin Hunter. Sources: John Nacion / Getty; Perry Knotts / Getty.



How Bad Bunny Did It

By Spencer Kornhaber

A few years ago, I visited my childhood home and heard a surprising sound: the bright and bouncy music of the Puerto Rican rapper Bad Bunny. My parents are white Baby Boomers who speak no Spanish and have never shown a taste for hip-hop, but they'd somehow gotten into Benito Antonio Martinez Ocasio, whose sex-and-rum-drenched lyrics they couldn't begin to decipher. The vector of transmission appeared to be the streaming service hooked to their smart speakers. When in need of a pick-me-up, Mom would shout, "Alexa, play Bad Bunny," and make her Southern California kitchen sound like a San Juan nightclub.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Alexandra Petri: Some other things Donald Trump will probably try to buy
 	Jonathan Chait: Trump's shrinking coalition
 	The best flu drug Americans aren't taking
 	David Sims: A sobering awards-season pivot
 	Elizabeth Tsurkov: 'I was kidnapped by idiots.'
 	What if there is no domino effect?
 	The YIMBY hero everyone is shouting at




Culture Break


Hamnet wins at the Golden Globes



Explore. The Golden Globes tried to have it both ways, Shirley Li writes. The night's two big film winners reflected a ceremony uncertain of its own message.

Remember. Bob Weir, who died Saturday, was crucial to shaping the sound of the world's greatest jam band, David A. Graham writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Some Other Things Donald Trump Will Probably Try to Buy

The president is considering buying Greenland. What else might be on the list?

by Alexandra Petri

Mon, 12 Jan 2026




President Trump keeps talking about buying Greenland. Perhaps via a lump sum to Denmark, perhaps through individual payments to each Greenlander? We have reached the stage of the imperial presidency where we just start pointing at the map and demanding the things we see there. Formerly, when something bad happened in the news, the only people allowed to become immediately richer were defense contractors. Now there is something called a political betting market, where this kind of bad news can enrich anyone. Just one of many things that's great for our democracy at this time.

I hesitate to suggest what other things on the map might be considered for purchase, lest someone feel inspired to actually write a check, but I will go ahead and make the relevant Polymarket bets so that I may make my fortune! (At least until they announce that based on how I phrased my wager, they will not deliver.)

France (Odds: 1,789 to 1): Have we ever looked into purchasing France? Geographically not unlike Texas, but they do very different things with the vowels there. Would make a lovely fiefdom for Rubio or another attendant lord to rule in his spare time.

Great Britain (1,215 to 1): Somewhat depreciated after all this time, and they felt the need to put great in the name, which feels like try-hardism. But we have a legacy connection there and are almost fluent in the language. (I would not have put this on the list, but J. D. Vance says that the British and French are threats now!)

Canada (1,867 to 1): It is a truth universally acknowledged that an adjacent country, in possession of a sufficient landmass, must be in want of annexation. But what could we offer individual Canadians as an incentive to join? Perhaps the opportunity to become mired in crippling medical debt?

China (9,000 to 1): It looks almost as big and important as Greenland on the map! No, nothing can be as important as Greenland. Look at the map!

Ireland (1,916 to 1): I foresee zero difficulties with trying to make Ireland do anything against its will.

Liechtenstein (825 to 1): This country is too small for the length of its name. U.S. would look much nicer. The populace would certainly get on board if they understood that we were just trying to make them look better on the map.

Prime Meridian (7 to 3): This looks very important on the map and is even labeled "Prime," but in the real world, it is invisible! We must buy it at once! An invisible line that runs through eight countries and three continents could be useful for spycraft.

Northwest Passage (70 to 1): Do we get a finder's fee?

Iceland (6 to 1): I think this is the one to buy, actually. Way more verdant than Greenland. Just got confused by the name! Oh well, too late now.

Vinland (5 to 1, if we can find it): Which one is Vinland? We want that too.

Atlantis (80,000 to 1): If it's under there, we absolutely want it! (Do they take bitcoin?)

Golden City of El Dorado (80,000 to 1): Who wouldn't want an entire city made of gold? Do they take bitcoin?

The Moon (1 to 1): Has a whole Sea of Tranquility, a resource we could really use in these times. We can put server farms there. Also full of flags, and helpful for supplementing cheese reserves.

The Big Black Line That Outlines the Whole Map and Holds It Together in an Oval Shape (3,720 to 1): Is this for sale? Could be fun to mess around with alternative world shapes if this is in play.

The Big A off the coast of North Carolina (Actually any of the letters--the T L A N T I C or the O C E A N) (725 to 1): Each letter is the size of Pennsylvania, if the world map the president is looking at is to scale, and could perhaps function as a naval base! (If the map isn't to scale, we're going to have a lot of problems.)

The Post-World War II International Order in Which We Respect Other Countries' Sovereignty Because the Alternative Is an Ongoing Might-Makes-Right Nightmare of Chaos and Bloodshed: Don't see this on the map anywhere; probably worthless.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/01/things-trump-can-buy-instead-of-greenland/685592/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Messiness of Friendship

The complexities of sharing feelings is what relationships require.

by Rafaela Jinich

Sat, 10 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.

At one point or another, we've all probably been that friend--the one who calls, texts, or sends a five-minute voice note with a long list of grievances. In the midst of complaining, a person might wonder: Am I venting too much? During a moment when much of modern friendship advice emphasizes trying not to overshare, venting--once treated as a basic expression of closeness--has come to be seen as risky, even impolite, Julie Beck writes.

The fear of being "too much" or of "trauma-dumping" has led many people to hold back, Julie notes. Taken too far, this caution risks flattening friendship itself, she warns. Listening to your friends vent can be draining, yes--but it can also build intimacy. Friendship isn't about setting perfect boundaries: It's about making room, sometimes messily, for one another. Today's newsletter is about the small, imperfect ways we show up for our loved ones--and why that mess is often the point.



On Imperfect Relationships

The Common Friendship Behavior That Has Become Strangely Fraught

By Julie Beck

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


Read the article.

The Secret to a Fight-Free Relationship

By Rhaina Cohen

Conventional wisdom says that venting is cathartic and that we should never go to bed angry. But couples who save disagreements for scheduled meetings show the benefits of a more patient approach to conflict.


Read the article.

Should Friends Offer Honesty or Unconditional Support?

By Stephanie H. Murray

A "culture of passivity" makes many people reluctant to question their friends' decisions.


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	It's your friends who break your heart: The older we get, the more we need our friends--and the harder it is to keep them, Jennifer Senior wrote in 2022.
 	The decline of etiquette and the rise of "boundaries": For centuries, strict social norms dictated what people could politely talk about, Michael Waters wrote in 2022. Now we have to figure it out for ourselves.




Other Diversions

	How Sweetgreen became Millennial cringe
 	An underappreciated variable in sports success
 	Kids deserve better than goody bags.




PS


Courtesy of Bob P



My colleague Isabel Fattal recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "On my morning walk the full moon was sitting over the hogback, keeping an eye on everything," Bob P., 77, from Littleton, Colorado, writes.

We'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Rafaela
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ICE Wasn't Always Like This

In scaling back oversight, the administration has emboldened the agency.

by Will Gottsegen

Sat, 10 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.


On Wednesday, an ICE officer shot and killed Renee Nicole Good, a mother of three and a U.S. citizen, in the streets of Minneapolis. She was at least the fourth person killed in a shooting by immigration-enforcement officers during Donald Trump's second term. Two more people were shot yesterday when a Border Patrol officer fired at a car during a traffic stop in Portland, Oregon; their condition remains unknown.

As my colleague Caitlin Dickerson explains in her latest story, the president and his advisers have exerted "overwhelming pressure" on immigration enforcement. The White House has "pumped out rhetoric and imagery that celebrates the merciless, military-style pursuit of deportations," she writes. "The overall message to employees, including those who carry weapons, is that anything goes." Last year, the administration effectively kneecapped three offices meant to protect the public from misconduct: the Office for Civil Rights and Civil Liberties, the Citizenship and Immigration Services Ombudsman, and the Immigration Detention Ombudsman. Good's killing is now being handled exclusively by Kash Patel's FBI, and local investigators have been barred from accessing evidence.

I spoke with Caitlin, who won a Pulitzer Prize in 2023 for her immigration reporting, about how the Trump administration is encouraging aggressive enforcement tactics while also scaling back oversight.





Will Gottsegen: To what extent is ICE no longer subject to some of the guardrails that once helped keep it in check?

Caitlin Dickerson: Formally and informally, since Donald Trump took office, there's been this push away from transparency and accountability, which is exactly what would discourage an officer in a tense situation, under pressure, from using deadly force. We still need to learn a lot more about what happened in Minnesota and Portland, and an investigation needs to transpire, but we do know that ICE officers shot more people last year than in 2023 and 2022. There are clear examples of how training and policy seem to have been violated in some recent incidents. So I think the fact that these three offices for accountability are going away is significant in that it's sending a message to everyday officers that they're not being watched as closely as they once were and, in fact, that the only thing they can really get in trouble for is not being aggressive enough.

There has been a constant churn within leadership. In addition to high-level reassignments, a significant number of field-office directors were replaced with Border Patrol leadership, who are perceived to be more aggressive. Former officials who spent their whole careers at ICE told me that they don't recognize the agency anymore. They said things like: I don't know who these people are anymore, because the standards seem to have changed so much. It's almost become a completely different agency with a completely different mission.

The pressure that ICE officers are facing is unprecedented, and it's not just the pressure to carry out as many deportations as possible--the administration is actually celebrating aggression. When you look at its statements, the memes, and the imagery that it's publishing, all of these signs seem to be encouraging officers to be as aggressive as possible. There's no emphasis on trying to minimize harm.

Will: How does this pressure on ICE officers affect immigration-enforcement operations?

Caitlin: The kinds of conflicts that we're seeing on social media every day are not what typical immigration enforcement looks like at all. It's not what officers are trained to do, and it's not what veteran officers have any experience with. Normally, with law enforcement, the goal is to have things happen as discreetly as possible: without tension, without conflict, without getting a lot of attention and disrupting the general public. And immigration enforcement looks the opposite of that right now. In the case of Minneapolis and Portland, law-enforcement training 101 says, Do not shoot into a moving vehicle. A retired officer I spoke with today told me what he would have done in that situation: "I'm going to follow them until I get them somewhere where I can control the environment." Not taking those kinds of precautions could be dangerous for the officers and for people nearby.

Will: Minnesota Governor Tim Walz has said that he's skeptical that the FBI is going to be able to do an impartial investigation, because multiple federal officials have already adopted the party line that Renee Good got herself killed. The vice president blamed "left-wing ideology" for her death. Do you anticipate that the investigation will be affected by political interests?

Caitlin: It's going to depend on who's put on the investigation but also which high-level officials get to review and sign off on any assessments before they're made permanent and public. What we do know is that there are numerous examples of law-enforcement work being co-opted for political purposes under this administration, specifically under Kash Patel's FBI, which has at times prioritized going after the president's enemies and critics despite what the facts show. I think there is cause for concern, making it even more important that certain oversight offices have been eliminated from within the Department of Homeland Security. Historically, the FBI may have done the first investigation, but ideally an objective inspector general would have come in next, followed by the ICE Office of Professional Responsibility and then the Office for Civil Rights and Civil Liberties. There were lots of layers to get to the truth and to mitigate any political bias. And those extra layers are effectively gone now.

Related: 

	How ICE lost its guardrails
 	Lethal force on a frozen street 






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The hole in Trump's rationale for acquiring Greenland
 	Peter Wehner on Trump's folly
 	Autocracy in America: Federal agents are violating the rights of Americans.




Today's News

	The U.S. Coast Guard seized a fifth oil tanker in the Caribbean as part of the Trump administration's effort to take control of Venezuela's oil industry. The ship was sanctioned by the United States for its role in transporting Russian oil.
 	Iran's supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, said that the government would not back down amid nationwide protests sparked by a currency collapse, calling demonstrators "vandals" and dismissing Donald Trump's pledge to intervene if protesters are killed.
 	U.S. employers added 50,000 jobs last month and the unemployment rate fell to 4.4 percent, but hiring across 2025 was the weakest it's been in five years, according to data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Boris Kachka explores what a fantasy can reveal about real life.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Source: Dixie D. Vereen / The Washington Post / Getty.



How Sweetgreen Became Millennial Cringe

By Ellen Cushing

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 ...
 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.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Trump's unexpected opportunity
 	The bones of children's mouths are being wrenched apart.
 	Galaxy Brain: Can we save the internet?
 	Jonathan Chait: Trump has odd views on domestic terrorism.
 	The two sides of America's health secretary
 	Does Congress even exist anymore?




Culture Break


Bridgeman / Getty



Read. A colloquial translation of Paradiso might make people actually read it, Eric Bulson writes.

Explore. By not allowing the sale of hunted venison, much of the United States is letting good meat go to waste. Yasmin Tayag tried to get her hands on some.

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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What a Fantasy Can Reveal About Real Life

A character's daydreams can be a powerful indication of what they care most about.

by Boris Kachka

Fri, 09 Jan 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


Someone once said something like "Literature is the lie that tells the truth"--although, appropriately enough, the origin of the phrase is uncertain. Straightforwardly, this means that a novel's invented characters and plots can sometimes help us understand human nature better than factual recitations can. But many of my favorite stories raise the stakes; they revolve around a made-up character who, in turn, makes things up. This week, Erin Somers wrote in The Atlantic about six books that dwell in the "limitless realm of freedom" conjured by a person's imagination. Lately, I've been indulging in books with protagonists who lie in ways that illuminate the truth about them.

First, here are five new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	The new history of fighting slavery
 	The writer fueled by life's randomness
 	Why authors can't let go of Greek myths
 	A new understanding of human beings' most basic desire
 	"January First," a poem by Amanda Larson


On her list, Somers includes Shirley Jackson's horror-inflected novel Hangasman--a book about a troubled girl who is constantly "retreating into imaginary worlds," Somers writes, and who ends up seduced by "an odd apparition created by her own mind." I recently read Jackson's 1959 masterpiece, The Haunting of Hill House, and I was particularly compelled by its main character, Eleanor Vance. Near the opening of the novel, Eleanor is hired to help a scientist observe paranormal phenomena inside the mansion of the title. On her long drive there, she collages the images and landmarks she passes into her own fantasy life, imagining herself residing in a cottage guarded by oleander trees, stone lions, and a white cat. When she meets the rest of the Hill House crew, she presents this patchwork daydream as her real life.

The reader knows, however, that Eleanor has no home of her own; after years spent caring for her ailing mother, she occupies a cot in her sister's house. Even the car she's driven doesn't entirely belong to her. As the happenings at Hill House begin to erode her sanity, the fabrication of her independent life also collapses, intensifying her humiliation. Jackson reveals more about Eleanor's psychology through the shape of her lies, which are built over the loneliness and vulnerability in her life, than she does through glimpses of harsh reality.

If The Haunting of Hill House were merely about an evil domicile, one described as "arrogant and hating," it wouldn't be much more than a ghost story. Instead, it is about what happens when a fantasy falls apart, giving way to something darker. Eleanor only confesses her untruth once she's brought to a breaking point, and she only lied in the first place because she had precious little else to live on. Her predicament made me think of the nameless narrator of Knut Hamsun's 1890 modernist classic, Hunger, another character prone to fantasies and lies--who says, during his own confession, that "there were natures that fed on trifles and died from a harsh word." Like him, Eleanor is deeply unhealthy and in many ways extreme. But anyone who has nurtured a daydream, or told a self-protective lie, can empathize with her, and learn something true about themselves.




Illustration by Li Anne Liew for The Atlantic



Six Books You Can Get Lost In

By Erin Somers

These novels highlight the power--both good and bad--of unchecked fantasizing.

Read the full article.



What to Read

The Hacienda: How Not to Run a Club, by Peter Hook

The Hacienda in Manchester was a catalyst of the U.K. acid house scene in the late '80s, and a prophecy foretold: "The hacienda must be built," the Situationist poet Ivan Chtcheglov wrote in 1953. Heeding these cryptic words some three decades later, the audacious (and well-read) impresario Tony Wilson opened the Hacienda together with the circle of post-punk musicians and designers involved with his label, Factory Records. Their attempt to decipher Chtcheglov's mystical phrase lasted 15 years. Hook, the bassist for New Order, served as a kind of player-coach at the Hacienda, helping manage its madcap affairs while his band became the club's cash cow. In this memoir of misbegotten business administration, Hook returns to the storied nights out that changed British culture even as they threatened to bankrupt him--and worse. Beset by gangs and guns, the Hacienda faltered in the '90s despite clever-sounding schemes such as replacing the club's security with the gangsters themselves. This is a scrapbook of utopian folly, yes, but also an insider's look at what was, for a time, the wildest workplace on Earth.  -- Andrew Holter

Read: Five books about going out that are worth staying in for





Out Next Week

? The School of Night, by Karl Ove Knausgaard, translated by Martin Aitken

? Nothing Random: Bennett Cerf and the Publishing House He Built, by Gayle Feldman


? The Revolutionists: The Story of the Extremists Who Hijacked the 1970s, by Jason Burke




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Source: Dixie D. Vereen / The Washington Post / Getty.



How Sweetgreen Became Millennial Cringe

By Ellen Cushing

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.

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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How Donald Trump Broke With His Own Foreign Policy

For years, the president railed against the idea that America was the world's police force. Now he's done an about-face.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 08 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.

Until recently, Donald Trump was consistent about this: The time for the United States to police the world, enforcing laws and norms, was over. "We are going to take care of this country first before we worry about everybody else in the world," he told The New York Times in 2016.

"We more and more are not wanting to be the policemen of the world," he said during a press conference with Nigeria's president in 2018. "We're spending tremendous amounts of money for decades policing the world, and that shouldn't be the priority." During the 2020 campaign, he often included a line in his stump speech complaining that American troops had spent 19 years serving as "policemen" in Afghanistan and elsewhere. Trump also rejected the idea that the United States had any kind of moral standing to criticize, much less regulate, the behavior of other nations. When Bill O'Reilly objected to Trump's warmth toward Vladimir Putin in 2017, the president scoffed: "There are a lot of killers. You think our country's so innocent?"

If anyone gave the U.S. the benefit of the doubt then, Trump has squandered the possibility now. In his second term, Trump has returned the nation to its role as global policeman--but this time, it's as the world's dirty cop, running rackets and thumbing its nose at the law even as it cracks down on alleged criminality by other countries' leaders. He launched air strikes on Christmas Day in Nigeria, the very country he held up eight years ago as one where the U.S. shouldn't be involved. Days later, U.S. troops snatched the Venezuelan autocrat Nicolas Maduro and his wife in Caracas. Trump told the Times yesterday that the U.S. could spend years controlling Venezuela. This week, the Trump aide Stephen Miller all but announced plans to annex Greenland.



Although the idea of a global policeman originated as a metaphor, the White House has made it literal. Take the boat strikes in the Caribbean, where U.S. law-enforcement agencies such as the Drug Enforcement Administration have long operated. But whereas previous administrations have used law-enforcement agencies to police drug trafficking, the Trump administration has chosen to rely on the armed forces. He has instructed them to conduct lethal, extrajudicial, and likely illegal drone strikes, even as the administration argues that it need not notify Congress of the actions under the War Powers Resolution because U.S. troops are not in danger. As for the raid in Venezuela, Secretary of State Marco Rubio has also described Maduro's capture as "a law-enforcement operation," telling George Stephanopoulos, "We didn't occupy a country. This was an arrest operation."

This takes some intellectual contortions to accept. Although officials say that the Justice Department wrote a memo justifying the action legally, the administration has not publicly shared the rationale, and international-law experts have almost unanimously agreed that the U.S. violated international law to arrest Maduro this way. In domestic policing, Trump has long espoused what I call "lawless order"--the idea that those in power can break the law in order to achieve their idea of society--and the president is now extending that to the rest of the world.

This is only one of the inconsistencies that characterize Trump's approach to law and order. A justice system depends on the idea that laws and enforcement are reasonably consistent and predictable, but Trump offers none of that. On the one hand, he has arrested Maduro and brought him to the U.S., and plans to try him for drug trafficking. On the other, he last month pardoned Juan Orlando Hernandez, the former president of Honduras who had been convicted and imprisoned in the United States on very similar charges. He has correctly labeled Maduro an "illegitimate dictator," but he has made the self-described Salvadoran dictator Nayib Bukele a key ally and welcomed him to the White House. Trump isn't the best avatar of legal probity himself: He was convicted of 34 felonies in 2024, and escaped trial on several more serious ones only by virtue of being elected president.

What Trump is doing in Venezuela and beyond isn't enforcing norms and ensuring security. It's finding a way to make a buck. If you listened to Trump closely when he was rejecting intervention in the past, he hinted at this possibility. Although he complained about American troops being dispatched around the world, he often added that the problem was that the U.S. didn't receive any direct, immediate monetary compensation for it. (The Iraq War was a mistake, he argued, not because it failed to achieve geopolitical change but because the U.S. didn't take Iraq's oil.)

Now he's out to get his cut. He has openly acknowledged that the U.S. got involved in Venezuela because of oil, and the administration has declared its intent to control the country's petroleum industry "indefinitely." In the Arctic Circle, he's attempting to establish a protection racket, arguing that Denmark doesn't have the means to defend Greenland. Nice island you got there. Be a shame if something happened to it. 

The U.S. has, in the past, made common cause with dictators when expedient, overthrown democratically elected leaders when nervous, and stayed out of righteous causes when doubtful of the upsides of getting involved; presidents have made moves to boost the U.S. economy or their own political prospects. The war hero Smedley Butler famously accused the U.S. government of racketeering in 1935. But even purported deference to a higher principle constrained and directed the shape of global involvement. Trump has abandoned that pretense, and no one dares to stop him. He is getting his way right now, but the long-term effects may be dangerous: When a dirty cop walks the beat, he encourages bad behavior in his precinct rather than suppressing it.

Related:

	The president seems intoxicated with military power. 
 	Trump seizing Greenland could set off a chain reaction.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	First the shooting. Then the lies.
 	Alexandra Petri: I tried to be the government. It did not go well.
 	George Packer: Trump is doing improv in Venezuela.




Today's News

	Minnesota officials withdrew from the investigation into the fatal shooting of Renee Nicole Good by a federal immigration agent yesterday after the FBI blocked state access to evidence, prompting Governor Tim Walz to say that it was going to be "very, very difficult" for Minnesotans to think that the investigation will be fair. The Department of Homeland Security said that the agent acted in self-defense.
 	Colombian President Gustavo Petro said that he feared a possible U.S. attack after President Donald Trump said that military action against Colombia "sounds good," but a phone call yesterday between the two leaders appeared to ease tensions. Trump later said that a White House meeting was being arranged.
 	The Senate advanced a bipartisan bill to assert Congress's authority and block further U.S. military action in Venezuela after the raid that captured Nicolas Maduro. The measure passed 52-47, with five Republicans joining Democrats; a final vote is expected next week.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Jake Lundberg explores what early fights about American imperialism looked like.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



An Underappreciated Variable in Sports Success

By Alex Hutchinson

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? ...
 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?


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	An act of cosmic sabotage
 	Quinta Jurecic: The Maduro indictment appears legally solid.
 	Nick Miroff: Trump's immigration crackdown takes a dark turn in Minneapolis.
 	David H. Freedman: What having a fake disease taught me about health care
 	Change may be coming to Iran.
 	Bono: What peaceniks like me get wrong about peace
 	A high-seas gambit humiliates Putin.




Culture Break


Harald Giersing / Heritage Images / Getty



Explore. A theme keeps popping up in relationship advice, Julie Beck writes: Don't vent so much.

Read. The philosopher Rebecca Newberger Goldstein's latest book explores a new understanding of human beings' most basic desire, John Kaag writes.

Play our daily crossword.



PS

Over the past 15 or 20 years, I've watched as the Grateful Dead has gone from casually dismissed sideshow to critical touchstone, cited by even the coolest bands as an influence. I'd like to say that I was ahead of the curve, but I can't take much credit: My parents, longtime Deadheads, indoctrinated me from an early age. I recently filmed a video as part of The Atlantic's "Behind the Byline" series where I talk about the Dead--and get quizzed on how fast I can name that tune and identify the era. To be honest, my colleague Matteo Wong's advice on pasta might be more useful.

-- David



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Does Anyone Else Have 1898 Deja Vu?

Trump has upended a long 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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