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Purge the Public Servants

The destruction of the civil service can destroy democracy, too.

by Anne Applebaum

Fri, 30 Jan 2026




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

Kathleen Walters was only 23 days away from qualifying for early retirement at the IRS when she decided to quit, rather than acquiesce to a Trump-administration request that she break the law and compromise millions of people's privacy. She's one of hundreds of thousands of civil servants who have left or been fired from their federal-government jobs in the past year. In this episode, host Anne Applebaum speaks with Don Moynihan, an expert in the history of public policy from the University of Michigan. He explains how the destruction of America's civil service is part of the administration's greater effort to create a government that derives its power through unprecedented means and fundamentally disrupts democracy as we know it.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Kathleen Walters: I thought I would be at the IRS for six months when I joined, and those six months turned into almost two decades. My name is Kathleen Walters, and  I was an executive at the IRS for nearly 20 years, most recently serving as the agency's chief privacy officer. I've kind of worked with every administration all the way back to the early '90s. No other administration has personally ever asked me to do anything that was illegal, no. No.


Anne Applebaum: From The Atlantic, this is Autocracy in America. I'm Anne Applebaum. In this new season, I'm asking how the Trump White House is rewriting the rules of U.S. politics, and talking to Americans whose lives have been changed as a result. Today's episode examines the destruction of the civil service: the removal of professionals, and their replacement with loyalists. I've seen this kind of transformation before, in other failing democracies. Everyone suffers from the degradation of public services. Government institutions run by lackeys are also more easily manipulated by autocratic leaders, and no longer serve the public interest. Kathleen Walters found herself in the center of this story in 2025.

Walters: So on day one of the second Trump administration, it was clear things were going to be different because of the flurry of executive orders that were issued. I got word that some of our leaders might be negotiating with DHS over a memorandum of understanding--an agreement to share tax data. I was contacted by our acting commissioner, and they wanted to have an agreement signed with DHS to share data on immigrants. Certainly name, address, contact information was high on their list and, really, whatever we could give them. And they wanted to compile it and mix it with the data they received from all the other agencies, and--they didn't use this term, but it was very clear--create the most updated profile on each of the immigrants. I asked DHS for a sense of volume, and the individual representing DHS stated that he believed it would be about up to 7 million immigrants' data that they were requesting.
 That is very, very sensitive data, and we have one of the most complex privacy laws in the federal government. The lawyers determined that we could not give it to them legally. I had decided that I was not going to be able to facilitate something that, based on our attorney's input, was not lawful. So that weekend, I sent a resignation email to the acting commissioner.
 The decision to leave the IRS was the hardest thing I've ever done and yet the easiest decision. We all have boundaries in life. I had a clear one, and I was committed to it. So that made it easy. On the other hand, I also am the mom to a 9-year-old, who I'm responsible for caring for and paying for. I was 23 days shy of qualifying for early retirement, which would've given us some payments monthly and health insurance for life. So I had to tell my daughter what was going on, and I said, you know, We are gonna have to not spend as much money. We're probably not gonna go out to eat much. But this is what I did and this is why. And it still chokes me up. She said to me, Mom, even if we have to live in a tent in someone's yard, you made the right decision.
 Integrity, to me, it's the most important thing to maintain, because if you lose a job, you can get another job. But if you lose your integrity, it is very hard to get it back.


[Music]

Don Moynihan: I don't think this is an anomaly, and I think what it tells us is about the way in which Trump is managing the civil service in his second term in a fashion that's quite different from how he did in the first term.  

Applebaum: Professor Don Moynihan is an expert in the history of public policy, and teaches at the University of Michigan.

Moynihan: And a lot of these disagreements really boil down to whether the president can order people to break the law. It's a red flag when you see so many people saying, My god. This is so illegal that we cannot, in good conscience, stick around any longer.

Applebaum: Don, there are now many, many civil servants who have left or been fired, so tell us more about how this term may be different from President Trump's first term.

Moynihan: I spent a few years at the end of Trump's first term trying to think about how bad could it get in his second term. I did not anticipate just how bad it would become, partly because I didn't anticipate that so many laws, civil-service laws and other laws, would be broken with seeming impunity. One of his big lessons from his first term was that there are a lot of lawyers in government who are telling me, No, I can't do things. I need lawyers who will tell me, Yes you can. And so he's systematically pushing the envelope on policy and, in many cases, breaking the law. And then also replacing those lawyers with more amenable actors. And so we see again and again, principled public officials saying, We think this crosses the boundaries, effectively being put on administrative leave, being told to resign, or, in some cases, being fired.

Applebaum: I want to ask you about the implications of all that, but first I think it would be helpful to give a little background here, because the United States hasn't always had a professional, nonpartisan civil service. Until the Pendleton Act of the 1880s, we had something called the "spoils system," which meant that only loyal party members could get jobs in government. And that system created corruption. It encouraged bribery. It was inefficient. How did that change?

Moynihan: The first major civil-service reform bill is introduced during the Civil War by Charles Sumner. And it's a response to the perception that a lot of money is being wasted, the war effort is less efficient than it should be, partly because of the corruption that's embedded in the use of public funds. We see stories of, basically, large contracts going to people aligned with the party. And so it became clearer to the public that you couldn't really trust that the politicians were acting in the public interest when there was so much money sloshing around the public sector.

Applebaum: And so instead of that, we created a system that requires people to be hired and fired based on merit. And the Civil Service Reform Act, which comes later in the 20th century, also says you can't hire or fire people because of their political affiliations. Correct?

Moynihan: That's exactly right. The Civil Service Reform Act is the first act to actually write down what those merit principles are, and it specifies, very clearly, that employees cannot be treated differently because of their political affiliations.

Applebaum: And is the current administration adhering to this act?

Moynihan: Neither in spirit or in the letter of the law is the current administration adhering to this act, in my view. I think we're at the most dramatic attack on the civil-service system since its creation in the 1880s. It feels that there is an element of the spoils system that is returning, but also, there is this much more direct attack on democracy that is part of the mechanization and the weaponization of the civil-service system right now.

Applebaum: And is this an effective strategy for improving government efficiency?

Moynihan: We know that research tells us that more politicization leads to generally worse outcomes. And this is for a variety of reasons. One is that you get less competent people who work for government under more politicized regimes. The more talented people tend to leave. You also have officials who don't want to share bad news with their political principals. And so the presidents or the agency leaders are simply making worse decisions because they don't have good access to information.

I'll give you two examples of pieces of research here. One is that after the Pendleton Act, and the post office was no longer driven by patronage, you saw the accuracy and speed of mail delivery improve. So in a very specific way, you could see how performance got better. Another example is: The Bush administration used to rate agency programs on a one-to-five scale from "not performing" to "excellent." And one analysis found that programs that were run by career civil servants tended to perform better than programs that were run by political appointees, all else being equal. Once you add politicization, things tend to get worse; once you give autonomy to capable professionals, things tend to get better when it comes to performance.

Applebaum: I mean, is there a precedent of other countries that had meritocratic civil service sliding backwards? The only example that comes into my head, since my background is in writing Soviet history, is the Bolsheviks, in the Soviet Union. The Soviet state created a civil service in which you could only advance if you were a party member, and not only that, you had to publicly state your allegiance to the party and its constantly changing principles, whenever you were asked to do it. Is there another country, another example, that you think of?

Moynihan: In Hungary, they put party cronies in charge of major parts of the system through a privatization scheme. In Turkey, we saw mass purges of people who were perceived as not being aligned with the administration. And so there is a common pattern there that I think serves as a warning sign.

Applebaum: And where do you see those warning signs now, in America?

Moynihan: So I think we're seeing a multipronged attack on civil-service capabilities. Partly it's through hiring. They want to put more loyalists into civil-servant positions. Partly it's through firing. People who won't go along with breaking the law are being shown the door. And partly it's also through just instilling a culture of fear within our government.

Applebaum: Let's break those down. What is unprecedented about the way the Trump administration is hiring civil servants?

Moynihan: The Trump administration announced a new hiring process, which it claimed would bring in better candidates for public-sector jobs. There were a couple of really unusual aspects to that. One is that people would submit essays where they would be asked to name their favorite Trump executive order and how they would help serve President Trump. And so that is new--the idea that job candidates will be asked, How are you gonna serve this particular president? Even though the job is, you're supposed to serve every president, not just this individual president. The second part of the hiring process that's changing now is that political appointees are directly involved in choosing these civil servants, and so it eliminates any barrier between the political appointees--those who are directly loyal to the president--and the people who are hired, which makes it much more likely that the people who are hired are also going to share those same political loyalties to President Trump.

Applebaum: Of course, political appointees have always had some involvement with the civil service, but there still seems to be something different now. There's a culture of fear around these appointments that didn't exist before, and we know that that culture of fear is being created deliberately. And we know that because the architect of a lot of these changes, Russell Vought, at the Office of Management and Budget, has said, "We want the bureaucrats to be traumatically affected. We want to put them in trauma." How are we seeing that play out?

Moynihan: I certainly think that was his goal. He has been upfront about viewing the government as an enemy, wanting a much smaller bureaucracy. And I think he has succeeded. One thing that's important to understand is that this culture of fear that we're seeing is not just driven by Trump officials. It's also driven by Trump-aligned actors in broader society. And so, for example, Elon Musk might tweet about an individual government employee. They then get doxxed; they have to leave their home. You see private actors who are sort of conservative commentators identify individual civil servants. These could be FBI agents. And you read the next week: Those people have been fired.

And you also see a very organized effort, and some funded by organizations like the Heritage Foundation, to FOIA individual civil servants, to basically go through their emails, see if they can find any damaging language that would allow them to be fired, and to create, effectively, enemies lists, where individual civil servants are put on a website somewhere. There are lists of alleged crimes, which are often things like, Served on a DEI panel once, are listed. And then, again, you predictably see sometimes formal retaliation for that--a person might be put on leave or fired--but also informal attacks, where people get nasty phone calls, emails; sometimes people will turn up at their home and threaten them. And so the fear is not irrational. It is not just in the workplace; it's in the broader society that these civil servants are now working in.

Applebaum: The third warning sign you listed is the mass firings. Since the Trump administration has taken office, hundreds of thousands of civil servants have been fired or have quit. Are these mass firings legal? I had always assumed, prior to this administration, that it wasn't that easy to fire civil servants. In fact, this was one of the complaints that was sometimes made about them, is that they can't be fired. How is it possible that this administration can just tell thousands of people to leave their jobs?

Moynihan: There are so many things I thought were illegal that now appear to be legal. It's hard to keep a full list. If you asked me a year ago, Can the president eliminate an agency? or Can the president impound funds? I would've said, No, those are illegal things because that takes up congressional prerogatives too great an extent. They're clearly unconstitutional. And now we have seen the president do both of those things. When it comes to firing individual employees, it is onerous to fire an individual employee. You can fire them for calls. That is to say: If they're poor performers, you can fire them. They can appeal that decision. It can take a while to do that, but if you document the basis for the firing, it is possible to get rid of them. Ironically, it's somewhat easier to fire lots of employees, because there is a legal "reduction in force" process--RIFs--where agencies can say: Because we need to save money, or because of some reorganization, we are going to eliminate a lot of positions.

Whether the Trump administration is using those reduction-in-force authorities legally, I think, is a very open question. RIFs are very technical documents and there's a lot of procedures. It looks to me that the Trump administration has not followed in implementing those RIFs. Also, a huge number of people left through the deferred-resignation program, the so-called "fork in the road" voluntary-resignation program that Elon Musk introduced. It feels fairly clear to me that that was not following statutes, but a lot of people simply did leave, and it doesn't seem like the Supreme Court is gonna do anything about it. The ways in which there was mass firings of probationary employees--a judge has ruled those to be illegal, but he's also said: Well, it's too late to fix it now. And so there is this sort of disturbing trend where things that really do appear to be illegal in terms of how federal employees are treated are allowed to move forward. And then maybe, down the line, the court will say, Well, that wasn't right. But at that point, the remedy has pretty much walked out the door. Too much time has passed. So, for example, USAID doesn't exist as an agency anymore. And so even if the courts were to say, That was illegal, there's no workable solution for the employees who were laid off or for the programs that they were trying to implement.

Applebaum: Coming up after the break: The attack on the civil service may be part of a bigger project: Trump's entourage wants to change our system so that they can stay in power.

Moynihan: He's  issued executive orders claiming authority over elections that constitutionally he doesn't seem to have,  but that doesn't mean that a weaponized Department of Justice couldn't sue or investigate or harass states or individual election officials for what they regard as improper behavior, which could be behavior that's actually trying to maintain a free and fair election.
 Applebaum: That's after the break.


[Break]

Applebaum: Don, talk about the practical impact of these firings. Of course they are felt by the people themselves, who've lost their jobs, but how will this affect the public at large?

Moynihan: I think there are two ways to answer that question. And so the first way is to think about the federal workforce as a group of employees who work for you. Do you want a group of employees that are knowledgeable, committed to their job, really dedicated to the goals that they're trying to implement? And I think, historically, in America, we've mostly said yes. We get to hire some very smart people in government, partly because they care a lot about the mission, partly because they like the stability of government work. And so we probably get people who are coming not just for the paycheck--because they could earn more in the private sector--but because they're really committed to the statutory goals of protecting the environment or emergency management. If you think of yourself as a mini-CEO overseeing this workforce, what we're seeing is a bunch of structural changes that is gonna make it less easy for you to attract and retain good employees. They don't appreciate the lack of stability. They don't appreciate the toxic work environment, or being demonized. And so a lot of those people will exit, or they will never join the public sector in the first place. The stock of human capital in the workforce just gets worse.

Then we get to specific public services. And here, it's harder to say, Planes are going to drop out of the sky tomorrow because there's a 5 percent cut of FAA employees. And this is something about public services that is sometimes maybe a little different from private services, which is that the erosion of quality can be slower and harder to observe. I do think there are places we are starting to see this. Social Security has been struggling to serve its customers. I think the IRS--the fact that they're hiring back people now is an admission that they simply don't have enough people to manage the inflow of tax forms that will come at tax season. I think emergency management, to me, is a huge red flag, where FEMA did not have an especially bad summer in terms of natural disasters, but with flooding in Texas, it clearly was not as able to respond, partly because of the cuts and services, partly because of the extra layers of red tape that the DHS leadership imposed upon it. And so I think there will be more stories like that, where failures occur in a visible way. And then if you look at those failures honestly, you can say, Well, partly, this is because the Trump administration chose to reduce the capacity of these agencies.

Applebaum: So if things do begin to erode and government services begin to decline and more accidents happen with pollution or food safety, do you think people will make the connection between those accidents, and that erosion, and the attacks on the civil service?

Moynihan: What I do think is true is that there is a moment here of opportunity for civic education between the citizens of America and the government that serves them, where we can explain to them: Here it is; here's what your government does. Here's how your taxpayer dollars are spent. And when you sort of pull out these capacities, here's how things start to collapse. We mostly don't have those moments of opportunities, because they're mostly moments of really bad outcomes. I think about Hurricane Katrina. That was an opportunity where we understood that putting unqualified people in charge of FEMA contributed to some very bad outcomes for the residents of New Orleans. So I think the work to be done there is to connect these failures that we see with choices made by the administration to undermine state capacity.

Applebaum: Earlier, you directly linked the civil-service firings with a decline in democracy, and you've also written elsewhere that President Trump is trying to build a more authoritarian political system. Let's talk more specifically about what that means. For example, direct control of some state institutions could give a ruling party or leader advantages. So if the president can use the IRS to steal data or information, and use it in campaigns, or to initiate investigations against his enemies for political reasons, then the next time we go to vote, the playing field isn't level. And that's why neutral institutions that are meant to serve all of us shouldn't be politicized.

Moynihan: Yeah. You need nonpartisan institutions to, I think, also create trust in government. And if we look at independent agencies, or, let's say, take the Merit Systems Protection Board. This was created with the 1978 Civil Service Reform Act. These were the actors put in place, where if some employee is saying, I've been fired because of my political affiliation, or I've been fired because I wouldn't do something illegal, they have the final sort of judgment on whether discrimination on political basis took place. But President Trump has basically taken control of that entity, removed any Democrats and put only Republicans on it. And so it's no longer a credible check on government abuses at this point.

Applebaum: All of us have begun to focus on the midterms, and, clearly, the administration is nervous about them. How does the absence of thousands of federal civil servants, or the politicization of the civil service--how could it affect the elections? Do mass firings create an atmosphere of fear that impacts voting? What's the connection between these two things?

Moynihan: One part of the authoritarian checklist that Trump has struggled most with is elections, and that's partly because the constitutional system delegates the actual running of elections to state governments. And historically, the federal government has had minimal involvement over these processes. And, you know, right now that seems like a very good thing. But that doesn't mean that a weaponized Department of Justice couldn't sue or investigate or harass states or individual election officials for what they regard as improper behavior, which could be behavior that's actually trying to maintain a free and fair election. It doesn't mean that the president might not deploy the National Guard to election sites, or put ICE around election sites, on the claim that mass fraud is taking place. It is, I think, the area where Trump has made the least progress. But he's clearly interested in this as a topic, and he's issued executive orders claiming authority over elections that, constitutionally, he doesn't seem to have--as he has done in other areas.

Applebaum: This seems, to me, to be the central point: the possibility of elections being shaped or manipulated by the executive. It's not necessarily going to happen, but it's also important that we take the possibility seriously. How do you think we should be thinking this? Should we be behaving differently; should we be acting differently?

Moynihan: We're currently operating under an administration where you probably can't retain a significant job if you don't go along with the idea that somehow the 2020 elections were crooked. It does mean that the leadership of these agencies, like the Department of Justice, are going to be very much driven by people with this conspiratorial worldview, who are perhaps less dedicated to constitutional principles.

So I think in the blue states, you will have attorney generals who will be anticipating these efforts and will be, in some cases, responding to Department of Justice investigations. In red states, you're gonna have this partisan alignment between the president and the actors in charge of individual states. And so I think, in both cases, public support for elections, public support for maintaining the integrity of elections, will become very important. Visible demonstrations by members of the public, if they can start to realize that there are real threats here, will become, I think, useful in reminding society as a whole that these elections do not run themselves.

[Music]

Applebaum: Don, thank you so much.

Moynihan: It was my pleasure. Thank you, Anne.

Applebaum: Autocracy in America is produced by Arlene Arevalo, Natalie Brennan, and Jocelyn Frank. Editing by Dave Shaw. Rob Smierciak engineered and provided original music. Fact-checking by Ena Alvarado and Sam Fentress. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Anne Applebaum.

Next time on Autocracy in America:

Stacey Abrams: We cannot be so naive as to think that this is just about who wins a race. This is about who wins America. We could win. But we are very, very, very likely to lose if we keep treating this as business as usual.


Applebaum: That's next time, on our final episode of the season.
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Tesla Just Killed the Most Important Car of the 21st Century

The Model S deserved better than this.

by Patrick George

Fri, 30 Jan 2026




Before Elon Musk, most electric vehicles seemed less like an alternative to gasoline than an argument in its favor. The sad state of affairs for EVs for many years was that they were slow, impractical, and largely enticing only if you lived with copious guilt over your carbon emissions.



Then Tesla came out with the Tesla Model S. The speedy, high-tech sedan didn't just leave other EVs in the dust; it could compete with the likes of BMW and Mercedes-Benz. "EVs went from 'eating your vegetables' to getting you super-car performance in a vehicle that's luxurious and quiet," Jake Fisher, the senior director of auto testing at Consumer Reports, told me. The Model S proved something that's now easy to take for granted: EVs can work, and ordinary people might actually want one. A year after the Model S's 2012 debut, Musk personally drove one coast-to-coast to prove that it was just as capable as a gas car.



Now the Model S is going away. During Tesla's earnings call yesterday, Musk announced that his company will soon stop manufacturing the car that launched his empire. "That is slightly sad," he acknowledged on the call. In a sense, it was inevitable. Tech products get killed off all the time to make way for something better; Apple no longer sells the iPhone 4. Indeed, the Tesla Model S has become irrelevant and overpriced compared with the company's newer cars. (As a Road & Track headline put it in 2023, "The Tesla Model S Has Lived Long Enough to See Itself Become a Villain.") Nearly all of Tesla's global sales come from the more affordable Model Y and Model 3, leaving the original Model S unceremoniously lumped in with "Other Models" in the company's financial reports.

But Tesla is not phasing out the Model S to focus on making even better cars. The move is part of a retreat from the car business. Tesla will stop producing the Model S and another one of its less popular cars, the gull-winged Model X SUV, in order to free up space at its California factory to build the human robot Optimus. "It is time to bring the S and X programs to an end and shift to an autonomous future," Musk said yesterday. He's made very clear that he wants to reposition Tesla as an AI company. The promise of robotaxis that can take you to work and robots that water your plants is why Tesla's investors recently offered Musk a $1 trillion pay package even as the company's car sales are slumping and slumping. If cars like the Model S changed the world, the investors would argue, then there's no reason to believe that Musk's vision for robots can't do something even grander. (Tesla did not respond to a request for comment.)

Read: Tesla wants out of the car business

This plan had better work. Now that Tesla seems largely done with making new car models, the company is throwing away a lot in order to go all in on autonomy. The irony is that in canceling the Model S, Tesla is effectively walking away from a business that it helped create. Even at its apex, the Model S never sold as well as something like the Toyota Camry. (The Tesla's initial starting price of about $100,000 immediately put it out of reach for most car buyers.) But it is undoubtedly the most important car of the 21st century. The global EV industry would not be what it is today without it.



Perhaps the biggest legacy of the Model S is that it turned cars into gadgets. From the get-go, Tesla owners enjoyed a parade of new features rolled out via software downloads. Until the Model S, whatever features your car had at purchase were essentially all you ever got, unless you modified it yourself or paid a shop to do it. Tesla pioneered the idea of a car that could, like a smartphone, get better over time with digital upgrades. At times, software updates can be a nuisance for drivers: Some features are now locked behind a subscription paywall. This kind of approach has made Tesla a tech company, with a stock price more reminiscent of Silicon Valley than of Detroit. Tesla is now worth more than most other car companies combined.



Naturally, other automakers were eager to replicate the Tesla playbook. By the late 2010s, the rest of the industry was scrambling to chase Tesla's progress and innovation (and that stock price). Other companies have since sunk billions of dollars into EVs, batteries, and software, all to varying degrees of success. Software updates are something the sector is still struggling with. Even last year, when Tesla's profits and sales sank, most Americans who bought an EV were opting for Teslas. And when Tesla set up its factory in China, it kicked that country's auto industry into high gear. Now electric cars from companies such as Geely and Xiaomi handily outclass many of Tesla's cars; the auto giant BYD just eclipsed Tesla to become the world's biggest seller of EVs. Perhaps that's why Tesla is moving away from making cars; it's now up against dozens of other Teslas that have government support and considerable financial resources.

Read: The firewall against Chinese cars is cracking

The Model S may have another enduring legacy: In addition to turning Tesla into an EV juggernaut, it also laid the groundwork for Musk's eventual obsession with robots and robotaxis. Tesla's "Autopilot" feature, which allows drivers to take their hands off the wheel on the highway and while parallel parking, debuted as a software upgrade on the Model S. Over time, this evolved into "Full Self-Driving," for hands-free driving in cities. It's the basis for Tesla's AI-powered autonomous-car dreams and its hopes for robotics: A humanoid robot like Optimus should theoretically "see" and operate in the world much the same way.



Even so, Tesla is racing toward a totally unproven concept. The technology behind humanoid robots remains in its infancy, and there's no guarantee that fully autonomous cars can be deployed safely at scale. Musk's company proved that people could want electric cars. It might be a much taller order to prove that they'd want humanlike robots and cars without steering wheels.
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Trump Shrugs Off the Ilhan Omar Attack

He baselessly claimed that the congresswoman "probably had herself sprayed."

by David A. Graham

Thu, 29 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 attack on Representative Ilhan Omar on Tuesday was horrifying but depressingly predictable. Not only has the country seen a recent spree of political violence, but Omar, a Democrat from Minnesota, has also been a frequent target of death threats.

The suspect, whom police have identified as Anthony Kazmierczak, was arrested after he squirted a combination of apple-cider vinegar and water at Omar during a town hall in Minneapolis, according to court documents. She was apparently not injured in the attack and continued to speak for 25 minutes before being medically screened. Kazmierczak has a long rap sheet, and he also has a long record of social-media posts that support right-wing causes and President Trump. His brother told The Independent that Kazmierczak frequently complained about Somali immigrants and about Omar in particular, who was born in Somalia before immigrating and becoming an American citizen. Court documents allege that he once said someone "should kill that bitch."

Kazmierczak's alleged animosity toward Omar didn't come out of nowhere. A chorus on the right, led by Trump, has worked for years to villainize her. When ABC News reached Trump on Tuesday night, he said that he hadn't seen the footage of the attack but then baselessly claimed that Omar had staged the incident. "I don't think about her. I think she's a fraud," he said. "She probably had herself sprayed, knowing her."

For a guy who claims not to think about Omar, Trump sure seems obsessed with her. Just a few hours earlier, at a speech in Iowa, Trump had been talking about her. "She comes from a country that's a disaster," he said. "It's considered, I think, the worst. It's not even a country." He has sought to make her the face of Somali immigration, usually invoking her name when he mentions the fraud rings involving Somali immigrants in Minnesota. (Omar has no known connection to the criminal investigations.) Trump has mentioned her at least 10 times this month alone on Truth Social, where he's labeled her "disgusting," called her a "fake 'Congresswoman,'" and alleged that she married her brother, a long-running claim that fact-checkers have noted is baseless. He said last week that she should be investigated for "Political Crimes," a chillingly authoritarian phrase, and even found time to rant about her during his speech at the World Economic Forum.

In fact, Trump helped turn Omar into a national figure in 2019, shortly after she entered Congress. "'Progressive' Democrat Congresswomen, who originally came from countries whose governments are a complete and total catastrophe," should "go back and help fix the totally broken and crime infested places from which they came," he wrote on social media in July of that year. The comment was widely interpreted as a swipe at Omar (among others)--a theory that Trump effectively confirmed a few days later when he complained about her personally, inciting a rally crowd to chant "Send her back!"

In other words, Trump is a major driver of the visceral anger toward Omar. He knows the effect his words might have, though he avoids specifically encouraging violence against her, a phenomenon that Juliette Kayyem, a terrorism scholar and an Atlantic contributor, has called "stochastic terrorism."

Trump is familiar with this line of thinking, even if he hasn't used the academic term. After two attempts on his life in 2024, including one that left him bloodied in Butler, Pennsylvania, Trump and many of his allies charged that Democrats and other Trump critics were to blame for demonizing Trump and saying that he was a threat to democracy. Many of the same arguments followed the assassination of Charlie Kirk last year, and some on the right tried to crack down on political speech even as they hailed Kirk for defending it.

A handful of Omar's critics, including Representative Nancy Mace, a South Carolina Republican, have condemned the attack on her. "Regardless of how vehemently I disagree with her rhetoric--and I do--no elected official should face physical attacks. This is not who we are," Mace wrote on X. But others have hewed closer to Trump's line. Representative Randy Fine, a Florida Republican, said that Omar shouldn't have been attacked, and then immediately pivoted: "I also blame Ilhan Omar for what happened."

After the assassination attempts on Trump and Kirk's murder, some people believed that a national effort to lower tensions and avoid violent rhetoric might be possible. But the victim-blaming emanating from Trump and Fine shows that many prominent extremists have no appetite for calming their language, and they haven't developed a principled commitment to suppressing political violence--they just don't want their own side to face it. Maintaining a peaceful, stable democracy is nearly impossible when some prominent figures are willing to inflame and then shrug off violence against their political adversaries.

Related:

	Open the door wider for refugees, Ilhan Omar writes. (From 2024)
 	Minnesota proved MAGA wrong. 




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Battles are raging inside the Department of Homeland Security.
 	Hillary Rodham Clinton: MAGA's war on empathy
 	The accidental winners of the war on higher ed
 	Tim Walz fears a Fort Sumter moment in Minneapolis.




Today's News

	Senate Democrats blocked a spending package to keep the federal government open because of a dispute over Department of Homeland Security funding. They are demanding limits on immigration enforcement following recent fatal shootings in Minneapolis and have been negotiating with President Trump to avert a shutdown before the deadline at midnight tomorrow.
 	Tom Homan, the White House "border czar," said that the administration could eventually reduce the number of federal immigration agents in Minnesota, but only if state and local officials cooperate and protest-related interference declines.
 	A federal appeals court ruled late yesterday that the Trump administration had acted illegally in ending Temporary Protected Status for Venezuelans, finding that Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem had exceeded her authority; the Supreme Court has allowed the terminations to remain in effect for now. The decision also upheld a lower-court ruling on TPS protections for Haitians.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: The idea of a "trans-national America" argued against forcing immigrants into an Anglo-Saxon mold, Jake Lundberg writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Al Drago / Bloomberg / Getty



Whatever This Is, It Is Not Strategy

By Eliot A. Cohen

"At least," a friend sighed, "they didn't call it the 2026 National War Strategy." True enough, although if Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth claims that he now leads the Department of War, logical consistency would suggest substituting the fiercer war for the feebler defense in the National Defense Strategy.
 But logistical consistency, like coherence and gravitas, does not characterize the new NDS. It is a document that supposedly nests within the National Security Strategy, explaining at greater length the implications of overall policy for the armed forces. The 2026 version does not do that. Rather, it restates some of the basic priorities of the Trump administration but for the most part confines itself to flattery of the president, insults, and bombast.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	America can have the oil.
 	The three lessons of Minneapolis
 	What tearing down housing projects did for kids
 	Radio Atlantic: "This has got to end."
 	Alexandra Petri: Patriot! Here's how to identify a domestic terrorist.
 	The new shadowbanning panic




Culture Break


Michael Mortimer Robinson / Superstock / Bridgeman Images



Read. Writing a great memoir about choosing a "good enough" life, it turns out, is hard, Lily Meyer writes.

Listen. Bruce Springsteen's "Streets of Minneapolis" taps into a time-old tradition to rail against a modern crisis, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

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

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

by Drew Goins

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




Updated with new questions at 3:45 p.m. ET on January 29, 2026.

In Princeton, New Jersey, a short stroll from the university you have heard of, there lies a little campus home to the Institute for Advanced Study. It was founded in 1930 not to confer degrees nor--God forbid!--to make money, nor even to conduct research toward any end in particular. The institute proclaims that its purpose is "the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake."

Founder Abraham Flexner reckoned that brilliant minds, once freed to pursue "useless satisfactions," would stumble upon discoveries of "undreamed-of utility," as he wrote in a magazine a few years into the institute's work. It seems to have worked for Albert Einstein, who had an office there. J. Robert Oppenheimer, too.

Enjoy this week's "useless" satisfactions. I look forward to your theory of everything the week after.

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

Thursday, January 29, 2026

	The recently released police drama The Rip stars what Hollywood duo, who rocketed to best-friend fame after co-writing the 1997 film Good Will Hunting?
 -- From David Sims's story on what is missing from the pair's on-screen reunion
 	Confederate forces fired the first shots of the Civil War in 1861 at what sea fort off the coast of Charleston, South Carolina?
 -- From Isaac Stanley-Becker's interview with Tim Walz about a possible modern analogue
 	The protest song "Streets of Minneapolis" is the latest release from what musician known for other political music, including "The Ghost of Tom Joad," "The Rising," and one very famous song about the singer's birthplace?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's essay on the enduring weight of protest songs




And by the way, did you know that one of the first American protest songs was "Yankee Doodle"? In 1755, a British doctor put new words to a popular tune, mocking the American colonists as "doodles," or simpletons, and "dandies," or fops.

Once war broke out, British fighters taunted their American opposition with the song, but as the tide shifted, the Americans embraced it and began belting it back with proud defiance. And in 1781, when the British surrendered at Yorktown, some witnesses reported that the moment was set to the music of "Yankee Doodle."

Until tomorrow.



Answers:

	Matt Damon and Ben Affleck. The Rip, David writes, is "the kind of nostalgia-inducing star vehicle" that would be best served by leaning into its leads' easy chemistry. Alas, its director appears too intent on faithfully depicting a police procedural to let audiences have much fun with the Boston buddies' reunion. Read more.
 	Fort Sumter. Walz, the governor of Minnesota, worries that the recent violence there by ICE officers cracking down on protests might cause a similar "national rupture," Isaac writes. Walz also predicts that the chaos visited upon his state will spread to others soon. Read more.
 	Bruce Springsteen. The artist's new song is in the same tradition as his "Born in the U.S.A." and so many other protest songs from Springsteen, Bob Dylan, Woody Guthrie, and more, Spencer writes. "Who expected to be living this far in the future," Spencer asks, "and yet trapped in the same old story?" 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.



Friday, January 23, 2026

	What 2025 film holds the record for most Oscar nominations, including one for its star, Michael B. Jordan (yes, just one, despite his playing two roles)?
 -- From David Sims's article on how the Oscars are rewarding Hollywood's big bets
 	In 1848, President James K. Polk offered Spain $100 million to renounce its claim to what Caribbean territory--an offer the Spanish rejected, meaning that the United States never came to own the island?
 -- From Vivian Salama's article on contemporary echoes of manifest destiny
 	The doctrine of foquismo--that a small group of guerrilla fighters can create the conditions for a revolution--was developed by what fighter of the 1950s and '60s?
 -- From Jason Burke's essay on the lessons of the previous century's radicals




And by the way, did you know that the United States spent only $10,000 on the last land that it outright purchased? In 1944, the country bought Water Island, 500 volcanic acres in the Caribbean just south of St. Thomas; it had purchased the Virgin Islands (including St. Thomas) from Denmark a few decades earlier.

Water Island was not then owned by Denmark, but rather the Danish East Asiatic Company. By World War II, the United States wanted Water Island too, to support military operations on St. Thomas, so it scooped up the land for a bargain.

This, however, was not the last time the United States tried to purchase land, and not even that decade. Two years after the Water Island purchase, the Truman administration offered Denmark $100 million in gold to buy ... Greenland.

Have a great weekend!



Answers:

	Sinners. The feting of Sinners and other swings for the fences (such as One Battle After Another) is a pivot for the Academy, David writes, which is coming off a yearslong tilt toward international and art-house movies. This is not a year, he says, in which the Academy will be struggling for relevance. Read more.
 	Cuba. There's a clear parallel to Donald Trump's quest for Greenland--a proposed acquisition that now looks as though it's not going to come to pass either. Vivian notes that Polk's failure to annex Cuba turned Americans against expansionism for decades to come. Read more. 
 	Che Guevara. Burke argues that extremist movements always learn from their forebears; nothing comes from nothing. And history shows that absent a political outlet for radical change, violence will necessarily resurge, he writes. Read more.


How did you do? Come back next week 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.



Thursday, January 22, 2026

	What establishment is known as the "nation's attic" for its vast collection of American artifacts?
 -- From Lily Meyer's article on the long-running argument over that attic 
 	The Arabic word for "everything" is the name of what website that concerns itself with elections, sports scores, geopolitical happenings, and basically any other predictable event a user can think up?
 -- From Saahil Desai's article on the danger of this sort of site
 	What political-science term describes a country with a weak government, an exploited working class, and an elite-controlled economy that usually depends on one (possibly fruity) commodity?
 -- From Marc Novicoff's essay on looking for a label for Donald Trump's governance




And by the way, did you know that the vaunted Athenians, inventors of democracy, most commonly selected their political officeholders by chance? Bronze tokens representing the adult men of Athens would be slotted into a carved-stone device called the kleroterion, then dice would be repeatedly dropped into the contraption to rule out tokens until only the number required to hold office remained.

The proper poli-sci term for this is sortition, which also applies to how the United States selects people for jury duty today. But imagine the rest of U.S. democracy working like that: You're tossing out your junk mail when you notice a letter from the feds--congrats, the big government Plinko board has decided you're serving one year in Congress. Good luck!



Answers:

	The Smithsonian. The world's largest museum complex is, naturally, more than just dusty storage, and the "attic" moniker belies the power the Smithsonian Institution has to shape the narrative of the United States, Lily writes. The story matters more than all the stuff--so it's no wonder people fight over it, she says. Read more.
 	Kalshi. Like Polymarket, Kalshi is one of those sites that purports to be a "prediction market" and not a gambling platform--repeat, not a gambling platform. Except, Saahil writes, any forum for betting is definitionally manipulable; the media outlets that breathlessly report odds as determined by Kalshi had better beware. Read more.
 	Banana republic. The term, typically applied to Latin American countries, doesn't really fit the United States, Marc writes (although artificial intelligence certainly seems like the country's banana right now), nor does authoritarianism, fascism, or kleptocracy. Rather, Marc argues, the United States might right now be a kakistocracy. Read more.




Wednesday, January 21, 2026

	The strangely shaped juhyo--"monsters" made where the wind sculpts snow around evergreen trees--appear each winter on Mount Zao, in a rural prefecture of what country?
 -- From Alan Taylor's collection of photos of the phenomenon 
 	The Trump administration this month posted images of politicians and celebrities sporting a particular type of mustache--a campaign intended to encourage consumption of what dietary item?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's article on one of the food world's longest wars
 	In internet slang, what four-letter first name can be applied to any muscular, romantically successful "alpha male"? (Drop a letter, and you get a word for a man who behaves boorishly toward women.)
 -- From Thomas Chatterton Williams's essay on the crisis of "looksmaxxing" 




And by the way, did you know that--speaking of snow monsters--the U.S. State Department in 1959 issued guidance on yeti expeditions? It informed Americans who wished to hunt for the abominable snowman that they would have to comply with certain rules set by Nepal: They needed to pay for a permit, they had to share any photographic evidence they found, and they were allowed to capture the yeti alive but could kill it only "in an emergency arising out of self defence."

Alas, this did not mean that State officials believed in the monster. Rather, they were trying to show their support for Nepalese sovereignty--and thus keep the country out of the clutches of a boogeyman that scared Americans even more than the yeti: communism.



Answers:

	Japan. The monsters make for eerie skiing in the mountains of Yamagata prefecture, the site of one of Japan's oldest resorts. If a jaunt there is out of the question, the photos Alan compiled are a stunning substitute. See the pictures.
 	Milk. The dairy 'staches are a throwback to the "Got Milk?" campaign launched in the 1990s. Now the Trump team wants everyone drinking whole milk specifically, Yasmin says--possibly to recapture America's lost promise? The details are fuzzy. What's clear, Yasmin writes, is that "the idealized era of perfectly safe, perfectly wholesome dairy never really existed." Read more.
 	Chad. (And your drop-a-letter answer is cad.) The Chad is one of the more legible elements of the corner of the internet devoted to "looksmaxxing"--the "monomaniacal commitment" to improving one's appearance, as Thomas puts it. Reporting on this troubling, uncompassionate subculture, Thomas concludes that it might be the perfect distillation of the moral crisis young men face. Read more. 




Tuesday, January 20, 2026

	Whereas Swedish institutions select the winner of every other Nobel Prize, the award for peace is conferred by a committee from what country?
 -- From Anne Applebaum's analysis of Donald Trump's threatening Greenland letter
 	What 1986 sports movie follows the boys of tiny Milan High School to their state-championship victory over Muncie Central?
 -- From Keith O'Brien's article on the end of the underdog
 	The Barbz are--or were--the fan base of what "Anaconda" rapper, who recently alienated many of them when she appeared at a Turning Point USA event alongside Charlie Kirk's widow?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's essay on Trump's ever-stalled effort to win the culture war




And by the way, did you know that throughout the history of the Nobel Prizes, there have been years so turbulent that the Peace Prize committee determined not to confer an award, even as other categories went on?

This happened in a few of the interwar years as Nazi Germany rearmed, Italy invaded Ethiopia, and peace generally disintegrated. It was also the case for the years of World War I, with the exception of 1917, when the committee recognized the Red Cross for its humanitarian aid. (All of the Nobel Prizes were suspended during the early years of World War II.)

The circumstances were a bit different in 1948, when the committee ruled that "there was no suitable living candidate." The clear message was that the award--which by rule cannot be given posthumously--should have gone to Mahatma Gandhi, assassinated earlier that year.



Answers:

	Norway. Neither of those countries, you'll note, is Denmark, the Scandinavian state that Greenland is a part of. Still, Anne writes, in a letter to Norway's prime minister, Trump threatened invasion of the territory as a consequence of his not receiving a Nobel Peace Prize--never mind that Norway's government doesn't determine the winner, either. Read more.
 	Hoosiers. The real-life miracle that immortalized Milan, Indiana, is perhaps the underdog story in sports. Indiana University's win on Monday in college football's national championship is, likewise, a great story, O'Brien writes--but no matter how many Hoosier comparisons commentators make, the victory is not the tale of an underdog. That storyline, at least in college football, is kaput. Read more.
 	Nicki Minaj. Minaj's appearance at AmericaFest was certainly a "plot twist," Spencer writes, but it's also in keeping with conservatives' attempt to so disorient America that they can graft "a new zeitgeist" onto the culture. Alas--ask a Barb--culture is still too surprising and messy to control. Read more.
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Another Way to Be an American

The idea of a "trans-national America" argued against forcing immigrants into an Anglo-Saxon mold.

by Jake Lundberg

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




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

In 1915, former President Theodore Roosevelt criss-crossed the country as a champion of what he called "Americanism." The concept was becoming commonplace in American discourse, marking a stand against what he referred to as "hyphenated Americanism." The persistence of such identities--German American, Italian American, Jewish American--was for Roosevelt "the one absolutely certain way of bringing this nation to ruin," creating a "tangle of squabbling nationalities." "The foreign-born population of this country," Roosevelt said, "must be an Americanized population--no other kind can fight the battles of America either in war or peace."

In 1916, the writer Randolph S. Bourne offered a rejoinder in The Atlantic. In his essay, "Trans-national America," Bourne wondered: If Americanization on the terms that Roosevelt and others had defined failed, what of it? Should immigrants not shape their own lives as they see fit? Should they deny their own cultures and identities? To be open to this sort of cultural diversity was not, Bourne wrote, "to admit the failure of Americanization. It is not to fear the failure of democracy. It is rather to urge us to an investigation of what Americanism may rightly mean."

Bourne's investigation came in the form of this essay, which is often glossed as a rejection of the "melting pot" ideal and an early statement on multiculturalism--long before that term was in circulation. But in its immediate context, "Trans-national America" was something more urgent. During a moment of rising xenophobia and growing war fever, it was a direct challenge to the orthodoxy that there was only one way to be an American.

The alarm about immigrants and their incomplete assimilation into American life was not new to the mid-1910s. The wave of arrivals that began in the last decades of the 19th century sparked a range of nativist and exclusionary movements--particularly against East Asians--and considerable anxiety about those deemed too alien to integrate into the culture. The prospect of American intervention in the First World War after 1914 turned alarm into panic about immigrants' supposedly divided loyalties. Calling on Congress for defense appropriations at the end of 1915, President Woodrow Wilson lashed out at those immigrants "who have poured the poison of disloyalty into the very arteries of our national life." "Such creatures of passion, disloyalty, and anarchy," he said, "must be crushed out."

For Bourne, the mood was eerily redolent of what he'd seen in Germany when the First World War broke out in the summer of 1914. As he scrambled to leave the country at the end of a post-college European tour, he saw how quickly militarism could coalesce into conformity--and how easily people could forget their principles in the process. At home in 1916, Bourne watched as calls for military "preparedness" merged with hardening definitions of loyalty and belonging.

Bourne tendered "Trans-national America" to The Atlantic (which had published his early work) to persuade Americans that they were asking the wrong questions about identity and belonging. If the melting pot had failed and the hyphenated Americans remained hyphenated, this was so much the better in Bourne's view. Stripping new arrivals of their cultures and identities and forcing them into an Anglo-Saxon mold that didn't fit them couldn't be called freedom. It wasn't even terribly American, considering so much of what passed for Anglo-Saxon culture in the United States was rooted in what Bourne saw as cowering fealty to English practice and precedent.

"Trans-national America" offered what Bourne called "a higher ideal." America represented, in his telling, "a unique sociological fabric" as a gathering of the world's peoples. The country's dynamism lay not in its uniformity but in its diversity. A capacious America could avoid the fate of an Old World embroiled in a brutal military conflict. "Living here in mutual toleration, freed from the age-long tangles of races, creeds, and dynasties," Americans could work out what Bourne called "a federated ideal" in which people were "mingled, yet not homogeneous"--in which "they merge, but they do not fuse." This was Bourne's concept of "trans-nationality": a cosmopolitan American identity that embraced the world, and America itself, rather than emulating what had come before. Why, Bourne wondered, would anyone reject such a vital national formation? The alternative--"the weary old nationalism,--belligerent, exclusive, inbreeding"--was on display in a Europe at war.

Although Bourne was not an immigrant himself, he knew what it was to be an outsider in a world that was wary of them. During his birth, an obstetrician's forceps had deformed his face; when he was a young child, spinal tuberculosis had stunted his growth and curved his spine. Bourne moved through the world keenly aware of both his disability and his difference--to which he testified with incisive clarity in a September 1911 Atlantic essay. As an undergraduate at Columbia, Bourne came to feel at home and first glimpsed the possibility of his "higher ideal" in lively intellectual exchange. To argue, debate, and ultimately understand was the foundation of what Bourne called a "Beloved Community" rooted in respect for people's ideas and individuality. The model of the college could be expanded to the country at large, a nation built on "intellectual sympathy" for "different cultural expressions." Such a community, Bourne said, "will make understanding and not indignation its end. Such a sympathy will unite and not divide."

But Bourne's essay and ideas could not stem a tide that was becoming a torrent. The continued drift toward war would only further amplify the panic over immigration. Bourne called for national educational service as a means of advancing his vision of a beloved community on a national scale; others welcomed American intervention abroad, and the conscripted military service it would require, as the best means to "yank the hyphen" out of immigrants with supposedly split loyalties. The immediate future did not belong to Bourne but to those he wrote against. Bourne's more strident anti-war writings after "Trans-national America" would get him blackballed from most mainstream publications. The broader xenophobia of the time was built into a series of laws restricting immigration, increased suppression of dissent, and the rise of a national Ku Klux Klan that appropriated "100 percent Americanism" as its slogan.

Mercifully, perhaps, Bourne was not around to see it. He died in 1918, a victim of the flu pandemic. Although never quite forgotten, Bourne's ideas gained new currency in the 1960s; a reflection and anthology of his work was published in 1965--the same year the Immigration and Nationality Act reversed the restrictions that had been in place since the 1920s. At least for a little while, people were able to see, as Bourne did, that "it bespeaks poverty of imagination not to be thrilled at the incalculable potentialities of so novel a union of men."
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MAGA's War on Empathy

This crisis in Minneapolis reveals a deep moral rot at the heart of Trump's movement.

by Hillary Rodham Clinton

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




When I first saw the video of the killing of Alex Pretti, an ICU nurse at the Minneapolis VA hospital, I immediately thought of the parable of the Good Samaritan. Federal agents shot Pretti after he tried to help a woman they had thrown to the ground and pepper-sprayed. Jesus tells us to love our neighbors as ourselves and help those in need. "Do this and you will live," he says. Not in Donald Trump's America.

Americans have now seen with their own eyes the cost of President Trump's abuse of power and disregard for the Constitution. Videos of the killing of Pretti and Renee Good by federal agents have exposed the lies of Trump-administration officials who were quick to smear the victims as "domestic terrorists." Even Americans who have grown habituated to Trump's excesses have been shaken by these killings and the reflexively cruel and dishonest response from the administration.

This crisis also reveals a deeper moral rot at the heart of Trump's MAGA movement. Whatever you think about immigration policy, how can a person of conscience justify the lack of compassion and empathy for the victims in Minnesota, and for the families torn apart or hiding in fear, for the children separated from their parents or afraid to go to school?

That compassion is weak and cruelty is strong has become an article of MAGA faith. Trump and his allies believe that the more inhumane the treatment, the more likely it is to spread fear. That's the goal of surging heavily armed federal forces into blue states such as Minnesota and Maine--street theater of the most dangerous kind. Other recent presidents, including Joe Biden, Barack Obama, George W. Bush, and Bill Clinton, managed to deport millions of undocumented immigrants without turning American cities into battlegrounds or making a show of keeping children in cages.

"The cruelty is the point," as The Atlantic's Adam Serwer memorably put it during Trump's first term. The savagery is a feature, not a bug. By contrast, as Serwer noted recently in these pages, the people of Minnesota have responded with an approach you could call "'neighborism'--a commitment to protecting the people around you, no matter who they are or where they came from." To my ears, that's as Christian a value as it gets.

The glorification of cruelty and rejection of compassion don't just shape the Trump administration's policies. Those values are also at the core of Trump's own character and worldview. And they have become a rallying cry for a cadre of hard-right "Christian influencers" who are waging a war on empathy.

Their twisted campaign validates Trump's personal immorality and his administration's cruelty. It marginalizes mainstream religious leaders who espouse traditional values that conflict with Trump's behavior and agenda. And it threatens to pave the way for an extreme vision of Christian nationalism that seeks to replace democracy with theocracy in America.

The rejection of bedrock Christian values such as dignity, mercy, and compassion did not start with the crisis in Minnesota. The tone was set right at the beginning of this second Trump presidency. The day after taking the oath of office last January, Trump attended a prayer service at the National Cathedral. The Episcopal bishop of Washington, Mariann Edgar Budde, directed part of her sermon at the new president: "In the name of our God, I ask you to have mercy upon the people in our country who are scared now." She spoke of children of immigrant families afraid that their parents would be taken away, refugees fleeing persecution, and young LGBTQ Americans who feared for their lives. It was an honest plea, suffused with the kind of love and generosity toward neighbors and strangers that Jesus taught.

Bishop Budde was immediately vilified. One Republican congressman said she "should be added to the deportation list." The pastor and influencer Ben Garrett warned his followers, "This snake is God's enemy and yours too. She hates God and His people. You need to properly hate in response." The right-wing Christian podcaster Allie Beth Stuckey called the sermon "toxic empathy that is in complete opposition to God's Word and in support of the most satanic, destructive ideas ever conjured up." Toxic empathy! What an oxymoron. I don't know if the phrase reflects moral blindness or moral bankruptcy, but either way it's appalling.

This is certainly not what I was taught in Sunday school, not what my reading of the Bible teaches me, and not what I believe Jesus preached in his short time on Earth. Yes, I went to Sunday school. In fact, my mother taught Sunday school at our Methodist church in Park Ridge, Illinois. As an adult, I occasionally taught at our church in Little Rock, Arkansas. Some people--such as the Republican congressman who once called me the Antichrist--might find this surprising. (When I confronted him, he mumbled something about not having meant it. Trump later appointed him to his Cabinet.)

I've never been one to wear my faith on my sleeve, but that doesn't mean it's not important to me. Quite the opposite: My faith has sustained me, informed me, saved me, chided me, and challenged me. I don't know who I would be or where I would have ended up without it. So I am not a disinterested observer here. I believe that Christians like me--and people of faith more generally--have a responsibility to stand up to the extremists who use religion to divide our society and undermine our democracy.

No less a religious authority than the late Pope Francis called out the Trump administration's war on empathy. After Vice President Vance argued that Christians should be stingy with their love, prioritizing those close to us over strangers, he offered a rebuke. "Christian love is not a concentric expansion of interests that little by little extend to other persons and groups," the pope noted, before urging everyone to read up on the Good Samaritan.

Luis Parrales: What the border-hawk Catholics get wrong

The contrast between traditional Christian morality and Trumpian amorality was particularly stark at the memorial service for the slain MAGA activist Charlie Kirk in September. Kirk's widow, Erika, publicly forgave her husband's killer. "I forgive him because it was what Christ did," she said. "The answer to hate is not hate. The answer we know from the Gospel is love and always love."

It reminded me of the families of the victims of the Mother Emanuel Church massacre in Charleston, South Carolina. In 2015, nine Black worshippers were murdered at an evening Bible study by a young white man trying to start a race war. In court a few days later, one by one, grieving parents and siblings stood up and told the shooter, "I forgive you."

Instead of being inspired by Erika Kirk's grace, though, Trump rejected it. "I hate my opponent and I don't want the best for them," he declared. He would not forgive his enemies. "I am sorry, Erika," he said. So much for "Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, and pray for those who persecute you."

With leadership like this, it's no wonder that one survey found a quarter of Republicans and nearly 40 percent of Christian nationalists now agree that "empathy is a dangerous emotion that undermines our ability to set up a society that is guided by God's truth." MAGA rejects the teachings of Jesus to "love thy neighbor" and care for "the last, the least, and the lost." It recognizes only a zero-sum war of all against all. The world may look gilded from the patio at Mar-a-Lago, but the MAGA view is fundamentally fearful and impoverished. MAGA sees a world of vengeance, scorn, and humiliation, and cannot imagine generosity or solidarity.

The whole exercise is suffused with barely disguised misogyny. The extremist pastor Joe Rigney wrote a book called Leadership and the Sin of Empathy. Rigney is an ally of the influential Christian nationalist Douglas Wilson, who thinks giving women the right to vote was a mistake and advocates turning the United States into a theocracy. (Would it shock you to know that Pete Hegseth is a big fan of Wilson's?)

Rigney declared that Bishop Budde's plea for mercy was "a reminder that feminism is a cancer that enables the politics of empathetic manipulation and victimhood that has plagued us in the era of wokeness." Manipulation by wily women is a sexist trope as old as Adam and Eve, but this is an ugly new twist. Instead of women tempting men with vice, now the great fear is that women will tempt men with virtue.

Christian nationalism--the belief that God has called certain Christians to exercise dominion over every aspect of American life, with no separation between Church and state--is ascendant in Trump's Washington. House Speaker Mike Johnson, a Republican from Louisiana, displays a historic flag outside his office on Capitol Hill that in recent years has been embraced by Christian nationalists. The same flag was carried by insurrectionists on January 6, 2021, and flown by Justice Samuel Alito's wife at the couple's vacation home.

The National Council of Churches, the largest ecumenical organization for mainline churches in the country, has warned about the dangers of Christian nationalism. "In this quest for political power, Christian humility is lost, as is the message of God's love for all humanity," the council said in a 2021 statement. "Where the Bible has at its core the story of a people committed to welcoming aliens and strangers because they themselves were aliens and strangers, and to defending the oppressed because they themselves were once oppressed, the Christian nationalist narrative rejects the stranger and judges the oppressed as deserving of their oppression."

This is exactly the kind of mainstream Christian view that enrages Allie Beth Stuckey. The author of Toxic Empathy, who styles herself a voice for Christian women, has more than a million followers on social media. In between lifestyle pitter-patter and her demonization of IVF treatments, she warns women not to listen to their soft hearts. This commissar of MAGA morality targets other evangelicals whose empathy, she warns, has left them open to manipulation. Maybe they recognize the humanity of an undocumented immigrant family and decide that mass deportation has gone too far. Or they make space in their heart for a young rape survivor forced to carry a pregnancy to term and start questioning the wisdom and morality of total abortion bans. It's all toxic to Stuckey.

The don't-love-thy-neighbor Christians have powerful allies in the war on empathy. Silicon Valley techno-authoritarians and social Darwinists argue that empathy is weakness and "suicidal" for civilization because it gets in the way of ruthless ambition and efficiency. That's pretty rich for the crew that's busy building artificial-intelligence systems they freely admit might obliterate humanity one day. But these are the same billionaires who dismiss critics and liberals as "NPCs," or non-player characters, a video-game term for nonhumans. Once you see people that way, why would you care about understanding or helping them?

Elizabeth Bruenig: The conservative attack on empathy

They may be convinced that they're the smartest guys in the room, but they're dead wrong about this. Empathy won't destroy civilization; indeed, it just might save it. We can debate policies. We can debate theology. But if we give up on empathy, we give up on any real chance of coming together to solve our problems. Empathy does not overwhelm our critical thinking or blind us to moral clarity. It opens our eyes to moral complexity. It's not a sign of weakness; it's a source of strength.

This might be lost on tycoons who have a huge financial interest in leaving the rest of us behind on their way to Mars, but one might hope Christians would know better. You don't need to look too far back to find examples of those who do. I disagreed with President George W. Bush about many things, but I respected his sincere belief in a more "compassionate conservatism." There was no greater proof of this commitment than the President's Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief, a mission of mercy that helped save an estimated 26 million lives. It was a public-health miracle. Many of the program's most ardent champions were evangelical Christians inspired by Jesus's teachings to heal the sick and feed the hungry. That hasn't stopped the Trump administration from slashing PEPFAR and other lifesaving assistance to people in need around the world. Experts predict that 14 million people could die by 2030 as a result--including millions of children.

Some earlier leaders of the religious right were also cruel and demagogic. When I was coming up in politics, we had huckster televangelists instead of social-media snake-oil salesmen, but the game was the same: exploit religion to profiteer and push an extreme political agenda. In the 1980s, right-wing firebrands such as Jerry Falwell and Anita Bryant claimed that the AIDS epidemic was a plague sent by God to punish gay people. There was no shortage of rhetoric that I would call dehumanizing or un-Christian. These reactionary religious forces led a decades-long campaign against women's rights and gay rights that helped turn the Republican Party against democracy itself. The rise of unabashed Christian nationalists is their legacy.

But what we're seeing today feels different--and more dangerous. The question of who deserves empathy, and the rights and respect that flow from our shared humanity, has always been highly contested in our politics. But until now, no major American political movement has ever seriously suggested that empathy and compassion themselves are suspect.

The decline of mainstream Christian voices in recent decades left a vacuum that the most extreme ideologues and provocateurs eagerly filled. The Catholic Church and the old mainline Protestant denominations have been weakened by destabilizing scandals and schisms, and have seen declining attendance. With the percentage of Americans identifying as Christian hitting record lows, the National Council of Churches expects that as many as 100,000 churches across the country will close in the coming years, mostly mainstream Methodist, Presbyterian, and Lutheran congregations.

It has pained me to see my own United Methodist Church split by deep disagreements over gay rights. Many conservative American congregations seceded and joined with traditionalist congregations in Africa and elsewhere to form a separate, less inclusive Church. Other denominations have faced similar struggles. All of this has left room for upstarts such as Douglas Wilson's Communion of Reformed Evangelical Churches, a growing network of more than 150 Christian-nationalist congregations.

Another factor is Trump himself. No one mistakes him for a devout Christian or a person of faith or morality. But his corruption isn't just a personal matter--it taints everything he touches, including his Christian supporters. The conventional wisdom is that Trump says out loud what many others think privately, that his blunt bigotry gives permission for people to throw off the shackles of political correctness and woke piety. That may be partly true. He does bring out the worst in people. But it's more than that. He makes people worse. Cruelty and ugliness are infectious. When they become the norm, we all suffer.

Consider the contrast between Trump and Reagan, two presidents beloved by the religious right. Reagan offered a vision of an optimistic, sunny, welcoming America. He called it a shining city on a hill. His policies often failed to match his rhetoric, but the stories we tell ourselves matter. They shape our national narrative and shared moral framework. By contrast, Trump's story is dark and angry, filled with "American carnage" in the streets. It makes sense that his political movement--and its version of Christianity--would be dark and angry, too.

Reagan cultivated a distinctly American mythos: the aw-shucks cowboy working his ranch and standing up to tyranny. Trump, especially in this second term, has styled himself as a gold-plated Caesar, the farthest thing from an American ideal. Instead of the decency of Washington we get the decadence of Caligula; rather than the humility of Lincoln, the cruelty of Nero. You'd think good Christians would see the irony of throwing their lot in with a wannabe Roman emperor, but the whole point of a cult of personality is to leave you blind and afraid.

Finally, I am convinced that the uniquely pernicious dynamics of social media have put all of these trends on steroids. Our addiction to algorithms has made society more lonely, anxious, and mean. Platforms like TikTok and Elon Musk's X reward extremism and marginalize moderation. They promote negativity and smother positivity. Empathy doesn't drive engagement, so it's not valuable.

In the 1980s, I was impressed by Neil Postman's book Amusing Ourselves to Death, which argued that television was corroding American society and democracy. He bemoaned how religion and politics had been reduced to shallow entertainment as a distracted public lost the ability to think clearly and debate rationally.

Today I find Postman's warnings eerily prescient. He argued that "each medium, like language itself, makes possible a unique mode of discourse by providing a new orientation for thought, for expression, for sensibility." Now that social media--and short-form, algorithmic video in particular--has taken over the world, it's crucial that we understand how this medium is shaping our culture. It's no coincidence that TikTok has given such a boost to far-right politics. It's not just the hidden hand of the Chinese Communist Party, or the group of Trump supporters who recently bought the app's American shell, although that's also alarming. It's that the medium is designed to boost vitriol and knee-jerk reactions rather than thoughtful dialogue. It provides fertile ground for misinformation and is inhospitable to serious journalism or debate.

Cultural critics have begun warning that we are at risk of becoming a "post-literate" society. They point to declining reading and math scores across the Western world in the years since the smartphone was introduced. The fear is that with fewer people reading books and newspapers, we'll lose the ability to process complex ideas and arguments, become more susceptible to propaganda, and, to paraphrase Postman, scroll our way to oblivion.

There's good reason to believe that a post-literate society will also be a post-moral society. We already have Christian influencers saying empathy is a sin. We have a president who is allergic to civic virtue. Americans spend countless hours on social media and are lonelier, angrier, and more distrustful than at any time I can remember.

What can we do?

A good place to start is to follow the example of courageous faith leaders standing up to the Trump administration's abuses. On January 23, about 100 clergy were arrested after protesting deportation flights at the Minneapolis airport. They prayed and sang hymns in the brutal cold until police took them away. Many more have fanned out across the city to support protesters and help immigrant families in need.

David Brooks: America needs a mass movement--now

In November, the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops released an unusual special message condemning "the indiscriminate mass deportation of people" and "the vilification of immigrants." It is rare for America's bishops to speak with one voice like this--the last time was in 2013--but they said, "We feel compelled now in this environment to raise our voices in defense of God-given human dignity."

I hope grassroots faith leaders across the country who are appalled by what they see from an immoral administration and an extremist political right also find their voice. It is understandable that some stay silent out of fear. Influencers like Stuckey are zealously policing any deviation from the party line. But speaking truth to power has been part of the Christian tradition since the very beginning. The Christian community--and the country--would be stronger and healthier if we heard these voices.

We also need to contest this ground politically. If MAGA Republicans are going to give up on traditional virtues such as compassion and community, Democrats have an opportunity to fill that gap. The violent overreach in Minnesota may provide an opening to engage new audiences looking for alternatives. Many evangelical Christians who have long voted Republican are turned off by Trump's venality and cruelty. Even some Republican leaders are starting to question the administration's berserk immigration crackdown.

Democrats need a big tent that welcomes people of faith into our coalition, even if we don't agree on every issue. Don't forget, liberal Christianity has a long and storied history. Progressive people of faith have led virtually every major social movement. Think of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. marching with Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel in Selma. That's a spirit we should work to reclaim.

Indeed, welcoming is not enough. Democrats should actively reach out to people of faith and try to win their trust and their votes. That dozens of liberal clergy have already signed up to run for office in the 2026 midterms is an encouraging sign. This doesn't mean Democrats should abandon our commitments to freedom, justice, and equality for all, or fight any less hard for what we believe in. We should listen with an open heart and an open mind, and be unafraid to talk about our values.

I know empathy isn't easy. But neither is Christianity. When Jesus called on us to turn the other cheek and pray for those who persecute us, it was supposed to be hard. We fail more than we succeed--we're human--but the discipline is to keep trying.

It's especially challenging to feel empathetic for people with whom we disagree passionately. I certainly struggle with this. You may remember that I once described half of Trump supporters as "the basket of deplorables." I was talking about people drawn to racism, sexism, homophobia, xenophobia, Islamophobia--you name it. "Some of those folks, they are irredeemable," I said. I still believe intolerance and hatred are deplorable. Slandering a peaceful protester and cheering his murder is deplorable. Terrorizing children because their parents are undocumented is deplorable. But as a Christian, I also aspire to see the goodness in everyone and believe that everyone has a chance at redemption, no matter how remote.

When I see brutality like we've all witnessed in Minnesota, I ask myself: Can I really find empathy for people who insist on dehumanizing others? I'm not sure, to be honest. I'm still working on it. I believe our hearts are big enough to hold two truths at once. We can see the humanity in even the worst of our fellow human beings and still fiercely resist tyranny and repression. We can stand firm without mirroring the cruelty of our opponents. These are dark days in America. To rekindle our light, we must reject cruelty and corruption. To be strong, we need more empathy, not less.
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Rage in the U.S.A.

Bruce Springsteen has never sounded angrier than on his new song, "Streets of Minneapolis."

by Spencer Kornhaber

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




The first few strums of Bruce Springsteen's new song make you feel like you're in for, well, a Bruce Springsteen song--a rollicking sing-along about rough-and-tumble but ultimately hopeful times in some troubled American town. And this song, "Streets of Minneapolis," is exactly that.

It's also a response to ICE's bloody record in Minneapolis. It excoriates, by name, Kristi Noem, Stephen Miller, and "Trump's federal thugs." It memorializes Alex Pretti and Renee Good--the Americans killed by federal agents--and the "whistles and phones" still in use by demonstrators. The song's considerable power lies in the way it transposes a classic, even hoary, mode of protest rock into the present. Springsteen conveys that we're living through a time that will be sung about for years to come, and that the future depends a lot on what we do in this moment.

Springsteen has made many protest songs: the inequality elegy of "The Ghost of Tom Joad," the post-9/11 rallying cry of "The Rising," the Vietnam-veteran anthem "Born in the U.S.A." As a reaction to law-enforcement overreach, "Minneapolis" especially recalls Springsteen's 2000 song "American Skin (41 Shots)," about the police killing of Amadou Diallo, an unarmed Black man. And across his catalog, Springsteen's concrete lyricism and drawling vocals channel folk music's titans of protest, Bob Dylan and Woody Guthrie. Here, those influences are worn proudly, ringing out in a buoyant harmonica solo.

But the song that "Minneapolis" most evokes is Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young's 1970 touchstone, "Ohio," recorded after the National Guard killed four students during a protest at Kent State University. "Tin soldiers and Nixon coming," sang Neil Young in a scene-setting verse; "King Trump's private army from the DHS," sings Springsteen now. Here we are again, late in a culture war, with a champion of a supposed silent majority breaking norms and pushing polarization. Here we are again as armed agents menace civilians. "Ohio" crystallized a moment that had already captured national attention, but it also invited listeners to suss out where they stand. "What if you knew her and found her dead on the ground?" Young asked. "How can you run when you know?"

"Streets of Minneapolis" doesn't bother with questions. Its mission is to rouse in the manner of drinking songs, which its sloping melodies and gang-sung harmonies evoke. Springsteen has sounded bitter before, and mournful, but never this purely angry. His voice slithers and spits, reserving extra phlegm for the names of Donald Trump and his allies. Grace and warmth peek out in strategic moments as well, like the chorus's oh-so-slowly intoned slant rhymes: the words Minneapolis, stranger in our midst, and--the poignance of this one took a moment to understand--26.

Twenty-six as in 2026: the exotic-sounding name of this new year in a decade that remains baffling more than halfway through. Who expected to be living this far in the future and yet trapped in the same old story? One can trace Minneapolis back not only to Kent State but also to the civil-rights movement, and to the labor riots and fascist takeovers abroad that inspired Guthrie. The details change, but the fundamental shape of the struggle remains stubbornly familiar: On one side, gun-toting agents of the establishment; on the other, advocates for the freedom of the less powerful. The clashes result in deaths that get called "senseless" but take on enduring symbolic weight thanks to songs just like this one.

Read: What Hollywood gets wrong about Springsteen

To be clear, "Minneapolis" is not "Ohio," a paradigm-pushing masterpiece. Springsteen's language--"thugs," "King Trump," "they trample on our rights"--is more Facebook post than poetry. The wordplay about fire and ice and ICE is cheap. The music is heavy-footed and formulaic. The immediate acclaim for it makes the critic in me a little resentful: Artists of all kinds routinely make songs engaging with their times, but so often these days, prestige is reserved for the music that copies the Boomers' glory days. However, as this song suggests, that era shines in the public memory for a reason.

After sitting with "Streets of Minneapolis," I tried again to get into Jesse Welles, a 33-year-old folk singer who makes scathingly anti-Trump songs with titles such as "Join ICE" and "No Kings." Musically, he imitates Dylan and Springsteen to the point of parody. The way the media and rock institutions have embraced him--he's played Stephen Colbert, performed with Joan Baez, and is up for four Grammys this year--implies that he is the great hope for musical resistance, but his blend of modern buzzwords with Woodstock aesthetics has struck my ear as injuriously hokey.

This Springsteen song has changed my ear a bit. I'm starting to hear Welles and other singers like him--we're in a bit of a boom for conscientious folk rock--a little more generously. That they're singing at all, and that anyone is listening, really does matter. Culture, we all know, has become fractured. The easiest way for Trump to get everything he wants is for his opponents to fail to speak in a unified voice. Thinking back to the last time such unity seemed possible isn't nostalgic--it's practical.
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The Three Lessons of Minneapolis

What happened in the city is important, and won't be forgotten.

by Peter Wehner

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




The events in Minneapolis, especially the horrifying killing of two Americans, reconfirmed one awful thing and taught us two encouraging things.

What was reconfirmed was the sheer malevolence and cruelty of the Trump administration. It encouraged federal agents to act lawlessly and in ways that led to an innocent woman, Renee Good, being shot, including in the head at point-blank range, and an innocent man, Alex Pretti, being shot 10 times within five seconds, according to forensic experts. Pretti was on his knees, restrained, posing no apparent threat, when he was riddled with bullets.

What makes things even worse is that after the innocent were gunned down, administration officials hit the airwaves to slander the dead, accusing them of acts of "domestic terrorism" and, in Pretti's case, of being a "would-be assassin," in the words of the president's most influential aide, Stephen Miller.

Isaac Stanley-Becker: Tim Walz fears a Fort Sumter moment in Minneapolis

These grotesque lies brought additional, immense pain to grieving families and friends. The Pretti family called the government's lies "sickening" and "reprehensible." And those lies forced people who loved Pretti to tell about the man they knew--a "kindhearted soul," in the words of his parents; a beloved mentor and a calm presence; caring toward young friends and colleagues; diligent and respectful; a great listener who had an easy smile.

"We just really wanted to be like him, because he was cool without trying," J. D. Atkins, who described Pretti as a role model to younger students, told The New York Times. "And as an adult I realize, it's because he was kind to everybody."

"He cared about people," Pretti's friend Heather Zielinski told NPR. "He was just living a good life."

BUT FROM THESE AWFUL, SEARING MOMENTS in Minneapolis, we have learned a couple of encouraging things. The first is that in this instance, the Trump administration's effort to gaslight the public failed. So often it has succeeded, at least with vast swaths of the county. The most obvious examples are the violent assault on the Capitol on January 6, 2021, and Donald Trump's claims that the 2020 election was stolen from him, but there are dozens more.

The administration's massive, multifront, round-the-clock assault on truth is perhaps the greatest danger it poses. So the fact that it failed in this case is no small thing; the administration is in retreat, reportedly frustrated more with the coverage of events than with the killings themselves.

Trump, perhaps sensing that promulgating Orwellian lies wouldn't be easy, given what happened in Minneapolis, didn't spend his time promoting them. He left that to his subordinates, who have much less standing with his supporters.

Still, 10 years into the Trump era, to see the administration abjectly fail to psychologically manipulate the citizenry--to brazenly deceive and brainwash, to claim that black is white and justice is injustice--is somewhat reassuring. In this case, it took multiple videos of the execution-like killings. But I'll take progress where I can find it.

The second thing we saw is that peaceful mass protests inspired by a sense of justice can succeed. Mobilization works. In this instance, the protests were combined with citizen surveillance of marauding federal agents, primarily through the use of smartphone recordings. It served "a kind of double purpose," Charles Homans wrote in the Times: "capturing evidence and also capturing the narrative, showing the world what Trump's immigration crackdown looked like in practice."

Minneapolitans also distributed whistles to alert people to ICE's whereabouts. We're seeing a stirring example of what my colleague Adam Serwer calls "neighborism--a commitment to protecting the people around you, no matter who they are or where they came from," whether they were born in Minneapolis or Mogadishu.

What the good and brave patriots of Minneapolis, and those who traveled to Minneapolis to express solidarity, are demonstrating is, in Serwer's words, "a real resistance, broad and organized and overwhelmingly nonviolent, the kind of movement that emerges only under sustained attacks by an oppressive state. Tens of thousands of volunteers--at the very least--are risking their safety to defend their neighbors and their freedom."

Because what Minneapolitans have done has worked, others will learn from it. The feeling of powerlessness that so many Americans have struggled with during Trump's second term is giving way to a sense of greater agency. Americans are not merely corks in Trump's raging ocean. Courage inspires courage. Success inspires imitation. Living in truth; cultivating the sphere of truth; joining together to stand for truth and against intimidation, repression, and state-sanctioned violence--all of this still matters.

"The historical record clearly shows," Erica Chenoweth and Maria J. Stephan wrote in Why Civil Resistance Works, "that civil resistance is an enduring force for change." The authors point out that when it's done right, it can lead to shifts in loyalty even among erstwhile supporters of repressive regimes, including members of the military. Not everyone is beyond reach.

Robert F. Worth: Welcome to the American winter

We've learned a third lesson as well: What has to precede depolarization is resolute defiance of attempts to violate America's core ideals. Efforts to bridge partisan divides are admirable, and we've seen success here and there. But they aren't enough, and in some ways, they deny an important reality: The Trump coalition isn't interested in decreasing polarization or increasing mutual understanding. That isn't surprising, because Trump himself is the most divisive, vengeance-driven president in American history. His supporters take their cues from him.

The first order of business, then, is to effectively resist and then defeat Trump and the MAGA movement. The rest can follow from that. Defeating Trump should be done with integrity, without violence, and without deploying dehumanizing tactics. But right now, given the dark passions that have been unleashed within MAGA and the leader of the movement, who stokes those passions several times each day, the chances of large-scale depolarization are vanishingly small.

We have seen, time and time again, that the MAGA movement is rooted in pulsating resentments and overpowering hatreds, even in evangelical- and fundamentalist-Christian communities, where one might hope to find the "ministry of reconciliation" alive and well. But friends of mine who are pastors privately admit that ugliness has found a home in the hearts of many of those who claim to be followers of Jesus. And many of those ministers don't know what to do about it.

We cannot implant a generosity of spirit or a desire for civic comity in those who see such things as weaknesses. Isaiah's injunction--"Come now, and let us reason together"--doesn't always apply when emotions are inflamed. That doesn't mean that one day it won't, or even that in individual cases it can't. But we cannot make the wish the father of the thought.

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa, which is rightly held up as an example of how to heal a society, succeeded, but only after the apartheid government was defeated, not before. The moral appeals of Nelson Mandela and Bishop Desmond Tutu didn't move the hearts of the apartheid regime or many of its supporters until they had lost power.

We need to be realistic. We still have three years left in Trump's second term, and his descent into madness will continue.

My brother--a retired police captain with 35 years' experience who is looking at all of this with horror--told me that he sees sending a politicized ICE force and the National Guard into our cities uninvited as part of a bigger scheme. Trump believes that keeping immigration at the top of the agenda helps him portray himself as a strong and tough president. But my brother said he fears even more an attempt to normalize in the minds of the general public the presence of federal agents and military personnel on our streets.

George Packer: What should Americans do now?

The withdrawal of some agents from Minneapolis could signal a tactical retreat. But even if it is, we shouldn't lose sight of the larger picture. What happened in Minneapolis is important and won't be forgotten. We have the beginnings of a road map to help us withstand the Trump assault.

BRUCE SPRINGSTEEN is one of the great storytellers of the American journey. Many of his songs are powerful and poetic, at times indicting and at times comforting.

Yesterday, Springsteen released "Streets of Minneapolis," which he dedicated to "the people of Minneapolis, our innocent immigrant neighbors," and the "memory of Alex Pretti and Renee Good."

The chorus:

Oh, our Minneapolis, I hear your voice
 Singing through the bloody mist
 Here in our home they killed and roamed
 In the winter of '26
 We'll take our stand for this land
 And the stranger in our midst
 We'll remember the names of those who died
 On the streets of Minneapolis


Alex Pretti and Renee Good died too young, standing against too much injustice. There is honor in how they died, just as there is dishonor and disgrace in those who killed them--those who pulled the trigger and those who empowered them to pull the trigger. What more becomes of the legacies of Pretti and Good, whether their deaths inspire others to push back the darkness, depends on the rest of us.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> hires David Brooks as a staff writer

New home for his writing, and to launch a video podcast

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




The Atlantic is announcing that David Brooks, who for years has contributed memorable Atlantic cover stories and essays on political and societal issues, is joining the magazine as a staff writer beginning next month. The Atlantic will be the home for all of David's writing, and he will also host a new weekly video podcast that will launch later this spring. David worked as an opinion columnist at The New York Times for 22 years.

In a note to staff, The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, writes: "David's work--his columns, his stories for us, and his many books--have made him known and acclaimed around the world. He is, among other things, America's best pop sociologist, someone with a reporter's curiosity and a writer's grace. He is an unparalleled diagnostician of the faults and weaknesses of governments, institutions, and social structures, as our readers know from such stories as "The Nuclear Family Was a Mistake," "Confessions of a Republican Exile," and "How the Ivy League Broke America."

The forthcoming podcast will explore the moral, social, and philosophical underpinnings of human decency--with a particular focus on the role that institutions play in shaping communities and ideologies. The podcast is produced by The Atlantic and made possible by support from Yale University, which is also announcing today that David will be a presidential senior fellow at Yale University's School of Global Affairs.

The Atlantic has been rapidly growing its podcast network, and this new video podcast will be the fourth to launch in the past 12 months. Last year, The Atlantic launched Galaxy Brain with Charlie Warzel and The David Frum Show, and is developing a new show with Adam Harris. The third season of Autocracy in America with Anne Applebaum is out now; The Atlantic's flagship show is Radio Atlantic, hosted by Hanna Rosin.

Press Contact: Anna Bross | press@theatlantic.com
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Battles Are Raging Inside the Department of Homeland Security

Officials overseeing Trump's mass-deportation campaign are fighting one another for power.

by Michael Scherer, Nick Miroff

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




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

Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem appeared before a bank of television cameras in Washington, D.C., on Saturday night to blame the man who had been shot to death by federal agents in Minneapolis that morning for his own death, claiming without evidence that he had intended "to kill law enforcement" and had been "brandishing" a weapon. Behind her stood the commissioner of Customs and Border Protection, Rodney Scott, sending a silent message of unity.

But behind the scenes, the senior ranks of the Department of Homeland Security were divided. Until minutes before they walked in front of the cameras, Noem and Scott had not spoken to each other that day, even as Noem took charge of her department's response to the shooting and coordinated with the White House and other officials in Scott's agency, two people familiar with their interactions told us.

Donald Trump has said over the years that he welcomes and even encourages rivalries in his administration, and delights in watching aides compete to please him. But for the past year, the president has allowed a rift to widen within the team tasked with delivering on the mass-deportation plan that is his most important domestic-policy initiative. That has led to months of acrimony and left many veteran officials at DHS--including those who support the president's deportation goals--astonished at the dysfunction.

The president's crackdown has adopted an improvisational approach, not an institutional one, with blurred leadership roles and no clear chain of command. White House Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller has been holding daily conference calls pressuring DHS and other federal agencies to prioritize immigration arrests and deportations above all other objectives. Noem and her de facto chief of staff, Corey Lewandowski, who has been working at DHS as a "special government employee," have aggressively tried to meet Miller's demands and use the department's advertising budgets and social-media accounts to promote anti-immigrant messaging. They have worked around Tom Homan, the White House "border czar," who has had little role in operations, instead dispatching a second-tier Border Patrol official named Gregory Bovino to sweep through cities led by Democrats. Bovino told his superiors that he reported directly to Noem, not to Scott--who wanted his agents to go back to protecting U.S. borders, and has struggled to maintain control of his own agency.

This story about the infighting around Trump is based on interviews with 12 people familiar with the tensions inside DHS, including senior administration officials, most of whom requested anonymity to speak frankly about internal events. "The President's entire immigration enforcement team are on the same page," the White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson wrote to us in response.




Scott and Homan declined to comment. Tricia McLaughlin, a spokesperson for DHS, told us that Noem's Saturday comments on the shooting were based on CBP reports "from a very chaotic scene." McLaughlin added, "We are not going to spend time giving any oxygen to these anonymous accounts."

When Noem and Scott stepped before the cameras on Saturday, Noem appeared to have the upper hand. But the balance of power has since shifted. Frustrated by the bipartisan backlash to Alex Pretti's death, Trump announced on Monday that Homan would take over the operation in Minnesota. Bovino has been stripped of his "commander" role and sent back to his old job on the border in El Centro, California. Seemingly well aware of the divides around him, Trump announced that he was removing Noem from the chain of command in Minnesota. "Tom is tough but fair, and will report directly to me," Trump said.

When Homan spoke to reporters today, with Scott standing behind him, he tried striking a conciliatory tone and that he'd arrived to make changes in federal operations. "I didn't come to Minnesota for photo ops or headlines," he said. Homan urged Minnesota leaders to give ICE more access to detainees in local jails, and said he'd withdraw federal forces if cooperation improves.

Homan and Scott arrived in the state Monday with orders to de-escalate tensions in Minneapolis, which Trump has flooded with 3,000 federal agents--the largest Homeland Security deployment in history. That same day, Noem and Lewandowski went to the White House for a two-hour meeting with the president and some of his top aides, but not with Miller. The following day, Trump said that he had come to share the concerns of Scott and Homan, saying that it was normal for him to "shake up teams."

"You know, Bovino is very good, but he's a pretty out-there kind of a guy," Trump told Fox News. "And in some cases that's good; maybe it wasn't good here."

But the battle inside the agency continued. Scott sent an email to senior officials at CBP on Monday reminding them that he was in charge of the agency and that they report to him, according to two people familiar with the document. Yesterday, the DHS general counsel James Percival notified CBP employees to disregard the email because it had not gone through legal review, the people told us.

The split between the two factions is not ideological. Homan and Scott are no less hard-line on border and immigration enforcement than Noem and Lewandowski are. Homan--who was an architect of the family-separation policy during Trump's first term--wants to ramp up deportations with more ICE officers, detention capacity, and deportation flights, but without the social-media trolling and the show-me-your-papers approach to fishing for deportees in American cities.

Both men worked their way up through the ranks of their agencies. They represent an institutional wing of MAGA that wants to pursue the president's deportation goals using existing chain-of-command structures and the conventional division of labor, in which the Border Patrol guards the border and ICE handles immigration arrests in U.S. cities, usually aiming to minimize disruption. They also have the backing of many career officials at DHS who told us that they see Noem's approach as ad hoc, performative, and possibly motivated by her own political ambitions, with Lewandowski pulling the strings. At DHS headquarters in southeast Washington, staffers address Lewandowski as "chief" even though he doesn't have an actual title there, three current officials told us.

Allies of Noem, meanwhile, have decided that Homan and Scott are bureaucratic dinosaurs who are unable to achieve the president's objectives. They have tried to satisfy the demands of Miller, who runs immigration policy inside Trump's orbit and functions as the actual "czar" of the president's deportation campaign. Miller has set aggressive benchmarks for using the $170 billion in ICE and CBP funding included in Trump's budget bill last year, telling ICE officials to make 3,000 immigration arrests a day to hit the White House target of 1 million deportations a year. Noem put CBP officials in charge of ICE offices and diverted highly trained investigative agents from trafficking cases and drug cartels to make immigration arrests on city streets.

The killings of Pretti and Renee Good this month have been the two most politically damaging events in a wider, militarized show of force that has turned Trump's best-polling issue into a political liability. Noem has spent more than $200 million on advertising to promote the deportation campaign, but it has instead been defined largely by images of excess: toddlers being taken into custody, U.S. citizens being yanked from their cars, Bovino's masked commandos storming a Chicago apartment building after rappelling from a Black Hawk helicopter.

Read: Who wants to work for ICE? They do.

"Memes don't win the media narrative. Professionalism does," a veteran official critical of Noem and her team told us. Another former DHS official told us that Trump's mass-deportation goals have been held back in the process. "Look at the whole thing playing out in Minnesota," the former official said. "A lot of the controversy and negative optics could have been avoided--and are avoided in other locations--if not for Corey and the secretary."

Allies of Homan and Scott believe that a reckoning may be coming. "Lewandowski messed up by going to war with Rodney Scott and deploying Bovino to the interior," one senior DHS official told us. "There is no one at DHS with higher credentials than Scott, and sidelining him for petty reasons distracts from POTUS missions."




Critics of Scott who spoke with us argue that he lacks the focus and drive to achieve the president's priorities, spends too much time in meetings that don't end in decisions, and is failing to do enough to drive the president's top priority of finishing the border wall. They say that he had little involvement in the CBP deployment to Minnesota and other cities, and did not visit the state to meet with commanders on the ground until this week. "He is not a team player," one Homeland Security official told us of Scott. "I really think Rodney is kind of on an island."

During the meeting with Trump on Monday, Noem spoke at length about her concerns with the slow pace of border-wall construction, according to a person briefed on the conversation. Since the start of Trump's second term, only about 24 miles of wall have been built, including replacement sections, the person said. Noem has made clear that she holds Scott responsible.

"The president was very focused on the status of the wall," the official said. "The president is pissed."

The breakdown that led to this week's shift inside DHS dates back months. Noem lacks the ability to fire Scott, who was confirmed by the Senate, so she has had to get creative. Late last year, her deputies forced Scott to fire several of his senior staff, moves that were recently reported by the Washington Examiner. Scott's chief of staff was then promoted, and Noem's office selected a replacement. After Joseph N. Mazzara, an attorney working in Noem's office, was installed as CBP deputy commissioner, Scott attempted to reclaim control of his agency.

In a memo sent on January 6, described to us by four people familiar with its contents, Scott asked senior leadership at CBP to report to his office any contact they had with "special government employees"--a request that many interpreted as an effort to curtail the influence of Lewandowski. Within hours, the DHS general counsel James Percival had objected to the memo, as had the White House counsel's office. A White House official told us that the involvement of the White House counsel followed a normal practice of engaging with general counsels at government departments on "issues of common concern."

Despite the pushback, Scott's office issued a second memo later that day to senior CBP officials: They should log any communications with officials outside the agency, including senior DHS and White House officials. Both memos were ultimately rescinded after legal pushback from DHS and the White House counsel, these people told us. Scott's fumbled attempts to curtail outside influence on his agency raised further concerns at DHS headquarters about his leadership. "You don't get to this level where you jump on your horse and play cowboy like that," one person familiar with the events told us.

Days later, Scott found his credibility publicly under attack. Politico reported that top brass in Noem's office had objected to plans for a $2.1 million office refurbishment at CBP headquarters in Washington. (Renovation questions are known to get the president's attention. Just days earlier, the Justice Department had launched an investigation into the chairman of the Federal Reserve and a $2.5 billion renovation he was overseeing.) The Office of Management and Budget, in a move that has not been previously reported, began asking CBP about the plans, exploring whether they violated the Antideficiency Act, which prohibits spending that contradicts congressional appropriations, according to three people familiar with the outreach.

Read: The wrath of Stephen Miller

On the same day that the Politico article was published, Miller gathered agency leaders at the White House to discuss the administration's success in spending funds appropriated with the One Big Beautiful Bill Act. Scott told those gathered that starting on February 1, wall construction would speed up dramatically. Others in the department doubt he will be able to achieve his new goals.

A veteran official involved with the border-wall project told us that contracting rules imposed by Lewandowski last summer--which require Noem's signature on any contract or modification exceeding $100,000--have slowed the pace of construction. The funding bill provides nearly $50 billion for the border wall (10 times the amount that triggered a congressional shutdown in late 2018), and the official estimated that more than two-thirds of the contracts are worth $100,000 or more.




Noem's team says that this is false, contending that she quickly approves contracts and that CBP has not yet awarded all of the prime contracts for construction. "None of this is on Noem," the DHS official told us.

In recent weeks, DHS officials have discussed hiring a management contractor to oversee the planning and construction of the border wall, replacing senior officials at CBP. The idea has faced some resistance because it would echo an effort undertaken by former President George W. Bush in 2006, when his administration hired Boeing, a defense contractor and commercial-airplane manufacturer, to oversee $2.5 billion in spending on border security. By 2010, CBP's inspector general was reporting that the agency had failed to properly manage the contract, which was dogged by missed deadlines and cost overruns.

"Adults have arrived." That's how one DHS official deployed in Minneapolis described the appearance of Homan and Scott.

Homan began by meeting with Minnesota Governor Tim Walz and Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey. "While we don't agree on everything, these meetings were a productive starting point and I look forward to more conversations with key stakeholders in the days ahead," Homan announced on social media afterward. Trump officials have been targeting the two men and other Democratic leaders in the state with a criminal investigation and possible obstruction charges. Todd Blanche, the deputy attorney general, accused them of "terrorism" just two weeks ago.

Administration officials insist that the Minneapolis crackdown will continue, but they have started pulling Border Patrol agents out of the city. Homan is trying to compel Democratic leaders to ease local "sanctuary policies" and give ICE more access to local jails and immigrants with criminal records. Walz and other Minnesota leaders want the government to allow the state to conduct an investigation into Pretti's killing.

Read: The truth about ICE's recruiting push

Bovino's return to his old job on the border leaves the administration without a field commander for the rolling conquest of blue cities that has defined its strategy since May. The White House has not clarified whether that approach will continue or whether Homan will now be in charge of the president's wider removal campaign. But McLaughlin, the DHS spokesperson, announced that Noem is "very happy" to have Homan take over in Minnesota. "Her portfolio is really huge," McLaughlin said.

When the 2018 family-separation policy became a political debacle, Trump officials scrambled to distance themselves. The same impulse is again on display. After previously championing Bovino's efforts in Minnesota, Noem's team has this week privately pointed to the arrest quotas pushed by Miller at the White House as a cause of the problems. Miller called Pretti an "assassin" within hours of the shooting. But on Tuesday, he suggested that the failure of the CBP team in Minneapolis to follow White House guidance may have played a role in Pretti's death.

Bovino's Border Patrol agents were sent to U.S. cities in part because ICE didn't have enough deportation officers to meet Miller's goals. But since last summer, Noem has hired 12,000 new officers, agents, and other staff, more than doubling the size of the ICE workforce. Many of those officers are not ready for deployment, but they could hit the streets in full force over the coming months, giving Homan--or whoever is running the deportation campaign--the ability to ramp up ICE arrests in multiple cities at once. Without Bovino in charge, the effort could look very different, and produce even more deportations.
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'This Has Got to End'

Tim Walz on the "all-out attack on all of state government"

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




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

Updated at 12:00 p.m. ET on January 29, 2026

For a man at the center of history, Minnesota Governor Tim Walz has remarkably little information. Walz still doesn't know the name of the two officers who shot Alex Pretti. He doesn't have any proof that the officers actually have been placed on administrative leave, as the Department of Homeland Security claimed yesterday. And he has no guarantees, yet, that immigration agents will leave the state. "I don't trust 'em," he said on Wednesday in an interview with The Atlantic.

It's true that President Donald Trump finally did call Walz this week for the first time since tragedy began to unfold in Minneapolis. Trump has been facing political pressure over how his administration has handled Pretti's shooting, even from supporters. Reaching out directly to Walz was one way to de-escalate.

Trump's tone in the phone call was conciliatory, Walz said. But the president didn't make too many concrete concessions. Walz told Trump he needed to "immediately" drop the investigation into the widow of Renee Good, the first U.S. citizen fatally shot by federal agents deployed to the city. Trump said he would check with FBI Director Kash Patel.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, our staff writer Isaac Stanley-Becker interviews Walz at his office in St. Paul. They discuss Walz's phone call with Trump, the governor's dealings with other administration officials, and the surreal nature of the past few weeks in Minneapolis. Stanley-Becker also asks what Walz might do if federal agents don't, in fact, leave Minnesota.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: This week, Donald Trump spoke on the phone with Tim Walz, the Minnesota governor he considers a political enemy. The call was something of a minor concession in a week of minor concessions.

The killing of Alex Pretti by federal agents looks like a turning point. Trump started hearing objections from everywhere, including people who normally support him: Republicans, gun-rights advocates, celebrities, athletes.

So the president made some moves: He ushered [Border Patrol official] Greg Bovino out of Minnesota, the Department of Homeland Security said they put the two agents involved in Pretti's shooting on administrative leave, and Trump called for a "big investigation" into the shooting.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. In this episode, an interview with Walz.

[Music]

Isaac Stanley-Becker: I was out reporting in and around Minneapolis, and this interview with Governor Walz had been set for 3 o'clock, so make my way over to the Capitol--


Rosin: Atlantic staff writer Isaac Stanley-Becker interviewed the governor on Wednesday to get a sense of whether he thinks the promises Trump is making will make a difference on the ground in Minnesota.

Isaac, welcome to the show.

Stanley-Becker: Thanks, Hanna.

Rosin: So going into this interview with Tim Walz, what was the main thing that you were wondering about?

Stanley-Becker: I think I had some practical questions for him about how much he knew about certain really basic details--or, I guess, details that one would assume, under ordinary circumstances, the governor of a state would know, such as: What exactly are federal agents doing in his state? How many of them are there? What are they up to? And then also: What are the names and the identities of federal agents who had just killed a resident of his state?

And just right off the bat, one of the striking things was that he had little information and, in the second case, no information about these questions. So that was a rather striking finding. And I think part of what I then wanted to understand from him related to that is what that's like for a governor in this moment, to be in that kind of situation.

Stanley-Becker: So you said that Minnesotans don't let their guard down. It seemed for a moment like there was a real risk that things were unraveling in terms of what's unfolded here. Have we kind of gotten past that? Have we moved into a somewhat-better place, or is there still a risk of things really spinning out of control, in your mind?
 Governor Tim Walz: Well, I think that has a lot more to do with how the White House and President Trump responds. Look, I think there's a little downturn here, but I don't think anybody in America thinks this downturn was because Alex was murdered or Renee [Good] was murdered or the chaos that's on the streets here. I think it's because there was bad politics for him.
 And I've talked to the White House, talked to the president, talked to [White House "border czar"] Tom Homan, talked to all kinds of people over the last few days. The interesting thing was, the only thing they never talked about--they never mentioned Alex's name. They never mentioned Renee's name. They never asked how the families were. I've been talking to 'em. They didn't really even ask me how Minnesotans were doing in this. They said, What can you do to help us? What can you do to cooperate more? Most of that was misinformation.
 So, look, you gotta be hopeful. I've got to figure out how to deal with this. This is a very transactional White House; that's probably the understatement of the world. I go from being called a Communist and the person who started this to: We're on the same wavelength to fix this.
 We're on the same wavelength--we want this to end. But I don't know if the White House end state looks the same as mine, 'cause my end state is: You need to get these people out of here. You need to quit the assault on this state. And, look, you're seeing it in the streets: It's a physical assault. It's an armed force that's assaulting, that's killing my constituents, my citizens. But there is an all-out attack on all of state government--all the things that make Minnesota great.
 Stanley-Becker: Did you see what Pete Hegseth wrote on Twitter, where he said, "ICE > MN," or ICE above Minnesota? I'm wondering what your reaction to that kind of message is.
 Walz: He's a Minnesotan, for your listeners on this, and not that I would talk about that often, but it's despicable. It is absolutely despicable. Nothing on there, again, about the families, nothing about what's going, and this untrained force that anybody, to the casual observer, knows these folks don't know what they're doing.
 The great example is they had control of the Whipple building, the federal building. That's the place where they stage 'cause they're not gonna use state property. And every day, it was a confrontation. They would come out of there all geared up, like they're in Afghanistan. They would charge people--retired teachers, nurses, students, people who were out there expressing their First Amendment rights. They would throw gas at 'em. They would yell at them. They would heckle. They would do all that.
 Well, to try and ease this tension, we took that over--we being the state--and I sent National Guard, folks I served alongside for the years I was in. And my first directive to them was, as I said, When you get up there, I said, you deliver doughnuts. You deliver hot chocolate. You deliver coffee. And you learn the names of those people who are there, 'cause they're human beings; they're your neighbors. And my Guard troops are there--no masks on, names on--they're delivering that, and now the protesters are asking if they can deliver food to the National Guard who are away from their family. That's how you do policing.
 Now, look, if those protesters do something that crosses the line--if they throw something or if they would cross that line from nonviolence--we will arrest them because we're rule of law. But rule of law means we respect their right to protest.
 So there's a resiliency here, but there's just deep frustration. And I keep hearing from the White House that we need to cooperate. I don't know what you want me to say about cooperating with a force who clearly was doing everything wrong, and then, before Alex's body was cold, they were sullying his name. They were saying lies. They were making outrageous comments. And there were some news-media outlets that were following along on that. This has got to end. This has gotta end.
 Stanley-Becker: So the president didn't ask about Alex or his family. Can you just say a little bit more about what he did say, and is there anything about the conversation that surprised you? This is, if I understand it correctly, only the second time you've spoken, the first being in 2020.
 Walz: I think I've spoken to him a couple times. I've been to the White House. I spoke to him during COVID, and I spoke to him in 2020.
 Like I said, he's been saying all kinds of horrible things about me and the people of Minnesota, and the one thing is, he at least tells what his real issue is: He's lost here three times, and he thinks the elections--and so he has the [attorney general] ask for our election rolls.
 Look, he said, Tim, this is very bad. I said, Yes, it's very bad. And he goes, I just don't understand you Minnesotans. This worked fine in New Orleans, worked fine in Louisville. I said, You didn't kill anybody in Louisville or New [Orleans], and you got thousands of people here, Mr. President.
 Well, if you just cooperate--we've already taken 14,000 people. And I had to tell him--I said, You have not taken 14,000 people. That's factually inaccurate. But I said, We want you to get outta here. We want to do the things. And I said, I follow federal law. My prisons, if there's a detainer, we give 'em over to you, so don't say that.
 And he said, Well, I think we can work together. And I said, Well, to work together, you need to do two things: You need to get these guys outta here, and you need to make sure that we get to be part of these investigations. And if charges need to be brought, we need to do it.
 Stanley-Becker: And what did he say about that?
 Walz: He said, I'll look into 'em. And then last night, I think he said that he would personally be in charge of the investigations, which should horrify every American 'cause it's a violation of that separation that he is now running the Department of Justice. And I would just say that I appreciate your offer, Mr. President, but the last thing we want is for you to supervise the investigations into these two murders.
 And he said we would work together. And he said, I'll send Tom Homan out. And I will say this, that Tom Homan landed on the ground, gave me a call right away. We met yesterday, right away in the morning. We came up with a plan. I had my public-safety folks in there, all professional law enforcement. And we're gonna get back together. He's meeting with some of them today--them being [the Minnesota Department of] Corrections, [Bureau of Criminal Apprehension,] State Patrol. And then tomorrow, I'm gonna expect that he's able to tell me how many of these forces are gone and what the next step is.
 It was more professional--because Greg Bovino never called me; [DHS Secretary] Kristi Noem never called me. They never called any of our people. So at least Tom Homan understood, Look, this is a mess. This is wrong.
 Now, what he thinks is wrong, I've yet to be seen, but I thought it's important that we created a space here, a window of opportunity--and in my opinion, that was about 48 to 72 hours--that if we don't see a massive change here, I have no choice but to go back and tell my folks that you're not doing it.
 And, look, Minnesotans are out there saying, Well, what are you gonna do if they don't leave? Well, that's our next step to figure out.
 Stanley-Becker: Well, what are you gonna do if they don't leave and if the situation doesn't improve?
 Walz: We're gonna continue to go to the courts. They're going to continue to get news that shows they are more unpopular in immigration than any president in the last 50 years, and this was supposedly that. And I would remind them we had a special election here yesterday in Minnesota. The results of that race was 95 to 5--the Democrat won. It's a pretty blue district, but I think you see what's happening here.


[Music]

Rosin: Was there any point where Walz felt like he could have done anything differently to de-escalate or tone things down or even prevent what happened? Because he came in somewhat hot, I would say, in his interview with you.

Stanley-Becker: I think he's been pretty adamant that state and local governments have operated carefully and competently here. And he was firm in his position that, when it comes to immigration enforcement, they'll comply with federal law, but they're not gonna go out of their way to take these steps to assist Trump's immigration-enforcement operations.

Walz: I'm not sure I can do much more. I'm not gonna send my police in to search preschools. I'm not gonna have them walk down the street and ask brown people for their papers. I'm not gonna do that, because that's not my job and I don't think it's constitutional.
 If they wanna do their job--and they've operated for decades, since they've been formed in Minnesota--and if you wanna do it by due process, with humanity, with decency, and by the law, we've always worked with you, so I don't know what more they want.
 I'm not gonna join you in battle gear with my people on the streets. I'm not going to grab 5-year-olds out of day cares. I'm just simply not gonna do that. And I'm not gonna not hold you accountable when you do this.
 Can we all just ground ourselves, again, that after the first murder, the vice president of the United States said, You have absolute immunity? I don't know, if I'm Yale, I'm embarrassed. You gave a law degree for that? I don't have one, and I know that's not true. But look at what he said.
 And I'm telling you, the attitude and the aggressiveness and the interactions of this, countless things--reporters have been there--that these guys joking like it's a video game and things like that. The disruption and the moral harm that they have done to our state is unimaginable.
 And I would just say, if you're watching this from the outside, and you see some of this, it's worse than you think; it's deeper than you think. I think they hate us 'cause we have low childhood-poverty rates. I think they hate us because we have high homeownership rates. I think they hate us because we have a progressive taxation system, meaning if you're rich, you're gonna pay more. I think they hate this 'cause it's a state that works. And that assault will come to your state soon.


[Music]

Rosin: After the break, we hear Governor Walz's reaction to the news that federal agents involved in the Alex Pretti shooting have been placed on leave--and if he thinks we're in a Fort Sumter moment.

[Break]

Rosin: We've all been reading and hearing a lot about Minneapolis, watching the videos. Did he address, at all, the trauma to the state--how it felt to be there?

Stanley-Becker: Oh, boy. He described this as utterly dire.

Walz: We've got students not in school. We've got students who are afraid. We have people now, and I just have to say it: I have--


Stanley-Becker: One of the kind of amazing moments to me was when he talked about Suburban vehicles, these SUVs, that his own residents, his own constituents, mistook that for ICE vehicles and basically fled from him.

Walz: I've watched it: I've watched people run. I've watched people run when it's driving. And you think about the psychology of the stress that is. You see vehicles around here that look like this that say, We're not ICE. I'm a teacher, or whatever.
 I asked my team--I said, Maybe we need to say, "It's security perspective." I think most Minnesotans wouldn't run or one-finger-salute me, but you can feel the fear.
 Stanley-Becker: Well, what's the logical end point of this, of this kind of vendetta and also of this kind of open hostility against blue states, blue communities? Do you worry about a kind of civil-war scenario in this country?
 Walz: Well, I don't wanna alarm people, but the people who think that Governor Walz should call in the National Guard and arrest ICE--guns pointed, American at Americans, on this is certainly not where we want to go.
 I think what you're seeing is, is the power far beyond the bullet in this is the people, the people who are out there. The way this ends is, quite honestly, if they're not able to--and I think [Attorney General] Pam Bondi played the hand, interfering with our election systems--they will be wiped out, and this White House will spend the next two years in court, with people facing, potentially, prosecution, and they will not be able to do their agenda.
 But I hear Americans on this, is: What makes you think we can get to November? I'll go back to my analogy on this: Winter's long, but we're prepared for it. If it takes being in the streets 'til November, we'll be there. If it takes fighting them in court 'til November, we'll be there.
 And I said--just for their thing, if they wanna think about this-- Minnesota's always first or second in voter turnout. Do you not think that tens of thousands of people who stood out in 40 below zero are not gonna show up in a heated voting booth to vote against this? (Laughs.) If you're a Republican, you're gonna lose here. And that is going to have repercussions. And, look, people can make peace with their own morality on this, but at some point in time, these people are thinking about that, and you're seeing it across there.
 I think there's some that actually have conscience. I think [Representative] Tom Massie, I served with, actually does. I think [Senator] Thom Tillis, who I served with and served on committees with. I think these folks truly do have it. I think they found their spine. I think it's spreading like wildfire.
 And what I do know is, if that catches a little more fire, you're gonna see the most impotent, ineffective presidency you've ever seen, because it's shut down. They can shut it down. They keep asking, What are the Democrats gonna do? We need to do more; we need to do everything. Republicans can end this.
 Stanley-Becker: One more question on the National Guard, and you said people want you to order the Guard to arrest the agents. Have you thought about a scenario, a kind of worst-case scenario, in which there's a clash between these different parts?
 Walz: We work at everything to avoid that. And I think, following the law--and it's one thing that we've always done: I will follow the law to a T. I spent eight hours in front of Congress talking about our state. We're not a sanctuary state. Now, do counties have the ability to make their own? Sure, they do. And that's always been Minnesota law.
 They try to make the case that we're not helping; we're not doing this. We have. We follow the law all the way. But I said, We get to this point--it's what I told them--at what point are we going to have to stand up and push back more? You killed our people, you closed the crime scene, and you won't tell us who they are.
 Does it strike you as strange that I've had two of my citizens killed--in one, they're angry, they being DHS and the president, are angry that it feels like they got doxxed with [Jonathan] Ross's name, who was part of the shooting of Renee-- but I don't know who did this. I don't know if these guys are on the streets right now here in Minneapolis.
 Stanley-Becker: Well, so there's been reporting that they were placed on administrative leave. You still don't know the names of these officers?
 Walz: No. No. And I gotta be honest with you--to be generous in this, I'll do my Ronald Reagan: "Trust, but verify"--I can't verify this, so I don't trust 'em. I don't trust 'em they're on administrative leave. And at this point in time, I told Tom, I'm gonna give you the benefit of the doubt, but unless I see a reduction in these folks on the streets, I'm gonna have to say that to my folks.
 So, look, I think we all wanna avoid that, but I think the reality has sunk in this week. If you thought you could pass this by and you thought there was nothing there, is this a Fort Sumter, John Brown--where are we at on this?
 And we're doing everything right, and I have said it time and time again: The way you win this is through nonviolence, that you cannot do violence. And I know my constituents are mad at me for saying that. They're shooting us. They're killing us. They're beating us. They're taking our children. But you see what's happening now. For all that power and all that cruelty, they are retreating massively.
 Now, I believe they'll only retreat far enough to get to the next day or the next news cycle, but again, they underestimated this state, and I think they're underestimating the American people. I'm still baffled--if you were gonna pick two states to mess with, Maine and Minnesota, especially in the middle of winter, not smart.
 Stanley-Becker: You're still under investigation--is that right?
 Walz: As far as I know.
 Stanley-Becker: Did that come up at all in the conversation with the president?
 Walz: I will not bring it up. The only thing I asked him on the investigations was I told both the president and Tom Homan they needed to immediately drop the investigation into Renee Good's wife. And, as a show of goodwill to us, I expected that to be done today; I don't know if it has been yet. But I will not bring up any of the others, but that one I feel very strongly about.
 Stanley-Becker: What did the president say about that?
 Walz: I don't think he replied anything on that, but Tom Homan said he would call [FBI Director] Kash Patel and check with people. He told me that.
 Stanley-Becker: Is there anything else about the president's tone or the dynamic that surprised you or stuck out to you from Monday?
 Walz: Other than he was conciliatory towards me, which I know he despises me with a burning passion that I don't understand. (Laughs.) I feel like I'm a pretty nice guy; I don't know. But he was very cordial, which I've learned enough about this to read him, that he needed something from me badly, so he had to change that. We'll see.
 Stanley-Becker: Do you think that there's a chance that this might change the immigration debate? And do you think that would be a short-term change or do you think a real transformation in the way the country and the Congress handle this really vexed issue?
 Walz: Well, I'd like to think that. I thought we were getting close, and I, whether in Congress and as a governor, but when we've been close to this--I really do believe that the Biden administration had a good one on that, and I think it's pretty clear they killed that 'cause they wanted it to be an election issue. And it was. It was a powerful election issue, and we didn't have enough to push back in the election of 2024.
 But if you really wanna fix this, and that's what I keep saying is, it's this straw-man argument that, Well, you're not cooperating with us. You don't care if there's criminal, illegal--their language--criminal undocumenteds. Well, of course I care about that, but I also care deeply and understand that someone who's willing to carry their children across the Darien Gap, risk life and limb to come here, and clean our homes, and get their children into school, and put little bunny ears on 'em in a Spider-Man backpack, I'm gonna go ahead and stand with those people and figure out a way they can stay.


[Music]

Rosin: There were points when he was talking to you where it seemed like it was surreal, the experience that he just went through, like [Margaret] Atwood novel-kind of surreal.

Stanley-Becker: I think there's something surreal about this whole moment, and some of our colleagues have chronicled this really well. But just before we went in for the interview, I was on the phone with a pastor and a mother of four children who was describing her own work and trying to document ICE and kind of interrupt these operations.

And she was saying, like, I'm driving my child to school, and I'm getting these messages about ICE operations in my community, and I'm thinking, Should I go and do this? But, no, I don't wanna get killed and have my son be motherless. So these monumental decisions that are being made by just ordinary people who are not familiar with these kind of stakes, I think there is something surreal about the whole experience.

Walz: This is nuts. It is absolute insanity. And I don't know, when it's written afterwards, I hate to make the comparisons of this, but no one's ever seen this.
 Stanley-Becker: Yeah, well, you saying--
 Walz: And I worry about this--
 Stanley-Becker: --Fort Sumter, it's a profound comparison, but--
 Walz: The discipline of the people on the streets here--because, look, everybody's armed; this is America, and this is Minnesota. Myself included.


Stanley-Becker: He brought up these analogies, including John Brown, as a way of suggesting that people in Minnesota were making different decisions. They were not resorting to that kind of violence. So that's what I took him to be saying.

But I also took him to be saying that we don't know how these moments are going to unfold and the kind of dire consequences they might have, so we need to be careful, especially in a hair-trigger environment and in an environment where we just, frankly, are seeing things that are unprecedented, that we don't know the kind of violence or damage could be done.

[Music]

Stanley-Becker: So there's certainly a risk of hyperbole, but I think that there is also a risk of understatement and not fully coming to grips with the possible consequences of what we're seeing.

Rosin: Well, Isaac, thank you so much for doing this interview and for joining us today.

Stanley-Becker: Thank you so much.

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West, with reporting from Jocelyn Frank. It was edited by Kevin Townsend. 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.



This article originally said Stanley-Becker spoke with Walz at his office in Minneapolis; in fact, the governor's office is St.Paul.
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What Does Life After Ambition Actually Look Like?

Writing a great memoir about choosing a "good enough" life, it turns out, is hard.

by Lily Meyer

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




Millennials love to talk--and gripe--about ambition. What was once a virtue has become a generational bugbear. Millennial women, raised on Girl Power and rom-coms in which the heroine gets the job and the man, joined the workforce just in time for the girlboss culture of the 2010s, which promised that hard work would lead not only to personal success but also to feminist victory. For many American women, no piece of that promise has come true. And, gender aside, anyone who's gone through two recessions, a pandemic, and the growing precarity of all kinds of careers has reason to side-eye grand dreams of achievement; it's hard enough to just get by. No wonder that cries of protest such as the Canadian writer Amil Niazi's 2022 lament, "Losing My Ambition," in which Niazi declares that she's "abandoned the notion of ambition to chase the absolute middle of the road: mediocrity," have gone viral.

Niazi has not given up completely on achievement: She parlayed her hit essay into a new book called Life After Ambition: A "Good Enough" Memoir. In it, she tries to trace the rise and fall of her aspirations as both a personal and a cultural story, framing her gradual disillusionment as a larger meditation on the limits of ambition as a guiding ethic. She describes setting aside her childhood literary dreams as she became overreliant on achievement as a source of self-worth--an issue to which many readers will likely relate, though it's an especially tough proposition in the media world, which has become increasingly unstable in Millennials' working lives. Niazi swings between journalistic writing, editing, and production before she lands a job in the BBC's commissioning department.

But once she's in that coveted role, motherhood reorients her priorities: She no longer wants work that separates her from her baby. This, too, will be readily relatable. But a less common aspect of her experience--and one Niazi does not explain satisfyingly--is that parenthood also reawakened her urge toward a kind of writing that, she notes, "had very little to do with journalism." As a new mother, she found that the "urge to create felt overwhelming." Before having a second baby, she quit her job.

For Niazi, abandoning ambition seems to have meant giving up on a career that the girlbosses of 10 years ago would have admired--one that involves climbing up the rungs of a major media company. But for many of her readers, success might well be what Niazi now has: a widely released memoir and a popular New York magazine column that she describes as a "perfect culmination" of her prior work. Niazi never really delves into this disconnect. And strangely, for someone who mentions that writing is "the only thing I'd ever been both good at and interested in, where I didn't feel like I was faking it," she rarely explores her creative urge. In fact, she seems to shy away from any real exploration of what literary ambition means.

For a quest meant to "navigate what a divorce from 'ambition' really looks like," Niazi's memoir gives its audience little sense of why she continues to pursue writing, or what her relationship to literary craft is. So much of writing is battling your own mind to cough up the clearest idea or best word. Niazi doesn't discuss the frustrations or satisfactions of this process. Her book may leave readers wondering what aspect of writing compels her most, if it isn't public success or the private drive to perfect a sentence. As a result, Life After Ambition raises an intriguing question: If conventional visions of success strike so many as bankrupt, how can writers earnestly reclaim--or even hold on to--ambition for art?



As I was reading Life After Ambition, I thought wistfully of another recent memoir about writing: the New Yorker journalist and author Susan Orlean's immensely heartfelt career retrospective, Joyride. Midway through, Orlean observes that to be "empowered to write, to feel entitled to broadcast your thoughts to the world, is an honor." Orlean has been broadcasting her thoughts in print for decades, and Joyride is at once her expression of gratitude for that career and a tale of life lived in service to her fundamental drive to write.

Orlean is precise about her motivations. She repeatedly describes her desire to write something fascinating and stylish enough to deserve a stranger's time--and then do it again, and again, and again. This is an unusual if not unique form of ambition, and Orlean illustrates it vividly. One of her goals, it seems, is to bring her obsession with writing to life for somebody who does not share it. She even makes the composition process--hours alone at her desk--sound dramatic, at one point comparing it with "walking along a narrow ledge and willing yourself to not look down: If you do, you'll lose your nerve, and you'll fall." She then argues that the "single essential element" of quality prose is the confidence it takes to look straight ahead on that ledge. "You need swagger to be a writer at all," she continues, "to be convinced that readers should listen to you."

Such explicit writing about writing is a performance of both confidence and ambition: Orlean seems to want to put on such a great show that it compels you to go read her whole catalog. Niazi does show a certain devil-may-care swagger by describing Life After Ambition as merely "good enough," which all but dares readers to dismiss it. (The phrase presumably winks at the child psychologist D. W. Winnicott's idea of the "good enough" mother but doesn't explicitly connect the dots.) In doing so, though, she lowers her audience's expectations. Orlean, in Joyride, does the opposite. She gives her solitary craft an urgency that cannot help but make readers inspect, and then appreciate, the quality of her writing. Repeatedly she promises that her sentences can rivet and enlighten you; repeatedly, they do just that.

Joyride, it seems to me, is an expression of ambition at its purest in that Orlean achieves the very goals--good storytelling and good prose--that the book discusses. But she never tangles with the tricky nexus of internal and external aspiration, likely because her career has gone so well. Though she does not completely omit her setbacks and times of doubt, she seems to understand that readers might not take seriously the professional insecurities of a writer whom Meryl Streep once played in a movie. Joyride remains squarely in the realm of interior, artistic ambition. It's about Orlean's determination to produce better and better work.

Life After Ambition, in contrast, mostly inhabits the realm of the external, and it does not put on a stylistic show. Life After Ambition's sentences are workmanlike, with an overreliance on set or hackneyed phrases; there's a lot of "brokenness," "broken state," "what was broken in me." Niazi appears uninterested in asserting her voice on the page, a lack of literary care that seems connected to her tendency--odd in a memoir--to nudge away from introspection.

Read: A society that can't get enough of work

For instance, she recounts several moments in which a teacher, manager, or partner derided her ambition, treating it as unacceptable given her race or gender. Not wishing to linger on the emotional repercussions of these hurtful incidents is understandable, of course. Still, Niazi treats them with a distinct impersonality, largely using them to gesture at her story's wider applicability (ambition "becomes a funny thing," she writes, "when it's used against you") and to create a sense that her ambition allowed her to break away from bigots' and sexists' idea of who she was supposed to be.

Niazi's writing about her career moves also shows some unease with the personal. She grew up poor, and the ambition she describes most explicitly is her very relatable desire to "make money and move up the ladder and have a stable life." As any writer or journalist reading Life After Ambition will know, achieving these goals in tandem can be challenging in media. In fact, making money is sometimes at odds with getting what you want. Niazi is admirably transparent about this reality: At one point, she recounts taking a $20,000 pay cut to work at a new media start-up where her role would involve more writing than her prior one. But she refrains from discussing the emotions or conversations that went into that decision, tucking it instead into a passage about trying for her first pregnancy. Taking a winding or risky career path is common, regardless of one's background, but it's often still fraught--and, therefore, ripe for investigation, especially in a book meant to probe ambition. Niazi shows her readers her choices; she just doesn't tell us what they mean.

None of this would seem all that jarring if Niazi used her desire to write to give readers a deeper idea of who she is. But she doesn't show herself drafting or consider its frustrations and satisfactions; readers never get to see her wobble on Orlean's narrow ledge. It is as if Niazi expects her audience either to intuit the reason she pursued writing or not to care, rather than treating her literary yearning as a subject worthy of consideration and time.

In this sense, Life After Ambition is legitimately and heartbreakingly unambitious. Reading it, I wondered whether Niazi didn't trust that she could interest readers in her real self. The memoir turns instead into a broad and essentially familiar discourse about ambition as a route out of challenging family circumstances; the pursuit of conventional success leading to alienation; the frequent clash between career and parenthood.

Perhaps a serious literary consideration of ambition, one that breaks through the shell of Millennial disillusionment that has hardened around the subject in recent years, would need to follow Orlean's lead in focusing on craft. After all, it takes confidence to talk about your art--and to get away from convention. In the hip-hop scholar Tricia Rose's seminal Black Noise, the graffiti writer and rapper Fab Five Freddy tells Rose that what makes his art satisfying is "that pressure on you to be the best. Or to try to be the best. To develop a new style nobody can deal with." A goal like that might torment you, and it might end in failure nine times out of 10, but the most common complaint about conventional ambition is that it so often turns into a trap. If your goal is to chase artistic innovation, to try to tell the best story or put on the best show you can, then effort becomes its own reward.
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The Accidental Winners of the War on Higher Ed

Go to a small liberal-arts college if you can.

by Ian Bogost

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




In the waning heat of last summer, freshly back in my office at a major research university, I found myself considering the higher-education hellscape that had lately descended upon the nation. I'd spent months reporting on the Trump administration's attacks on universities for The Atlantic, speaking with dozens of administrators, faculty, and students about the billions of dollars in cuts to public funding for research and the resulting collapse of "college life."At the same time, I'd been chronicling the spread of AI-powered chatbots that have already changed undergraduates forever.

Initially, I surveyed the situation from the safe distance of a journalist who happens to also be a career professor and university administrator. I saw myself as an envoy between America's college campuses and its citizens, telling the stories of the people whose lives had been shattered by these transformations. By the summer, though, that safe distance had collapsed back on me. The wave of campus crises was causing immediate effects in my own academic life. People I knew were losing their jobs. Yearslong projects were stranded. I heard from students cheating their way through every class with AI, and from faculty following suit. I watched professors lash out at other disciplines with misplaced blame. I listened to friends discuss whether they should send their kids to school abroad. I had personally devoted 25 years to higher education. Now it felt like the whole idea of the university might be ending.

Sitting in my office, I began searching for some cause for hope, some reason to believe that higher ed could stanch the damage for the next generation of students. It occurred to me that I'd been hearing less despair from colleagues at certain smaller schools that offer undergraduate study in the "liberal-arts tradition," a broad and flexible approach to education that values developing the person over professional training. I wondered if these schools--especially the wealthy ones that cluster near the top of national rankings--might enjoy some natural insulation from the fires raging through the nation's research universities.

I texted, emailed, telephoned, and Zoomed with friends in higher-education leadership. Current and former heads of both research universities and liberal-arts colleges confirmed my intuition: Well-resourced and prestigious small colleges are less exposed in almost every way to the crises that higher ed faces.

To dig deeper, I decided to embark on a fact-finding mission in the guise of a traditional college tour. In November, I went to visit four elite liberal-arts colleges--Amherst, Davidson, Smith, and Vassar--where I joined prospective students and their parents for their campus tours, sat in on classes, and spoke with undergraduates, professors, and administrators. Might schools such as these emerge as the accidental winners of the war on universities?

I came to Amherst College too late in the autumn to observe peak foliage, but amber and ochre remnants still spread across the Pioneer Valley in western Massachusetts. This is the scene Emily Dickinson, a local resident, would have taken in before composing the lines, "The maple wears a gayer scarf, / The field a scarlet gown."

My tour began at the Colonial Revival residence that serves as the school's admissions office, but we soon arrived in the new science building, a modern structure with oddball green furnishings. Nate Scharf, our sophomore guide, sat us down and gestured toward a small classroom where he had taken a psychology class. At a typical research university, an undergraduate course like this would meet inside a lecture hall, perhaps with separate breakout sections for discussion led by graduate students. But neither Scharf nor any of his classmates had ever been exposed to this scenario--because Amherst, like most liberal-arts colleges, has no graduate students.

No graduate students: The American public may not fully grasp the implications of this statement. At a university, grad students may end up leading class discussions, but that's only part of the story. Their presence on a campus telegraphs a more important truth: that in terms of mission, teaching undergrads comes second to research.

Read: Grad school is in trouble

And at most universities, grad students play a crucial role within the research system: They perform the frontline work of science. Faculty members get federal grants, which are used to pay for doctoral students, who in turn serve as laboratory staff. Professors' feeling of worth and productivity may be a function of how many doctoral students they advise--because that helps determine how many studies they can carry out, how many papers they can publish, and what sorts of new grants they can win to keep the process going. This endless competition is a major feature of the modern university--whether it's an elite private school (such as Princeton or Duke), a public flagship (such as the University of Michigan or UC Berkeley), or a land-grant institution (such as Texas A&M or Virginia Tech).

A school like Amherst, though, which has no doctoral programs whatsoever, is free of the rat race of research productivity and expenditure. As these colleges like to point out, that's good for undergrads, because faculty must focus on education. The lack of doctoral research programs also makes the schools more resilient to bullying from Washington. In 2025, the Trump administration made a point of suspending hundreds of millions of dollars in research grants to Columbia, Harvard, Northwestern, and other schools. It also threatened to impose a tighter limit on what are called "indirect costs"--the portion of each grant that covers all the broader costs of running a large enterprise for research. With so much funding endangered all at once, targeted universities had little choice but to negotiate--which is to say, to accede to some portion of the Trump administration's demands.

At Amherst, this level of pressure simply couldn't be applied. In 2024, the college took in around $3 million from all of its federal research grants put together. (For comparison: Washington University in St. Louis, where I teach, received $731 million that year from the National Institutes of Health alone.) Christopher Durr, an associate professor of chemistry, told me that his research is "designed to be done mostly in-house," by which he means without external funding, and with the help of undergraduates. He studies biodegradable plastics in a lab that is mostly funded by the college itself, and he gets no research money at all from the federal government. Settling into an Eames-style chair in his office, I asked him what indirect-cost rate Amherst applies to its grants, and he said he didn't know--an innocence that would be unheard of at a research university.

The research that can be done at a small liberal-arts college, with its more modest labs and equipment, is necessarily constrained. Even with Amherst's generosity, Durr said "there's a limit" to how far he can push his research. In truth, the most important scientific and medical discoveries aren't likely to be made at a place like Amherst or Smith, the nearby women's college, which tend to pay their own students to work on faculty research. But this need not be a limitation for undergraduates. The conditions that produce landmark discoveries are not necessarily the same ones that produce a serious education.

Perched along the shores of North Carolina's Lake Norman, in the Charlotte suburbs at the northern edge of Mecklenburg County, Davidson College's location is a crossroads for red and blue America. In the last election, two-thirds of Mecklenburg's voters chose Kamala Harris; just a mile up the road, in Iredell County, two-thirds of voters went for Donald Trump.

Connor Hines, the current student-body president and a senior majoring in political science, is a self-described moderate conservative who grew up in the area. He told me that he chose to come to Davidson in part because its students are able to disagree with one another in thoughtful ways. His good friend Nina Worley, an educational-studies major who was raised in Harlem, said the same. "I knew that to be a good advocate for education policy, I needed to meet a Republican for the first time," Worley told me. She and Hines do not see eye to eye on everything--the two do not agree, for example, on the policies of Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. But they said they carry out that disagreement with respect.

Read: The end of college life

According to higher education's many critics on the right, elite universities have tried to stifle disagreement; allegedly they're pushing students into echo chambers instead of broadening their minds. The Trump administration made this accusation central to its war on research universities: With billions of dollars in withheld grants as leverage, it initially pressured nine institutions into signing an agreement, called the "Compact for Academic Excellence in Higher Education," that would commit them to "fostering a vibrant marketplace of ideas on campus" and protecting conservative viewpoints.

In the meantime, under local pressure, reactionary speech suppression is taking hold at public universities: Many schools, including Auburn and the University of Michigan, have shut down their DEI offices; Texas A&M censored courses based on race and gender content; and Indiana University halted the print edition of the student newspaper, an act its journalists said amounted to censorship. Some private schools, including Columbia, Northwestern, and Cornell, have struck deals to restore funding that variously included provisions regarding civil-rights standards, disciplinary processes, DEI rubrics in admissions and hiring, and policies related to sex and gender identity.

Davidson, which, like Amherst, is far less exposed than research universities to the threat of withheld money, has not been explicitly asked to sign the compact. (Nor have any other liberal-arts schools, including the ones I visited.) Chris Marsicano, an associate professor of education studies who had introduced me to Hines and Worley, told me that the school was way ahead of the national conversation on campus dialogue in any case. In 2019, it created a Deliberative Citizenship Initiative, which runs programming to help students and faculty engage on issues about which disagreement is likely, such as immigration and border control. "We're the hipsters of civil discourse," Marsicano said. "We were doing it before it was cool."

Certainly these sorts of efforts can be found at lots of universities: Ohio State has a Civil Discourse for Citizenship initiative, for instance, and WashU has just launched an Ordered Liberty Project, which includes associated coursework on the topic of "disagreement." But they may be most likely to succeed when they're applied to smaller student bodies, like Davidson's. At lunch in the school's campus commons, I watched President Douglas Hicks greet a dozen students by name. My tour guide explained that students and faculty tend to mingle there; in fact, they can't avoid it, because everyone eats in the same place. Some might find this stifling or claustrophobic, but being forced to live together day by day may also stimulate openness and mutual respect. "You can't hide," Hicks told me.

Read: Texas sends Plato back to his cave

At a small liberal-arts college, where a cohort may number fewer than 500 people, admissions officers can also take a stronger hand in assembling a group of students who match the institution's culture and its vibe while also having very different backgrounds. And the fact that almost everyone at a small liberal-arts college tends to live on campus, or very close to it, adds to the sense of intimacy. "It's just much easier for me to get to know faculty here, much easier for me to get to know students, much easier for me to hear what's on their minds," Amherst's president, Michael Elliott, told me.

One effect of this, he said, is that professors actually show up to faculty meetings to talk about the future of their institution. They participate in budgeting conversations, debate the creation of majors, and approve new courses. This is decidedly not the norm at many larger universities, where professors may not see these meetings as a core part of the job, and where administrators can ignore them altogether. (Last year, Northwestern reached a settlement with the Trump administration despite 98 percent of its voting faculty having recommended otherwise.) Elliott admits that all of this faculty participation can make the college move more slowly in decision making. But done right, faculty governance is a form of healthy campus discourse, too.

Perhaps no threat to higher ed is more acute than the recent, rapid spread of generative AI. "It's just about crushed me," one college teacher told me in the spring of 2023. "I fell in love with teaching, and I have loved my time in the classroom, but with ChatGPT, everything feels pointless."

The remarkable test-taking, paper-writing power of AI is hardly under control at liberal-arts colleges such as Amherst or Davidson. But in my conversations with students and faculty, I witnessed a struggle to understand and respond to it with greater earnestness and complexity than I have encountered elsewhere in higher education. In my experience, students and faculty at research universities tend to have a Manichaean view of the technology: Either AI is an existential threat to be cast out, or a vital tool to be embraced as a professional virtue. Little room is left for nuance, which means that little progress can be made on shaping policy.

Davidson prides itself on having an unusually deliberate honor code. (Students I spoke with said this code is taken so seriously that they can leave their belongings anywhere on campus without fear that they will be stolen.) But the seductions of ChatGPT are hard to resist, and Marsicano noted that the college has seen an increase in code violations due to AI. That sounded like less of a problem here than elsewhere, though. If the students are availing themselves of the technology, then at least they appear to be doing so with some reservations.

Hines told me that he uses AI tools, though not for academic work. Worley said she's avoided AI so far, because "I'm still struggling with what makes me comfortable about it and what doesn't." At Davidson, each professor can set their own approach to AI in the classroom, but that can be confusing. In the meantime, Worley and her roommates ponder what the rules should be. They ask, for instance: If it's now okay to have AI write your emails for you, why is that okay? And they talk about AI data centers' environmental costs. "Everyone's wrestling with it," she said.

Learning how to wrestle with an issue like AI, which is ambiguous and undecided, is the whole point of an education undertaken in the liberal tradition. It's also made easier in a context where faculty-to-student ratios can be much smaller than they are at even elite research universities. (At a school like Davidson or Amherst, some classrooms will contain just a handful of students and a professor--a scenario in which siphoning work through Claude would not be easy.) Carina Cole, a Vassar media-studies student, told me that a supportive culture on campus also makes it possible to treat AI with greater care. Her fellow students are more likely to ask one another for help than turn to technology, she said. But Worley admitted that the situation feels fragile no matter what: "I'm holding on for dear life."

At Amherst, I sat down with Matthew McGann, the dean of admission and financial aid. I asked how his school stacked up against the nation's most prestigious universities. If a student also gains admission to Yale, do they go there instead? "They do," he said. Amherst has a sterling reputation, but it still cannot compete against a famous Ivy.

The relative obscurity of even the best small liberal-arts colleges may be helping them to avoid the Trump administration's war on higher ed. But that doesn't mean that they're immune from any risk of being targeted. Haverford College, in Pennsylvania, for example, has been made the subject of a civil-rights investigation for allegedly failing to address anti-Semitic harassment against Jewish students. (This is the same charge, and the same government action, that has been directed or threatened against Columbia, UCLA, Stanford, Cornell, Rutgers, and many other big universities.) Haverford may not rely on the federal government for giant research grants, but even just defending itself against investigation would be costly, as would, say, losing federal Pell Grants that subsidize low-income students.

Small colleges' endowments could also be attacked, even if the schools are never targeted specifically. In 2025, Congress voted to increase the tax on endowment income, which private colleges and universities draw on for financial aid, from 1.4 percent to as much as 8 percent. (The wealthiest liberal-arts colleges spend a large portion of their endowment earnings to fund students who can't afford to spend up to $100,000 a year to attend.) For the moment, institutions with fewer than 3,000 tuition-paying students--which means most liberal-arts colleges--are exempted from this increase, so their budgets remain untouched. But that could change.

Then there is the nagging question of practicality. Even if you believe that a liberal-arts college offers the best education, going to school to learn how to think might seem like a luxury today. In the end, you'll still need to earn some kind of living. If the paths for getting there--which may include postgraduate study in a doctoral program or professional school--are diminishing, then college itself will follow suit.

Still, after spending several weeks on my tour of wealthy, liberal-arts colleges, I grew to think that the pitch they're making to prospective students and their parents for the fall of 2026 was convincing. All things considered, when the time comes, I might rather see my own preteen daughter attend a school like Amherst or Davidson, Smith or Vassar, than a research university such as my own. The form of higher ed that they provide seems poised to be the most resilient in the years to come.

In a way, that resilience may pass on to the students who attend them. On my last night in western Massachusetts, I was set up to have dinner with a group of graduating Amherst seniors. By all measures, these were tremendously successful young adults. Hedley Lawrence-Apfelbaum is bound for a fellowship at the University of Oxford on his way to Harvard Law. Ayres Warren, who has already published a journal article on breast-cancer disparities, will pursue a career in environmental health-care management. Shane Dillon is plotting out a career in politics. All three of them told me they were worried about their futures--not because they had attended Amherst instead of Yale or Emory or Michigan State, but because the world seems so uncertain on the whole.

These seniors weren't panicking, though--this was very clear. "We'll see," Dillon said when I asked what was next, what he feared, and what he hoped for. I've known a lot of brilliant undergraduates during the course of my career at research universities. Some have become wealthy in business; others have become famous; still more have made the world better through research and invention. But Dillon and the other students whom I met during my college tour struck me as being unusually attuned to the facts of their predicament. They were already living in the thickness of their own lives, aware of who they are and not just what they might become. They seemed to understand, by virtue of the education they'd received, that uncertainty is to be expected, and that the future lasts a long time.
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America Can Have the Oil

Venezuela's riches were squandered, souring many on national stewardship.

by Gisela Salim-Peyer, Nancy A. Youssef

Thu, 29 Jan 2026
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Maria-Elena Pombo has created "petroleum weavings," turning threads made from oil into elaborate yarnlike wall hangings. Oil, she told us, has shaped her life. Her father, an oil engineer, met her mother after he moved to Cabimas, an oil town. Because of Venezuela's oil wealth, Pombo, now 37 years old, studied for free at an excellent public university in Caracas.

For decades, all Venezuelans enjoyed the perks of living in a land where oil was a birthright. They could fill their cars for almost nothing. Education and other public services were heavily subsidized as well. Academics might argue over the wisdom of the state's largesse. But people expected, at the very least, affordable gas as a material benefit from the nation's abundance of oil.

President Trump's military intervention in Venezuela this month was, in part, a bid to seize the source of this wealth. Venezuela has the largest oil reserves in the world. Trump made no secret of his desire to exploit them in what many have criticized as an act of naked imperialism and the theft of Venezuela's economic patrimony: "We're going to be using oil, and we're going to be taking oil," Trump said in an interview after the January 3 attack that captured the strongman President Nicolas Maduro and his wife.

Yet many Venezuelans in the country and abroad celebrated the strike. Maria Corina Machado, the popular leader of the opposition, has welcomed Trump's actions. Last February, Machado was a guest on Donald Trump Jr.'s podcast. When he asked why Americans should care about Venezuela, her first response was: "Oil and gas." Machado's strategy could appear to have been a devil's bargain--tempting Trump with the prospect of petrodollars in exchange for ousting Maduro, her nemesis. But her feelings reflected something broader, too: Venezuelans who once viewed oil as a source of wealth and pride, a limitless resource that had shaped their identity and set their country apart from its poorer neighbors, have come to view it more as a curse.

Read: The Venezuelan opposition's desperate gamble

Venezuelans in the past two decades have watched as the regime squandered the wealth that oil had created, let the country's oil infrastructure rot, removed gasoline subsidies, and welcomed a bigger hand from Cuba, bartering oil for professionals and intelligence operatives from Havana. Pombo says her generation is the last that benefited from oil. Today, the university where she studied is in such a sorry state that the roof of one of its buildings collapsed. In the former boomtown of Cabimas, in northwestern Venezuela, people grew so desperate that they jury-rigged refineries in their own backyards because gasoline had become so scarce and expensive.

By that measure, ceding the oil industry to the United States at least holds the promise of importing industrial know-how with some financial benefit for the country. A poll by The Economist found that a majority of Venezuelans "somewhat" or "strongly" supported the capture of Maduro and were optimistic about their economic prospects. Fewer than 35 percent thought that the Venezuelan government should continue running Venezuela's oil industry. Or as Sary Levy-Carciente, Machado's economic adviser, put it to us, the Americans will be "better clients."

At a ranch in Cabimas one day in 1922, local farmers were awoken by a bang followed by a black rain. Workers for Shell, an Anglo-Dutch company, had been poking holes in the ground, looking for oil--and struck it rich. A plume spouted for many days. Some viewed the discovery as a divine gift, while a local priest chastised the explorers for unearthing Satan, saying the blowout was God's punishment. Word traveled northward, and the Rockefellers of Standard Oil and the Mellons of Gulf Oil saw a business opportunity. The episode ushered in more than a half century of relative prosperity.

Even then, some saw signs of trouble. In the 1930s, Arturo Uslar Pietri, an influential intellectual and historian, argued in an essay that the country needed to "sow the oil" by investing oil profits to cultivate other industries. Generation after generation of schoolchildren have heard these words repeated as advice that the country should have followed but didn't. Instead of sowing the oil, Venezuela became dependent on it.

American companies arrived to drill the wells and build the fields. They brought with them country clubs and baseball. The companies made deals with whichever military despot was in power in Caracas, angering young intellectuals such as Romulo Betancourt, who harbored dreams of a democratic Venezuela. In his writings, he condemned "the aggressive, juvenile impetus of North American capitalism" and advocated for Venezuelans to be the owners of their oil.

Betancourt became president through a coup in 1945, putting him in position to fulfill his goal of a democratic constitution. But he exercised caution over oil. He didn't kick out the Americans but instead persuaded them to pay more. He then used those proceeds to build schools, hospitals, and roads. Starting in 1948, American companies extracted the oil and gave roughly half of the profits to the Venezuelan state, an arrangement known as el fifty-fifty.

Betancourt's stance that Venezuela resented America but needed America is reflected in Miguel Otero Silva's 1961 novel, Oficina No. 1. The story follows pious, rural Venezuelans who leave everything behind to move to a nameless town where newly arrived Americans are extracting oil with little foresight or planning. The Trinidadian driver who takes the Venezuelans to the fields sings a song in English, as if warning about the type of people the Americans are: "After Johnny eats my food, / After Johnny drinks my rhum, / After Johnny wears my clothes, / Johnny comes back and takes my wife." But the Venezuelans pay him no mind. They moved to a town with no name because that was their best hope.


International Petroleum, a subsidiary of Standard Oil, in Venezuela (Cornell Capa / International Center of Photography / Magnum)



Read: Big Oil knows that Trump's Venezuela plans are delusional

Yet many Venezuelans idealize this period. The years of el fifty-fifty were some of the most prosperous in Venezuelan history--a time when migrants were eager to come to Venezuela, rather than leave it, as they have in droves more recently. Hundreds of thousands from Europe and elsewhere arrived for the glorious tropical climate, golden Caribbean beaches, and plentiful job opportunities. The possibilities felt limitless. The country built some of the world's most futuristic highways and was early in eradicating malaria. When Christian Dior decided to open his first shop in Latin America, he opened it in Caracas. The Concorde, that majestic superfast airplane, flew in at least once a week. Oil was the draw that brought the world to Venezuela. Even Venezuela's shanties were made with solid construction materials such as brick and concrete, made cheap by a strong bolivar, Venezuela's currency. It was not uncommon to see new cars parked outside. And although the Venezuelan poor could not afford the shopping trips that the country's rich made to Miami, they could go to Margarita--a Venezuelan island famous for its beaches and low tax rates.

By 1976, however, Venezuela's political class had tired of el fifty-fifty. The government seized the assets of American companies and nationalized the oil industry, creating a state-owned giant Petroleos de Venezuela, known as PDVSA.

For years, the company thrived. Jose Guerra, a Venezuelan economist, told us that graduates aspired to land PDVSA jobs. (He didn't make the cut as a young man, and had to settle for a job at the central bank.) The government funded scholarships so that the best and brightest could study abroad and become PDVSA engineers and managers. For Luis Soler, who worked at PDVSA for 30 years, the company represented a certain idea of meritocracy. It had an American-style work environment complete with 9-to-5 workdays and a corporate ladder for promotion. "We had discipline, values," he said.

By the 1990s, PDVSA had become one of the largest and most influential state-owned oil companies in the world, second only to Aramco, its Saudi counterpart. Venezuelan leaders proved to themselves that they could competently manage the country's oil.

Yet as Pietri had predicted more than a half century before, the country had failed to spread the wealth sufficiently to bolster other industries. "We just traded it! We traded it, and for what? Cars from the United States, whiskey from Scotland, fabrics from Italy, perfumes from France," Rafael Quiroz, an oil economist at the Central University of Venezuela in Caracas, told us. "And as time passed, we didn't build anything. We didn't use the oil to make an economy."

Those outside the circle of PDVSA profits grew resentful. Seeds had been sown, but not for broad economic growth, as Pietri had once hoped, but for revolution.

The socialist Hugo Chavez came to power in 1999 and managed PDVSA for priorities other than maximum profits. He replaced thousands of highly trained company employees with party loyalists. And for the first decade of the 21st century, the state used oil as a tool of diplomacy, with Chavez lavishing petrodollars on tiny island nations whose votes he courted in the Organization of American States, a regional diplomatic forum. Venezuela replaced Russia as Cuba's main oil supplier, a favor that Cuban President Fidel Castro returned by becoming Chavez's mentor on authoritarianism. The consequences of the mismanagement were profound. A country that fully depended on oil became ill-equipped to produce it. After the oil boom, Venezuela somehow ended up poorer, beset by corruption and hyperinflation.

When Chavez died, in 2013, Maduro inherited a failing oil industry and did little to improve it. By 2020, Venezuela's refineries had crumbled to the point that the country had to start importing gasoline from Iran. Even during the worst years of a humanitarian crisis, Maduro continued supplying his friends in the Cuban government with oil. (In January, the U.S. assault to capture Maduro killed 32 Cuban officers on the president's security detail.) Venezuela now produces only about 1 percent of the oil in the world, a mere 1 million barrels a day.

Read: The global oil market is based on a fiction

The perception that Maduro gave away oil to keep himself in power has made some Venezuelans more comfortable with the idea of giving oil to America, the country that got rid of the strongman. "Venezuela is going from having a government controlled by Cuba to having a government controlled by the United States," the historian Pedro Benitez told us, adding that the U.S. can help with the huge investments needed to revive the oil industry.

The rise of Machado is its own testament to changing attitudes about oil. Of all the opposition leaders, Machado has spoken most consistently in favor of privatization and foreign investment. For a long time, these preferences made her relatively unpopular. But in recent years, her views have spread widely. Many Venezuelans would have liked to see Machado replace Maduro as part of a transition back to democratic government. But so far, the Trump administration has shown little interest in that, preferring instead to work with Delcy Rodriguez, Maduro's vice president, and the rest of the regime. Like Betancourt, she portrays the United States as an unwelcome imperial power: "Enough of Washington's orders to Venezuelan politicians," she said on Sunday. But when it comes to oil, she's ready to deal. In a speech before legislators this month, she said that she would proceed with an "agenda of cooperation" nonetheless. "Let's not be afraid of contradictions," she said.

American companies are poised to develop Venezuela's oil industry anew. Trump said this month that Venezuela would provide 30 million to 50 million barrels of oil to the U.S., and that the sale of this oil would "benefit the people" of both nations. Rodriguez said that Venezuela had received $300 million from the sale, the first payments from those barrels. She celebrated the country's much-needed share of the revenue.

Trump sees a fresh era of American investment from the oil giants of today. He recently hosted the chief executives from the major U.S. oil firms at the White House to pitch them on the prospect. But the challenges are legion, including the need for political stability in both Venezuela and the U.S. There are no guarantees that a new American administration would take the same tack as Trump. And although working with the regime has brought its country near-term calm--Venezuela is secured right now by pro-government militias--the Trump administration has spoken about an eventual political transition. This leaves Caracas in a governing limbo and U.S. companies wary. Only a stable government can provide sufficient security for the companies to commit to long-term investments.

Read: A nakedly imperialistic president

Over time, the key power brokers in Venezuela may splinter over their new fifty-fifty-style deal with the U.S. "The current arrangement is unlikely to be convenient at the same time for all of them. One of them or some of them will try to change it," Jana Nelson, a top Pentagon official on Western Hemisphere affairs during the Biden administration, told us.

Even so, many in Venezuela seem guardedly optimistic. Guerra, the former central-bank official, used to be critical of the opposition for courting a U.S. intervention, but he's now bullish about the economy. He envisions the U.S. government placing conditions on how the regime can spend future oil revenues to make sure the nation's natural wealth is used to revive Venezuela.

We pointed out that this scenario rests on the assumption that Trump cares about the fate of Venezuela and its people. "Well, we cannot assume anything else," Guerra told us. The Venezuelan people, he added, are "just onlookers, not actors. We are just looking at what's happening, hoping for the best. We don't get to determine anything."
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What Tearing Down Housing Projects Did for Kids

Bringing rich and poor together has major benefits.

by Idrees Kahloon

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




One popular strain of urban-policy thinking opposes gentrification--the arrival of affluent people into poor neighborhoods--and argues that poverty should be rectified by ever greater expenditure on public housing. The opposite might be true: Government spending can help, but it can also hurt, as badly designed public-housing projects have done. So long as gentrification brings rich and poor together, and offers the latter greater opportunity to take part in a healthy economy, it looks less like a villainous process and more like a heroic one.

Few places illustrate the aspirations and failures of American housing policy as well as the Techwood Homes in downtown Atlanta--one of the first federal housing projects. Its completion, in 1935, even drew the attendance of Franklin D. Roosevelt, who switched on its electricity. To make way for the development, the old slums--in which roughly a quarter of residents were Black--had been cleared away. But the 604 new units were for white tenants only until 1968, when civil-rights laws forced integration. Like the ramshackle shacks it replaced, Techwood fell into disrepair. By the 1990s, Techwood had resegregated, becoming almost exclusively Black, and turned into a byword in Atlanta for urban decline. Gates and windows lay shattered; residents complained of squalid living conditions; drug trafficking and gang violence were out of control.

Judd Kessler: The hidden cost of 'affordable housing'

In 1993, Atlanta received one of the first grants awarded by the federal HOPE VI program--which aimed to knock down the most decrepit public-housing projects in America and replace them with better housing--to demolish and rebuild the Techwood Homes. The demolitions took place just before the city hosted the 1996 Summer Olympics. If you went to Techwood's site today--sandwiched between Georgia Tech and the Coca-Cola museum--you would see a commemorative plaque but almost none of the original brick buildings that fell into dilapidation. Instead, you would find yourself in Centennial Place, a mixed-income community with subsidized apartments alongside private, market-rate housing. It was intentionally designed to reduce the isolation of the urban poor--and it's succeeding.

A new, rigorous study of 200 HOPE VI sites, including Techwood, shows that the redevelopment significantly improved the lives of children. The reasons reveal a crucial fact about economic opportunity: To have social mobility, you need social integration. "Just giving people cash, just giving people education, doesn't do as much as if you pair it with connections that then help them," Raj Chetty, a Harvard economist and one of the study's authors, told me.

From 1993 to 2010, HOPE VI spent $17 billion to knock down and remake projects. The program was controversial from the outset. The original residents did not have a right to return to the townhomes and other smaller structures that replaced the demolished larger complexes, and ultimately only 28 percent of residents came back. There were fewer units in the lower-density replacements. An influential 2002 report by the National Housing Law Project and other groups titled "False HOPE" argued that the new mixed-income model was "a social engineering scheme built on a number of inaccurate, irrelevant, and harmful assumptions about low income families and their neighborhoods." These critiques were made during a time of growing revulsion against slum clearance and heavy-handed urban-renewal attempts; the reentry of the creative classes to city centers was only beginning to gain notice. Activists and some academic critics derided HOPE VI as a state-sponsored gentrification program, doomed to harm the people it was intended to help.

But the new study, "Creating High-Opportunity Neighborhoods: Evidence from the HOPE VI Program," found nothing of the sort. Chetty and six colleagues at Harvard, Cornell University, and the Census Bureau used tax-return data to track outcomes for residents decades after they lived in neighborhoods changed by the HOPE VI experiment. The benefits to children living in the new low-density housing project are considerable: Their earnings in adulthood increased by 2.8 percent for every year they lived in the new developments instead of the old ones, the researchers calculated. This holds even when the researchers compare siblings within the same family. Overall, children whose families moved into revitalized units earn 16 percent more than they otherwise would have earned, they are 17 percent more likely to attend college, and boys are 20 percent less likely to go to jail in adulthood. The future-income increases alone greatly exceed the up-front cost of rebuilding, the authors argue.

The paper contends that the HOPE VI program delivered such significant benefits to children because the demolitions and reconstructions "increased friendships between children from low- and high-income families in high schools near public housing sites." (In this case, cross-class friendship is measured empirically through proprietary data from Facebook.) "Distressed public housing projects were essentially islands that had limited social interaction with nearby communities," the paper argues. "The HOPE VI program built a bridge to surrounding communities, allowing public housing residents to benefit from interacting with those residents." The exact reason is still being worked out: It could be straightforward--that high-achieving peers boost education for others--or more subtle (for example, that closer contact with surrounding areas yields more introductions to parents who can provide job referrals). But integration does seem to matter a great deal. The researchers' results show that simply living in the newly constructed projects was insufficient. Children who moved into these revitalized neighborhoods but experienced no increase in cross-class friendships saw essentially no benefit.

The study does not focus on children displaced by the demolitions. But Matthew Staiger, one of the paper's co-authors, has separate research showing that they too went on to have markedly higher earnings. For adults, however, the findings are more mixed. Although neighborhoods became considerably richer after the HOPE VI revitalizations--household incomes increased by 45 percent, and poverty rates dropped by 12 percentage points--this is due entirely to richer adults moving in. The residents of the original projects, most of whom are scattered to other neighborhoods, are no better off in terms of income even years later. One recurring finding in social-mobility research is that interventions targeted to poor children yield significant results; for adults who are already in poverty, improvement is harder to attain even with expensive interventions.

Our understanding of what kinds of Americans experience upward mobility--and which ones don't--has improved immensely over the past 10 years. Much of that progress is due to the work of Chetty, whose use of administrative data collected by government agencies has provided granular answers to questions sociologists and economists have debated for decades. These papers, often co-written with prominent economists such as Nathaniel Hendren, John Friedman, and Lawrence Katz, point toward a cohesive set of findings: Whatever their parents' circumstances, the kind of neighborhood children grow up in substantially affects their life outcome, for better or for worse. Economists are used to explaining life outcomes as a result of financial or human capital, but Chetty says the cumulative research shows that social capital is just as important.

This lesson is especially stark when applied to childhood poverty. It is unsurprising that poor material circumstances at birth predict poverty in adulthood. Less obvious is the fact that poor children living in concentrated poverty--like those in infamous superblock towers--face worse outcomes than poor children who live near wealthier peers. We know this from studies following the life trajectory of children living in poor, segregated neighborhoods after they were moved by government programs--as in the Gautreaux Assisted Housing Program from the 1970s to the 1990s and the Moving to Opportunity (MTO) experiment in the 1990s. The MTO results, written by Chetty, Hendren, and Katz and published in 2016, stunned the economics field after finding that young children whose families left high-poverty census tracts after receiving housing vouchers went on to have 31 percent higher incomes in adulthood (alongside improvements in college attendance and reduced rates of single parenthood). The HOPE VI results show the converse of the MTO experiment to be true too: Kids don't necessarily have to change locations to improve their life outcome--neighborhoods can be made to improve around them.

These results in economics ultimately vindicate foundational ideas in sociology--developed by scholars such as William Julius Wilson and Robert Sampson--that the concentration of disadvantage and social isolation worsen the effects of material disadvantage. The findings also raise an immediate question: If the primary reason that HOPE VI improved outcomes was that it boosted social capital for disadvantaged children, how can that positive intervention be replicated elsewhere? Laura Tach, a Cornell sociologist and co-author of the paper, told me that the HOPE VI program could have boosted social integration through several mechanisms: The demolition of towers (which in many cases were packed together in huge superblocks) made the outside world physically easier to access, reductions in violence and crime made outside connection psychologically easier, and complimentary community-support services for job training and after-school programs may have directly brought people of different social backgrounds together.

Jerusalem Demsas: The real villain in the gentrification story

There is another process that improves neighborhoods around poor children, both by bringing higher-income peers nearer to them and by reducing the violence they are exposed to. This process often occurs without explicit governmental intervention or cost. The problem is that it is regularly dismissed as gentrification, a phenomenon that is not usually cheered. The most common objection to gentrification is that it results in displacement of incumbent residents. The empirical evidence for this is weaker than conventionally assumed. One paper examining children who received Medicaid benefits in New York City from 2009 to 2015 found no elevated rates of moving for those in gentrifying neighborhoods. The HOPE VI study suggests that gentrification should improve outcomes for kids, so long as it actually improves social integration.

This is not guaranteed, certainly, but is perhaps more likely to happen than further governmental action. HOPE VI remade some of America's worst public-housing projects for the better. But it also cost the government $170,000 per unit (in 2022 dollars). The Trump administration has called for a 43 percent reduction in public-housing spending. It is especially hostile to the idea of using federal funds as an explicit tool to break up concentrations of poverty. The lessons of HOPE VI provide a tantalizing clue about how social mobility can be engineered in America by building bridges between rich and poor. How unfortunate it is that the current administration is unlikely to even try.
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Whatever This Is, It Is Not Strategy

Defending the nation will take more than sycophancy, slurs, and slop.

by Eliot A. Cohen

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

"At least," a friend sighed, "they didn't call it the 2026 National War Strategy." True enough, although if Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth claims that he now leads the Department of War, logical consistency would suggest substituting the fiercer war for the feebler defense in the National Defense Strategy.

But logistical consistency, like coherence and gravitas, does not characterize the new NDS. It is a document that supposedly nests within the National Security Strategy, explaining at greater length the implications of overall policy for the armed forces. The 2026 version does not do that. Rather, it restates some of the basic priorities of the Trump administration but for the most part confines itself to flattery of the president, insults, and bombast.

Thomas Wright: A strategy that ignores the real threats

In theory, the NDS should be a serious state paper. It should not, as this document does, refer to the president 47 times, and include five pictures of him, one suggestively placed immediately after a reproduction of Emanuel Leutze's Washington Crossing the Delaware. Nor should it make the absurd claim that Donald Trump has "rebuilt the American military to be the world's absolute best" and then insist, with modest adulation, that "it is essential to emphasize how much of an achievement this has been."

But then again, the kind of authors who insist that "President Trump is leading our nation into a new golden age" are strangers to the pejorative connotation of the word sycophant. The Pentagon's writers have not yet reached for the honorifics accorded the late North Korean dictator Kim Jong Il, but they might yet do so. After all, if the much shorter though equally well-fed Korean could be known as "Dear Leader," "Ever-Victorious, Iron-Willed Commander," and "Guiding Star of the 21st Century," why should the unique 45th and 47th president not get similar accolades?

Distasteful as the genuflections are, the gratuitous insults to all previous administrations are worse. There are the usual tirades about "grandiose nation-building projects and self-congratulatory pledges to uphold cloud-castle abstractions like the rules-based international order." There is the customary bellyaching about betrayals of the warrior ethos. There is the standard (and particularly ludicrous) complaint that "America's foreign policy establishment neglected our nation's Homeland defenses." One of the more tiresome qualities of this Department of Defense is the insecurity that causes it to denigrate everything that passed before. This happens often enough when one administration succeeds another, to be sure, with the new team insisting that its predecessors were idiots, but the Hegseth Pentagon carries such insults to a new level.

And then there is the chest-thumping. If Trump said that the Iranian nuclear program was obliterated, then the NDS will use that word. It is not enough to express the very creditable truth that the Iranian bomb program took a body blow from which it may take years to recover. Trump policy is not merely successful; it has taken "our nation from the precipice of a world war just a year ago." And let enemies of the United States beware: As a Pentagon bureaucrat attempting Mafia dialect puts it, "We at the Department of War will be ready if our gracious offer is spurned."

What about the substance, then? We have 19 pages of text plus the five blank or picture pages. Ignore the sycophancy, slurs, and slop, and there is very little--but still enough to make one wonder. As in the NSS, the administration makes its priorities or, as it terms them, "lines of effort" clear: (1) "Defend the U.S. Homeland"; (2) "Deter China in the Indo-Pacific through strength, not confrontation"; (3) "Increase burden-sharing with U.S. allies and partners"; and (4) "Supercharge the U.S. defense industrial base."

The first line of effort contains admiring reflections on the Monroe Doctrine and its Roosevelt Corollary without being burdened by an understanding of the historical context of either. It is expansive in its definition of the homeland, referencing Greenland with a predatory leer, although--perhaps in a gesture of reconciliation--it talks about Canada as though it has the right to be an independent country. The NDS, like the NSS, is hemisphere-ist, believing that the United States should dominate pretty much everything from Honolulu to Nuuk, as well as the heavens above.

The China portion of the strategy is remarkable for its modesty, insisting that the United States is focused on "supporting strategic stability and on deconfliction and de-escalation more broadly." One is surprised to hear this kind of globalist soft soap from a Pentagon whose civilian leaders walk with a warrior's strut, but there it is. If anything, as it talks about Beijing and its ambitions, the tone is downright meek.

On burden-sharing--read, bashing America's European allies--it is considerably more robust. The good news is that the NDS does not talk about leaving NATO, but in one simple graphic, it insists that the Europeans are so rich that they do not need us to confront Russia. As for the defense industrial base, there are three paragraphs that call for "nothing short of a mobilization" but say nothing about what that means in practice or what it will cost.

A real national defense strategy would look very different.

It would, for example, give some rough notice of the budgetary choices ahead and the bill to be paid. Golden Dome, a revitalized and expanded Navy, a renovated nuclear arsenal, a much larger defense industrial base--achieving any of these goals, much less all of them, would take serious dollars. The numbers are conspicuous by their absence.

A national defense strategy worthy of the name would discuss the Chinese military buildup, including the rapid growth of its nuclear arsenal, its spectacular naval expansion, its burgeoning space-warfare capabilities, and its hybrid warfare against Taiwan and other U.S. partners. It would refer to China as a global challenge rather than one geographically confined to the Indo-Pacific. It would consider China's political warfare aimed at the United States and some of its allies.

Eliot A. Cohen: Trump's security strategy is incoherent babble

A serious document would mention the Islamist threat in more than a passing paragraph on Africa. Day in, day out, American planes, drones, and commando teams go out and hunt terrorists across several continents. Has that threat diminished? Is it contained? Are more strikes necessary? It might also say something about the military lessons of the wars in Ukraine and the Middle East, which are numerous, complex, and relevant to the United States.

Discussion of European security might consist of something more than a ritual sticking-out-of-the-tongue at NATO partners; it might offer thoughtful consideration of how to maintain European security while shifting American resources elsewhere. And it would not dismiss the Ukraine war as solely a European problem.

The 2026 National Defense Strategy appears to have been drafted not by serious people but by Pentagon officials eager to curry favor with an imperious president and terrified of getting their talking points wrong. The obsequiousness, the sneers, the boasting, the vacant generalities, and the hand-waving bespeak fear of departing from the Trumpian orthodoxy of the moment. In a dangerous world, made more dangerous by foolish speeches and a wildly erratic foreign policy, it displays a disturbing lack of seriousness. The armed forces of the United States deserve far better than this.
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Tim Walz Fears a Fort Sumter Moment in Minneapolis

The Minnesota governor warns of a national unraveling.

by Isaac Stanley-Becker

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

Minnesota Governor Tim Walz worries that the violence in his state could produce a national rupture. "I mean, is this a Fort Sumter?" he mused today in an interview in his office at the state capitol. The island fortification near Charleston, South Carolina, is where Confederate forces fired the first shots of the Civil War in 1861. Now it's federal forces that are risking a breach. "It's a physical assault," Walz told me. "It's an armed force that's assaulting, that's killing my constituents, my citizens."



He let his question about Fort Sumter hang without an answer.



Walz bowed out of his reelection race earlier this month. The 2024 vice-presidential candidate said that he didn't want politics to interfere with his work amid an intensifying federal probe into welfare fraud in his state. Two days later, his phone rang, and it was Jacob Frey, the mayor of Minneapolis. Renee Good had been shot and killed by an ICE officer, one of thousands of federal agents deployed to Minnesota as part of what the Trump administration declared the largest immigration-enforcement operation in history. "Get yourself prepared," was the mayor's message, Walz recalled to me. He had understood instantly that the kind of unrest not seen since the summer of 2020, in the aftermath of George Floyd's murder, could be returning to Minneapolis.



Barely two weeks later, federal agents shot and killed a second Minneapolis resident. Walz still doesn't know the names of the agents who unloaded their firearms into Alex Pretti, an ICU nurse. State authorities were blocked from investigating both killings. Instead, the governor was placed under federal investigation along with other Democratic officials. Meanwhile, the Justice Department is demanding access to Minnesota's voter rolls, couching the extraordinary election-year request as a quid pro quo for restoring "law and order."



This looks to Walz like an all-out federal assault on his state. When I asked him explicitly if he thought the United States was barreling toward an armed internal struggle, he hedged. "Well, I don't want to alarm people," he said. He switched into the third person, saying that some of his constituents think "Governor Walz should call in the National Guard and arrest ICE."



The governor isn't inclined to do this. He mobilized his state's National Guard, but to deliver doughnuts and hot chocolate to observers and protesters who have sought to document and contest ICE's presence. He saluted their commitment to nonviolence, saying that the restraint exercised by the vast majority of his constituents may be what averts an even deeper crisis. After invoking Fort Sumter, he brought up John Brown, the abolitionist who stormed a federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry, West Virginia, in 1859, fueling violent conflict over slavery that erupted in the Civil War.



"Guns pointed, American at American," he said, "is certainly not where we want to go."



President Trump called Walz "seriously retarded" in a Thanksgiving post on social media. Yet the president reported having a "very good call" with the governor on Monday, saying the two were "on a similar wavelength."



By the time of their conversation, senior advisers to the president had smeared Pretti as a "domestic terrorist" and "would-be assassin." Trump declined to echo those characterizations in interviews and other comments this week. But in their phone call, Walz told me, the president didn't say Pretti's name, didn't express condolences for his family, and didn't ask how residents of the state were doing.



Instead, Walz said, the president complained. "I just don't understand you Minnesotans," he said, arguing that ICE raids had "worked fine" in other places, including New Orleans and Louisville, Kentucky. The president pressed him to cooperate with immigration authorities, according to Walz. The governor told me that he would comply with federal law, but outlined strict limits on his cooperation. "I'm not sure I can do much more," the governor said. "I'm not going to send my police in to search preschools. I'm not going to have them walk down the street and ask brown people for their papers. I'm not going to do that, because that's not my job and I don't think it's constitutional."



He gave the president two conditions for their working more closely together: removing federal agents and allowing the state to take part in probes into the two killings. The president, meanwhile, promoted a change in his approach to Minnesota, saying that he was sending Tom Homan, his "border czar," to replace Gregory Bovino, the Border Patrol official who had become a public face of the administration's most confrontational tactics. The White House didn't respond to a request for comment.



Read: Greg Bovino loses his job



Homan arrived and called the governor right away, Walz said. "At least Tom Homan understood, 'Look, this is a mess. This was wrong,'" the governor told me. He and Homan have disagreements, Walz said, but the border czar made clear in their conversations that he understands how local law enforcement operates and how it responds to written requests to hold inmates for ICE to consider removal processes, known as "detainers." Bovino never even called, Walz said. Neither did Kristi Noem, the homeland-security secretary.



Walz said that he wants to see a major drawdown of federal agents and dramatically different tactics. He said he gave Homan a window of several days to reorient the operation. That window closes tomorrow. "If we don't see a massive change here," Walz told Homan, "I have no choice but to go back and tell my folks that you're not doing it."



"And look," the governor added, "the folks on the street are skeptical."



Walz is also skeptical. When we spoke, he couldn't yet determine whether there had been a significant change in ICE tactics in his state. Activists I asked couldn't say for sure either.



One thing the governor said he did know was that the damage had already been profound. "The disruption and the moral harm that they have done to our state is unimaginable," he said. He saw the fear up close recently when residents mistook the SUVs in his security detail for ICE vehicles and fled on foot. Children are staying home from school, he said. Families are fearful of going out for groceries. For people watching from outside Minnesota, the governor said, "it's worse than you think."



Minnesota may offer a glimpse of what's in store for other states. "That assault will come to your state soon," Walz warned. This is why he has been encouraged to see some red-state governors speak out. Kevin Stitt, the Republican governor of Oklahoma and the chair of the National Governors Association, joined his Democratic vice chair, Wes Moore of Maryland, in calling for a "reset" in immigration enforcement. Governor Phil Scott, a Republican from Vermont, called on Trump to pause the operations, saying simply, "Enough."



Walz wondered aloud if "there's a Republican governor who could look you in the eye and say, 'Would you have been okay with Joe Biden doing this?'" Walz said. "And I think that's where you get a governor like Kevin Stitt saying, 'No way in hell.'"



Read: Police and ICE agents are on a collision course



But there is something particular about Trump's vendetta against Minnesota, a state he falsely claims to have won three times only to have been bested by fraud. Members of his Cabinet have piled on. Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, who is from Minnesota, wrote on X, "ICE > MN." Walz called the post "absolutely despicable."



Walz won't be on the ballot in November's election, but he thinks the contest is at the heart of the administration's tactics. The Justice Department's demand for Minnesota's voter rolls, he said, was the giveaway. The president's party, he predicted, will be "wiped out" in a free and fair vote--assuming there is one.



"But I hear Americans on this," he added. What they say is, "'What makes you think we can get to November?'"
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Patriot! Here's How to Identify a Domestic Terrorist

A Trump-administration guide to the Minnesota protests

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 28 Jan 2026




The terrorists are the ones without masks. They're the ones yelling "No!" or "Stop!" or "Shame!" or blowing whistles. Sometimes they brandish cameras at federal agents. Sometimes they wantonly swallow whole canisters of pepper spray. These are just some of their diabolical tactics.

The terrorists are the ones who call this place home (that's what makes it domestic terror). The terrorists are the ones who are dressed as clergy. Some of them, confusingly, are even ordained as clergy. As you look, ask yourself: Is that a Minnesota nice person (not even guaranteed to be "nice"!) or a Minnesota ICE person? (The former is a terrorist; the latter basically has total immunity.) Is he a nurse who works for the VA, or a masked man shooting him in the back? Remember, the terrorist is the one trying to protect his neighbor.

You can tell they're terrorists because they didn't just stay home. Any good, law-abiding citizens would know better than to put themselves in harm's way. On such a cold day! They think they're there to help, but they're not. They're raising their voices. They're asking for it. They're following federal agents in minivans with stuffed animals in their glove box. Sometimes, they wear hats. Sometimes, they have beards. Sometimes, they're 5 years old. It doesn't matter. The terrorists are the ones you watch slump over in the unbearable videos, the ones who should be standing, should be breathing, but aren't.

The worst thing of all is the weapon they keep unleashing against ICE: disrespect. Not the kind of disrespect that doesn't see you as human, mind. That's paltry compared with this one, the kind that doesn't see you as authority. The terrorists may complain about being slammed into the snow or yanked out of the Target where they're working or having the window of their vehicle smashed in or being flung into a van and sent to a detention facility in another state. But that's superficial compared with the deep impact of disrespect. That's the weapon these terrorists never stop wielding.

Make no mistake, though: The terrorists are very, very dangerous. They are spreading their poisonous ideology everywhere. Even to places on the internet where you thought you'd never see their ideas. Martha Stewart is with them! Republicans have even started to take their side.

That's the danger. They're insidious, these terrorists. If you see enough of them, you start to wonder, because they seem just like your neighbors. They seem just like you. They hardly seem like terrorists at all.
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The New Shadowbanning Panic

Is TikTok censoring users on behalf of the Trump administration?

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Wed, 28 Jan 2026




Over the past several days, TikTok users have found themselves at a loss. Literally, I mean: They lost their audiences, and their view counts showed "0." Some people who attempted to upload content about anti-ICE protests or the killing of Alex Pretti alleged that the platform was intentionally blocking them from doing so. Others were able to get their videos uploaded, but alleged that TikTok was not distributing them. Still others noticed that they were unable to send the word Epstein in a direct message, a quirk so bizarre that it incited California Governor Gavin Newsom to repost a screenshot shared by an anonymous X account using the handle @intelligentpawg.



For many of these people, the explanation was obvious: "MAGA censorship." Newsom said in his post that he would be launching a review "into whether TikTok is violating state law by censoring Trump-critical content," and the concern isn't totally random. TikTok's U.S. business changed hands just last week, spinning off from the Chinese company ByteDance--as required by a 2024 law--and into a new organization called the TikTok USDS Joint Venture LLC. Major investors in the new entity include Oracle, which was co-founded by Larry Ellison, a Trump ally whose son is in charge of one of the country's largest media conglomerates and is also cozy--or attempting to be cozy--with the president. Is it so far-fetched to imagine they would tweak the platform in his favor?



Jamie Favazza, a spokesperson for TikTok USDS Joint Venture, wrote to me in an email that the app is being run as it was before and that American users will "continue to have the same experience they already know and love." The company has blamed the issues on a power outage at one of its data centers, which it said caused a "cascading" systems failure affecting all types of content (not just posts about Minnesota). The data center in question is operated by Oracle, which has managed TikTok's U.S. user data since 2022. The company was still working to fix some of the bugs as of today. Separately, the company said that there is no rule against saying Epstein and that this glitch was caused by a technical issue with its safety systems. (When I sent the word Epstein to my fiance at 8 yesterday morning, it went through fine.)



Unsurprisingly, a lot of people are not totally buying the explanation. Trump has joked that he would make the app's algorithm "100 percent MAGA" if he could, and it's true that aspects of the broader media ecosystem have shifted dramatically in Trump's favor: starting with Elon Musk's takeover of X, then major TV networks' capitulation to Trump, and now TikTok's transfer to Trump-friendly investors. And Trump has never been shy about applying pressure to companies in order to satisfy his own whims.



Then factor in the stakes of the moment. As federal agents threaten the basic principles of democracy in Minnesota, Americans are looking to their phones for up-to-date and on-the-ground information about a complicated, ongoing event. For better or worse, millions of Americans use TikTok for news: Any whisper of intervention or suppression is natural cause for concern. (With everything else going on, people haven't forgotten about the Trump administration's bizarre handling of the Jeffrey Epstein files.)



Jonathan Rauch: Yes, it's fascism



That's a perfect storm for paranoia about TikTok's actions, and the platform is not aided by recent history. In 2020, the company apologized in response to an outcry about inexplicably low view counts on videos about Black Lives Matter. It also cited a technical glitch in that case, and some people pointed out that other popular, politically neutral hashtags (such as #cat) were affected, too, but suspicion lingered. More recently, some American TikTok users have felt directly censored by their government--leading up to the legislation that forced the app's sale, several lawmakers blamed TikTok for, in their view, warping the minds of young people and making them overly critical of Israel, and cited this as a reason to regulate it.



Feed-based, view-based social-media platforms are central to American political discourse, which is why politicians so often fight over the details of their operation. In recent memory, it was more often Republicans calling for investigations of platform censorship, shadowbanning, and collusion between the White House and social-media companies. Back then, efforts by researchers to study the problem generally found that there was no blanket, pervasive bias against right-leaning viewpoints per se, although right-wing users were more likely to spread certain types of low-quality content, namely misinformation, which made them more likely to be penalized and therefore affirmed their feeling of being silenced.



Now we're in a counterintuitive and paradoxical stage of content moderation, where some spaces are more chaotic than ever and others are more restricted in highly specific ways. On the one hand, you have Musk's X, which has removed most guardrails from public discourse, up to the point of enabling users to generate nude images of their political foes; on the other, you have Meta's Instagram, which has been contorting its rules in response to pressure from parent groups and politicians to make the app safer for teens. The interface now accuses users of looking for child-sex-abuse material if they search the phrase hot girls.



Into the breach steps a celebrity who says she is being prevented from posting about "?" or a journalist who claims that "the new TikTok algorithm has ZERO, and I mean absolutely ZERO news or politics content, not one word about anything going on at all, not even the weather." In the replies to the latter post, others pushed back a bit, saying that they had actually seen plenty about the Minnesota protests and that the app was just performing weirdly in general. But the debate is unresolvable, because users have no objective way to assuage their own doubt or confirm their own fears. (I've also seen people start to question the visibility of political content they've posted on Instagram, despite the obvious fact that a ton of similar content has been highly visible there.)



Three years ago, after Musk acquired Twitter and before he turned it into X, he went through a phase of personally investigating users' claims that they had been shadowbanned by the prior ownership. At the time, I wrote that this wouldn't eliminate anxiety about the platform's secret machinations. For that story, I spoke with Laura Savolainen of the University of Helsinki, then a doctoral student and now a postdoctoral researcher, about how hard it is to drag people away from the folk theories that they come up with about how the algorithm is treating them and why their content is or isn't being seen as widely as they think it should be. "Algorithms are very conducive to folklore because the systems are so opaque," she said then.



The reason to be paranoid about platform censorship is always the same--whether it's happening or not, it could happen. When people feel especially reliant on social-media platforms not for stimuli, shopping, or slop, but for vital information and feelings of cohesion, support, and action, the possibility is never more real.
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Polio Was That Bad

One of RFK Jr.'s vaccine advisers recently floated the idea of stopping vaccination against the virus. It would be catastrophic.

by Tom Bartlett

Wed, 28 Jan 2026




In the United States, polio is a memory, and a fading one at that. The last major outbreak here happened in 1952; the virus was declared eliminated in 1979. With all of that behind us, you can see how someone--say, Kirk Milhoan, the chair of the CDC's vaccine advisory committee--might wonder whether giving the polio vaccine to American kids still makes sense. "We need to not be afraid to consider that we are in a different time now," Milhoan said on the podcast Why Should I Trust You? last week.

To be fair, Milhoan didn't endorse yanking the polio vaccine from the CDC's childhood-immunization schedule, as other vaccines were earlier this month. But he didn't rule it out. And right now, when it comes to vaccines in America, anything seems possible. With Robert F. Kennedy Jr. at the helm of the Department of Health and Human Services, and with the CDC's vaccine advisory committee stacked with his allies, every inoculation--no matter how well studied or successful--seems to be under new scrutiny, and at least potentially on the chopping block. Next on the committee's agenda is looking into the safety of aluminum salts, which are used in numerous vaccines to boost the recipient's immune response. For the record, a study of more than 1 million Danish children, published last July, found no statistically significant evidence linking aluminum in vaccines to asthma, autoimmune conditions, or neurodevelopmental disorders, including autism.

The polio vaccine, which doesn't contain aluminum, hasn't received much attention so far from Kennedy's HHS; the department did not respond to my questions about whether it is considering changing its recommendations about this vaccine, and my queries to Milhoan went unanswered. But its time may be coming. As anti-vaccine activists are quick to point out, an American kid's risk of catching polio in 2026 is vanishingly low. So why don't we drop it from the recommendation list? Or perhaps, as we did with the smallpox vaccine in the early 1970s, just stop offering it altogether?

In anti-vaccine circles, the official story of polio--iron lungs, kids with leg braces, the triumph of Jonas Salk--has long been dismissed as misleading. In a 2020 debate with the lawyer Alan Dershowitz, Kennedy raised doubts about whether the vaccine had really been responsible for ridding the country of polio, crediting instead factors such as sanitation and hygiene. Last June, Aaron Siri, a lawyer who has worked closely with Kennedy, called for the polio vaccine to be struck from the CDC's recommendations. In his recent book, Vaccines, Amen, Siri argues that the seriousness of polio has been overblown--a sentiment shared by others in the health secretary's orbit, including Del Bigtree, who served as the communications director for Kennedy's presidential campaign. Joe Rogan suggested on his podcast last March that the pesticide DDT, rather than the virus, deserved blame for symptoms attributed to polio.

Read: Here's how we know RFK Jr. is wrong about vaccines

That's all nonsense. Polio, which usually spreads through contact with an infected person's feces via contaminated hands or water, can be a devastating disease. That 1952 outbreak killed some 3,000 people and left more than 20,000 paralyzed. About one in 200 people who contract polio will experience a form of paralysis. As many as 40 percent of people who recover from the virus, even a mild form of it, develop post-polio syndrome, which can emerge decades after an infection and cause weakened muscles and trouble breathing and swallowing. The vaccines--the original shot that contains inactivated-virus particles, plus an oral solution of weakened live viruses--did indeed lead to the near-elimination of polio globally and has spared millions from the worst outcomes of the disease.

Yet polio has proved stubbornly hard to stamp out. In 1988, as the virus was still endemic to more than 100 countries, the World Health Organization set a goal to eradicate polio by the year 2000. That deadline came and went, as did the ones that followed. A wild strain of the virus remains endemic in Pakistan and Afghanistan, and periodic outbreaks continue across Africa and elsewhere, including one in the Gaza Strip in 2024. One obstacle to eradicating the virus has been vaccine hesitancy, and even violence against health workers. In the early 2000s, five states in northern Nigeria boycotted the polio vaccine in part because of rumors that it was an American plot to spread HIV. Polio workers have been killed in Pakistan and Afghanistan, likely by the Taliban, which has alleged that vaccines are intended to sterilize Muslim children (and has denied responsibility for some of the attacks).

In regions where polio is rampant, the oral vaccine is preferred: It's both cheaper and more effective at stopping transmission than the inactivated-virus injection. The United States and other countries where the disease is almost nonexistent exclusively use the inactivated version--in part because in rare instances, the oral vaccine can cause polio infection, which may in turn lead to paralysis. Anti-vaccine activists like to point to this unfortunate irony as proof that vaccination is the real villain. Taking the oral vaccine remains far less risky than contracting the wild virus, and it has driven down overall infection rates. But it's an imperfect tool, and the WHO intends to phase it out by the end of 2029. (Given historical precedent, along with the Trump administration's dramatic pullback from polio-vaccination efforts as part of its dismantling of foreign aid, this timeline might be optimistic.)

Read: Polio is exploiting a very human weakness

Ending polio vaccination altogether, according to the WHO's plan, will take considerably longer. After polio is declared eradicated worldwide, the organization wants countries to wait 10 years before stopping use of the inactivated-virus shots to be certain that it is no longer circulating, Oliver Rosenbaum, a spokesperson for WHO's Global Polio Eradication Initiative, told me.

Some polio experts, though, told me that they think ending vaccination at any point is unrealistic. Because in many cases the disease spreads without a person showing symptoms (unlike smallpox, which is not contagious before symptoms develop), large numbers of people can be infected before authorities are even aware of an outbreak. Some experts, such as Konstantin Chumakov, a virologist who began researching polio in 1989, worry that the virus could be used as a biological weapon in an entirely unvaccinated country. "In my opinion, and in the opinion of many respected polio experts, this is absolutely unacceptable because you can never assure that polio is completely eradicated," Chumakov told me.

Ending or reducing polio vaccination in the U.S. before global eradication, as Milhoan seems to imply the country should consider, would be an even worse idea. A paper published last April in the Journal of the American Medical Association projected the consequences of U.S. vaccination rates declining by half and concluded that the country would see a significant return of paralytic polio. Some paralyzed people would probably require a ventilator, the modern equivalent of the iron lung, and, based on typical fatality rates, about 5 to 10 percent of them would die.

If Americans stopped vaccinating their kids against polio entirely, several years might pass without the U.S. having any cases, or with it seeing just a few here and there, Kimberly Thompson, a public-health researcher and the president of the research nonprofit Kid Risk, told me. (Even under the current vaccination system, occasional spread of the virus occurs. In 2022, for instance, an unvaccinated young adult in Rockland County, just north of New York City, tested positive for a vaccine-derived strain of polio even though they hadn't traveled overseas.) But eventually, we could find ourselves back in the same situation as in the early 1950s.

Or it could be even worse. Seventy-five years ago, many American children inherited some polio immunity from their mother, and so they had at least partial protection against the virus's worst effects. The introduction of polio to a population that has little to no immunity could cause its mortality rates to exceed those experienced in the first half of the previous century, Chumakov said. A 2021 study, co-authored by Thompson, modeled what might happen in an extreme scenario: if global polio vaccination ended, no one were immune, and the virus had somehow been reintroduced. It estimates that such a scenario could cause tens of millions of cases of paralysis worldwide.

Read: South Carolina is America's new measles norm

Milhoan insisted on the podcast that Americans shouldn't be afraid to rethink vaccine policy. And he's right that health authorities should reevaluate risk and offer the most up-to-date medical advice. Still, there's something to be said for the utility of fear. Most Americans, including me, are too young to have any personal knowledge of polio. It's all textbook summaries and black-and-white newsreels; we've never worried about shaking someone's hand or going swimming and then ending up in a wheelchair. But vaccines are the only thing stopping us from getting another firsthand look.
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Donald Trump, Demolition Man

If his East Wing project stalls out, that will serve as a potent metaphor for his presidency.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 28 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.

Destruction is easier than construction. If Donald Trump's decades as a real-estate developer didn't teach him that, his time as president might.

In October, the administration bulldozed the East Wing of the White House in order to build a ballroom he wants to put on the site. Although Trump had promised over the summer that the project wouldn't "interfere with the current building," workers razed the entire structure, which was constructed in 1902 and expanded in 1942. Trump managed this the same way he has so much in his second term: He simply didn't ask permission from any of the possible relevant authorities, including Congress, and acted so fast that no court could restrain him. In order to circumvent the legislature's power of the purse, he sought donations from private corporations and individuals.

The demolition was hardly the most egregious action that Trump has taken as president, but it captured popular and media attention because it was such a clear metaphor: Trump had secretively demolished part of a building that belongs to the people of the United States, treating it as his own. That metaphor may become more potent yet. Recent events suggest that the gaping hole where the East Wing once was may lie there exposed, undeveloped, and contested for quite some time.

In a court hearing last week, Richard Leon, a federal judge appointed by George W. Bush, skewered the government lawyers representing the administration against a challenge to the ballroom, which would be as tall as the original executive mansion and have nearly double its footprint. Although a law enables the executive branch to conduct maintenance on the building without congressional authorization, Leon said it was not intended to cover $400 million projects. A Justice Department attorney suggested that Trump's ballroom was similar to previous renovations, including a pool added decades ago, but Leon was not having it.

"The Gerald Ford swimming pool? You compare that to ripping down the East Wing and building a new East Wing? Come on," he said.

Such reactions from a judge are not generally considered a favorable omen for a litigant. Leon has not issued a ruling yet, and whatever he concludes is likely to be appealed. But the hearing suggests the real possibility that Trump will be unable to construct anything in the East Wing's place, leaving just an empty site and idled construction equipment.

Destruction followed by stagnation seems to be something of an MO, the likely outcome for some of Trump's less tangible and visible changes to the federal government. Consider last week's clash over Greenland. Trump threatened European and Canadian leaders with tariffs and unspecified future consequences, culminating in Trump settling for a tentative deal that appears to closely resemble the existing arrangement, but not before creating bad blood and encouraging Europe to think of the U.S. as not much of a friend. Trump has the capacity to tear down the global international order, but he has neither the plans nor the wherewithal to rebuild anything in its place.

Similarly, DOGE found it relatively easy to destroy USAID, but the administration hasn't been able to create any new way of extending soft power around the globe. Leveling threats of tariffs on adversaries and allies alike has been relatively easy, but the result has been a weakening of the economy and American trade ties, and a crumbling of the old global-trade system. He has been unable to bring a huge boom of manufacturing jobs and factories to U.S. shores.

Trump's aggressive immigration enforcement has deported so many people, led so many people to leave the country, and discouraged so many people from coming that U.S. population growth slowed dramatically between June 2024, near the end of the Biden administration, and July 2025, according to numbers released this week by the Census Bureau. Yet the right's hope for pronatalist policies that would try to drive up birth rates have amounted to little. Reduced population growth--or a sinking population, should it come to that--threatens economic growth.

Trump no longer talks about fully repealing the Affordable Care Act; he and Republicans have now adopted a strategy of slowly bleeding the program. The GOP-controlled Congress allowed subsidies to lapse at the end of 2025, helping produce a big drop in the number of people insured under the ACA. But despite offering "concepts of a plan" during the presidential campaign, and rolling out a "Great Healthcare Plan" this month, experts say Trump still hasn't put together anything resembling a real blueprint for improving health insurance. Meanwhile, Secretary of Health and Human Services Robert F. Kennedy Jr. seems to be having much more luck undermining the existing institutions and practices of American public health than remaking the nation's practices in his idiosyncratic image.

Even if these things are ultimately achieved, the difficulty and cost of doing so is likely to be much greater than Trump has promised to voters. The same is true of the ballroom project. The president first said it would cost $200 million. By October, the price tag had risen to $300 million. In December, the administration quoted a $400 million figure. Anyone can guess what the final bill might be if the ballroom is ever built, but given the private funding, each jump in the cost creates new opportunities for donors to buy influence from the president.

Some Democrats have said that any new president who replaces Trump should move promptly to tear down his ballroom. If the project never moves forward, though, they'll have no need. Perhaps they could instead leave the empty site, a fitting monument to the Trump presidency.

Related:

	More than the East Wing got demolished.
 	Anne Applebaum: Trump's "American dominance" may leave us with nothing.




Today's News

	Two Border Patrol agents who fired their guns during Alex Pretti's fatal shooting in Minneapolis have been placed on administrative leave, according to the Department of Homeland Security.
 	President Trump warned Iran that it should negotiate a new nuclear deal or face possible U.S. military action, as an American aircraft carrier and additional warships arrived in the Middle East. Iran responded that it is open to talks but threatened to defend itself forcefully if provoked.
 	Democratic Representative Ilhan Omar was sprayed with an unknown substance at a Minneapolis town-hall meeting last night. The suspect was arrested and is in jail on suspicion of third-degree assault.
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What Should Americans Do Now?

By George Packer

The killings in Minneapolis of Renee Good and Alex Pretti have been compared to the murder of George Floyd, because they all happened within a few miles of one another, and because of the outrage they inspired. There's an important difference, though: In 2020 the United States was in turmoil, but it was still a state of law. Floyd's death was followed by investigation, trial, and verdict--by justice. The Minneapolis Police Department was held accountable and ultimately made to reform.
 No one should expect justice for Good and Pretti. Today, nothing stands in the way of the brutal tactics of ICE and the Border Patrol. While President Trump seems to be trying to defuse the mayhem he's caused by reassigning a top commander, he is not withdrawing the federal agents from the state or allowing local authorities to investigate, let alone prosecute, them for their actions.


Read the full article.
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Conspire. When the 49ers lost in the playoffs, some fans embraced a theory about electromagnetic waves instead of facing reality, Kaitlyn Tiffany writes.

Explore. Can we just let teens exist in public? When malls ban unaccompanied minors and when cities enact curfews, they restrict adolescents' ability to participate in society, Julie Beck writes.

Play our daily crossword.
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A Breakdown of the American Idea

The country's founding principles will survive only if the public remains willing to fight for them.

by Elizabeth Bruenig

Wed, 28 Jan 2026




Masked federal officers have now killed two U.S. citizens in the streets of Minneapolis. In both cases, the Trump administration stood by the officers, claiming that the Americans they shot to death were interfering with law enforcement, which has never been a capital offense. These events have set a dark precedent. Americans can no longer assume that they can exercise their established rights to protest and observe public law enforcement without punishment, which raises questions about the exercise of other historically attested rights. If we are not as safe from state violence as we thought we were, then the very foundations of the country seem shaky, and we may be witnessing a breakdown of the American idea.

The United States was founded as an experiment in propositional citizenship, the idea that a nation could be bound not by race, ethnicity, or language but by fidelity to a set of principles--liberty, equality, self-governance, and inalienable rights. In an address in 1858, Abraham Lincoln reminded his audience that although many Americans had been in the country for only a short time, having arrived from Germany, Ireland, France, Scandinavian countries, and elsewhere in Europe, they still found "themselves our equals in all things." These new citizens might not have been able to trace their roots to the country's early history, Lincoln said, but they were fully American thanks to their belief in the moral sentiments embedded in "that old Declaration of Independence." That, Lincoln said, is the "electric cord" that binds "the hearts of patriotic and liberty-loving men together"--a bind that should last "as long as the love of freedom exists in the minds of men throughout the world."

Quinta Jurecic: ICE's No. 1 ally

The very fact that Americanness is transmissible via principles and ideas is a problem for those who prefer the simple profundity of the bonds that Lincoln called "blood of the blood" and "flesh of the flesh." Such tangible essentialism can give groups a concentrated sense of purpose and meaning--and may be coupled with a powerful urge to persecute members of out-groups. Some on the right prefer to see the country in thinly veiled racial terms, as if white people--or "heritage Americans," as some on the right have lately classified Americans with familial links to the Revolutionary and Civil Wars--are somehow more American than members of other races. Recent immigrants are naturally inferior Americans, if they are considered American at all. This is a silly gesture at indigeneity. Its absurdity was recently underscored by ICE's confusing capture of five Native Americans in Minneapolis. But it also demonstrates an urgent desire for a mystical, blood-and-soil connection to the country that is both more concrete and more exclusive than some intellectual "cord."

A fundamental weakness of the American idea is that, as with any idea, if people stop believing in it, its power evaporates. This has happened before, as in the secession of the Confederacy, and it may be happening now, with the rise of a political movement that sees cherished American rights and premises as nuisances. Demagogues gain power in democracies precisely because they can harness and exploit popular feelings of anger and discontent, and then flout checks on their power by dismissing any precedent born of principles they reject.

But an essential lesson of the backlash against Operation Metro Surge, the Department of Homeland Security's paramilitary campaign in Minnesota, is that the American idea is durable--precisely because it belongs to all Americans equally, and because it has inspired Americans to fight to defend it, even if this means resisting the government.

Adam Serwer: Minnesota proved MAGA wrong

As ICE and Border Patrol agents descended on Minnesota, volunteers from the community banded together in remarkably short order to exercise their right to track and observe agents as they traveled the streets and snatched people from cars and homes. Volunteers have also organized grocery deliveries and court escorts for neighbors facing the threat of capture and deportation. Federal agents have attempted to frustrate these efforts, but their targets have proved too resourceful, too careful--too determined--to be deterred.

The Declaration of Independence was meant to signal the rejection of tyranny and the empowerment of the individual to resist undue coercion. That principle, so essential to the American idea, may soon end the occupation of Minnesota, but not before two brave individuals lost their lives.

In a clear sign of the operation's failure, Donald Trump has ordered the Border Patrol "commander at large" Gregory Bovino out of the state and back to his prior post, where he is expected to retire soon. Perhaps this is a turning point, a moment that forces the Trump administration to lead more cautiously, less aggressively--and perhaps not. America was born from a collection of ideas about who we are and what we believe, but the practical results are still playing out. These principles will survive only if they persist in the American imagination, and only if Americans remain willing to fight for them. It's too soon to say whether we can salvage every beautiful thing imagined by America's Founders from every weakness they bequeathed.
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Anthropic Is at War With Itself

The AI company shouting about AI's dangers can't quite bring itself to slow down.

by Matteo Wong

Wed, 28 Jan 2026


Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei (Jason Henry for The Atlantic)



Updated at 4:44 p.m. ET on January 28, 2026



These are not the words you want to hear when it comes to human extinction, but I was hearing them: "Things are moving uncomfortably fast." I was sitting in a conference room with Sam Bowman, a safety researcher at Anthropic. Worth $183 billion at the latest estimate, the AI firm has every incentive to speed things up, ship more products, and develop more advanced chatbots to stay competitive with the likes of OpenAI, Google, and the industry's other giants. But Anthropic is at odds with itself--thinking deeply, even anxiously, about seemingly every decision.



Anthropic has positioned itself as the AI industry's superego: the firm that speaks with the most authority about the big questions surrounding the technology, while rival companies develop advertisements and affiliate shopping links (a difference that Anthropic's CEO, Dario Amodei, was eager to call out during an interview in Davos last week). On Monday, Amodei published a lengthy essay, "The Adolescence of Technology," about the "civilizational concerns" posed by what he calls "powerful AI"--the very technology his firm is developing. The essay has a particular focus on democracy, national security, and the economy. "Given the horror we're seeing in Minnesota, its emphasis on the importance of preserving democratic values and rights at home is particularly relevant," Amodei posted on X, making him one of very few tech leaders to make a public statement against the Trump administration's recent actions.



This rhetoric, of course, serves as good branding--a way for Anthropic to stand out in a competitive industry. But having spent a long time following the company and, recently, speaking with many of its employees and executives, including Amodei, I can say that Anthropic is at least consistent. It messages about the ethical issues surrounding AI constantly, and it appears unusually focused on user safety. Bowman's job, for example, is to vet Anthropic's products before they're released into the world, making sure that they will not spew, say, white-supremacist talking points; push users into delusional crises; or generate nonconsensual porn.



So far, the effort seems to be working: Unlike other popular chatbots, including OpenAI's ChatGPT and Elon Musk's Grok, Anthropic's bot, Claude, has not had any major public blowups despite being as advanced as, and by some measures more advanced than, the rest of the field. (That may be in part because its chatbot does not generate images and has a smaller user base than some rival products.) But although Anthropic has so far dodged the various scandals that have plagued other large language models, the company has not inspired much faith that such problems will be avoided forever. When I met Bowman last summer, the company had recently divulged that, in experimental settings, versions of Claude had demonstrated the ability to blackmail users and assist them when they ask about making bioweapons. But the company has pushed its models onward anyway, and now says that Claude writes a good chunk--and in some instances all--of its own code.



Anthropic publishes white papers about the terrifying things it has made Claude capable of ("How LLMs Could Be Insider Threats," "From Shortcuts to Sabotage"), and raises these issues to politicians. OpenAI CEO Sam Altman and other AI executives also have long spoken in broad, aggrandizing terms about AI's destructive potential, often to their own benefit. But those competitors have released junky TikTok clones and slop generators. Today, Anthropic's only major consumer product other than its chatbot is Claude Code, a powerful tool that promises to automate all kinds of work, but is nonetheless targeted to a relatively small audience of developers and coders.



The company's discretion has resulted in a corporate culture that doesn't always make much sense. Anthropic comes across as more sincerely committed to safety than its competitors, but it is also moving full speed toward building tools that it acknowledges could be horrifically dangerous. The firm seems eager for a chance to stand out. But what does Anthropic really stand for?


Employees working in a cafe at the Anthropic headquarters in San Francisco (Jason Henry for The Atlantic)



Founded in 2021 by seven people who splintered off from OpenAI, Anthropic is full of staff and executives who come across as deeply, almost pathologically earnest. I sat in on a meeting of Anthropic's Societal Impacts team, a small group dedicated to studying how AI affects work, education, and more. This was a brainstorming session: The team wanted to see if it could develop AI models that work better with people than alone, which, the group reasoned, could help prevent or slow job loss. A researcher spoke up. He pressed the team to consider that, in the very near future, AI models might just be better than humans at everything. "Basically, we're cooked," he said. In which case, this meeting was nothing more than a "lovely thought exercise." The group agreed this was possible. Then it moved on.



The researcher referred to his brief, existential interruption as "classic Anthropic." Hyperrational thought experiments, forceful debates on whether AI could be shaped for the better, an unshakable belief in technological progress--these are classic Anthropic qualities. They trickle down from the top. A few weeks after the Societal Impacts meeting, I wanted to see what Amodei himself thought about all of this. If Altman is the AI boom's great salesman and Demis Hassabis, the CEO of Google DeepMind and a Nobel laureate, its scientist, then Amodei is the closest the industry has to a philosopher. He is also responsible for some of the technical research that made ChatGPT possible. "Whenever I say 'AI,' people think about the thing they're using today," Amodei told me, hands clasped and perched atop his head. "That's almost never where my mind is. My mind is almost always at: We're releasing a new version every three months. Where are we gonna be eight versions from now? In two years?"



When he was at OpenAI, Amodei wrote an internal document called "The Big Blob of Compute." It laid out his belief that AI models improve as a function of the resources put into them. More power, more data, more chips, better AI. That belief now animates the entire industry. Such unwavering faith in AI progress is perhaps Anthropic's defining feature. The company has hired a "model welfare" researcher to study whether Claude can experience suffering or is conscious. The firm has set up a miniature, AI-run vending machine in the firm's cafeteria to study whether the technology could autonomously operate a small business selling snacks and trinkets. Claude selects inventory, sets prices, and requests refills, while humans just restock the shelves. Welcome to the singularity.

Amodei and the rest of the group founded Anthropic partly because of disagreements over how to prepare the world for AI. Amodei is especially worried about job displacement, telling me that AI could erase a large portion of white-collar jobs within five years; he dedicated an entire section of "The Adolescence of Technology" to the danger that the AI boom might accumulate tremendous wealth primarily to firms such as his own.



Even with this and other gloomy forecasts of his, Amodei has bristled at the notion that he and his firm are "doomers"--that their primary motivation is preventing AI from wiping out a large number of jobs or lives. "I tend to be fairly optimistic," he told me. In addition to "The Adolescence of Technology," Amodei has published a 14,000-word manifesto called "Machines of Loving Grace" that comprehensively details a utopian vision for his technology: eliminating almost all disease, lifting billions out of poverty, doubling human lifespan. There is not a hint of irony; the essay envisions people being "literally moved to tears" by the majesty of AI's accomplishments. Amodei's employees cited it to me in conversation numerous times. Meanwhile, Altman trolls on X, and Musk seems to exist in a continuum of AI slop and conspiracy theories.



When Anthropic launched Claude, in 2023, the bot's distinguishing feature was a "Constitution" that the model was trained on detailing how it should behave; last week, Anthropic revamped the document into a 22,000-word treatise on how to make Claude a moral and sincere actor. Claude, the constitution's authors write, has the ability to foster emotional dependence, design bioweapons, and manipulate its users, so it's Anthropic's responsibility to instill upright character in Claude to avoid these outcomes. "Once we decide to create Claude, even inaction is a kind of action," they write. No other firm had, or has, any truly comparable document.



Amodei says he wants rival companies to act in ways he believes are more responsible. Several of Anthropic's major AI-safety initiatives and research advances have indeed been adopted by top competitors, such as its approach to preventing the use of AI to build bioweapons. And OpenAI has shared a "Model Spec," its far more streamlined and pragmatic answer to Anthropic's constitution--which contains no talk of ChatGPT's "character" or "preserving important societal structures." (OpenAI has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic.)



All of this helps Anthropic's bottom line, of course: The emphasis on responsibility is "very attractive to large enterprise businesses which are also quite safety-, brand-conscious," Daniela Amodei, Anthropic's president (and Dario's sister), told me from a sweaty conference room in Anthropic's old headquarters in 2024. Nearly two years later, Anthropic controls 40 percent of the enterprise-AI market. The Amodeis hopes their commercial success will pressure competitors to more aggressively prioritize safety as well.



That said, it's not always clear that these efforts to spark a "race to the top"--another phrase of Amodei's that his employees invoke constantly--have been successful. Anthropic's research established AI sycophancy as an issue well before "AI psychosis" emerged, yet AI psychosis still became something that many people apparently suffer from. Amodei recognizes that his own products aren't perfect, either. "I absolutely do not want to warrant and guarantee that we will never have these problems," he said. Several independent AI researchers, including some who have partnered with Anthropic to test Claude for various risks, told me that although Anthropic appears more committed to AI safety than its competitors, that's a low bar.



Anthropic's mode is generally to publish information about AI models and wait for the world to make the hard calls about how to control or regulate them. The main regulatory proposal of Jack Clark, a co-founder of Anthropic and its head of policy, is that governments establish "transparency" requirements, or some sort of mandated reporting about what internal tests reveal about AI products. But the company is particular about what it deems worth publishing. The firm does not, for instance, share much about its AI-training data or carbon footprint. When I asked Clark about how much information remains hidden--particularly in terms of how Anthropic's AI tools are actually developed--he argued that transparency into how AI models are produced isn't all that important. (Some of that information is also, presumably, proprietary.) Rather, Clark told me, the outcomes of the technology are what matter.



There is a "well-established norm that whatever goes on inside a factory is by and large left up to the innovator that's built that factory, but you care a lot about what comes out of the factory," he said, explaining why he believes that AI companies sharing information about how their products are made matters less than reporting what they can do. Typically the government "reaches inside" the factory, he said, only when something in the output--say, heavy metals--raises cause for concern. Never mind the long history of regulation dictating what goes on inside factories--emergency exits in clothing factories, cleanliness standards in meatpacking facilities, and so on. (Clark did note that laws sometimes need to change, and that they haven't yet adapted to AI.)



He brought up Wall Street, of all examples, to make his point. Lawmakers "thought they had transparency into financial systems," he said--that banks and hedge funds and so on were giving reliable reports on their dealings. "Then the financial crash happened," regulators realized that transparency was inadequate and gameable, and Congress changed the law. (President Trump then changed much of it back.) In the long run, Clark seemed to feel, this was the system working as it should. But his comparison also raises the possibility that before anybody can figure out how to get the AI boom right, something must go horribly wrong.



In mid-September, Anthropic cybersecurity experts detected unusual activity among a group of Claude users. They came to suspect that it was a major, AI-enabled Chinese cyberespionage campaign--an attempt by foreign actors to use Claude to automate the theft of sensitive information. Anthropic promptly shut the operation down, published a report, and sent Logan Graham, who heads a team at the company that evaluates advanced uses of AI, to explain the situation to Congress.



In theory, this sequence represented Anthropic's philosophy at work: Detect risks posed by AI and warn the public. But the incident also underscored how unpredictable, and uncontrollable, the environment really is. Months before the Chinese hack, Graham told me that he felt "pretty good" about the precautions the company had taken around cyberthreats.



Nobody can foresee all of the ways any AI product might be used, for good or ill, but that's exactly why Anthropic's sanctimony can seem silly. For all Amodei's warnings about the possible harms of automation, Anthropic's bots themselves are among the products that may take away jobs; many consider Claude the best AI at coding, for instance. After one of my visits to Anthropic's offices, I went to an event for software engineers a few blocks away at which founders gave talks about products developed with Anthropic software. Someone demonstrated a tool that could automate outreach for job recruitment--leading one attendee to exclaim, with apparent glee, "This is going to destroy an entire industry!"



When I asked several Anthropic employees if they'd want to slow down the AI boom in an ideal world, none seemed to have ever seriously considered the question; it was too far-fetched a possibility, even for them. Joshua Batson, an interpretability researcher at Anthropic--he studies the labyrinthine inner workings of AI models--told me that it would be nice if the industry could go half as fast. Jared Kaplan, a co-founder of Anthropic and the firm's chief science officer, told me he'd prefer it if AGI, or artificial general intelligence, arrived in 2032 rather than, say, 2028; Bowman, the safety researcher, said he thought slowing down for just a couple of months might be enough. Everyone seemed to believe, though, that AI-safety research itself could eventually be automated with Claude--and once that happens, they reasoned, their tests could keep up with the AI's exponentially improving capabilities.



Like so many others in the industry, the employees I spoke with also contended that neither Anthropic nor any other AI company could actually slow development down. "The world gets to make this decision, not companies," Clark told me, seated cross-legged on his chair, and "the system of capital markets says, Go faster." So they are. Anthropic is reportedly fundraising at a $350 billion valuation, and its advertisements litter Instagram and big-city billboards. This month, the company launched a version of its Claude Code product geared toward non-software engineers called Claude Cowork. And in July, as first reported in Wired, Amodei wrote an internal memo to employees that Anthropic would seek investments from the United Arab Emirates and Qatar, which, in his words, would likely enrich "dictators." Warnings about the dangers of authoritarian AI have been central in Anthropic's public messaging; "Machines of Loving Grace" includes dire descriptions of the threat of "authoritarian" AI.



When I brought this up to Amodei, he cut me off. "We never made a commitment not to seek funding from the Middle East," he said. "One of the traps you can fall into when you're doing a good job running a responsible company is every decision that you make" can be "interpreted as a moral commitment." There was no "pressing need" to seek Middle Eastern funding before, and doing so entailed "complexities," he said. I took his implication to be that the intensive capital demands of the AI race now made such investments a necessity. Still, such investors, Amodei said, wouldn't have any control over his firm. A few days after we spoke, Anthropic announced the Qatar Investment Authority as a "significant" investor in a new fundraising round.


Anthropic employees Sholto Douglas and Trenton Bricken (Jason Henry for The Atlantic)





If you zoom out enough, and perhaps not even all that far, Anthropic stands for the same things that OpenAI, Google, Meta, and anyone else in the AI race do: to build fantastically powerful chatbots and use them to transform the world and beat the competition. Across the company, the belief in AI's potential is messianic. AI "presents one of the only technologies" that gets us out of the challenges ahead for humanity, Clark told me: climate change, aging populations, resource contention, authoritarianism, war. Without AI, he said, there will be more and more "Mad Max-like swaths of the world."



Trenton Bricken, who works on AI safety at Anthropic, took this notion to an even greater extreme: He would ideally want the AI industry to slow down, but "every year that we stall, there are lots of people suffering who otherwise would not," he told me, referring to the possibility that AI will eventually cure diseases and achieve everything else outlined in "Machines of Loving Grace." His colleague Sholto Douglas claimed that such a delay "comes at the cost of millions of lives."



Perhaps the greatest confusion at Anthropic is between theory and practice--the idea of safe AI versus the speed necessary to win the AI race. A corporate culture built around deep thought experiments and genuine disagreements about the future also has to sell AI. In the company's view, these ends are complementary; better for it to responsibly usher in the AI future than Elon Musk or China. But that's also a convenient way to justify an any-means-necessary approach to progress. I thought of that automated vending machine that the company had set up in its office. Claude ran the business into the ground in only a month through a string of very poor pricing and stocking decisions. But none of those really mattered: Anthropic had placed the machine next to all the free snacks in the office canteen.



When I asked Amodei recently about how he could justify the breakneck pace given the concerns he has over safety, he expressed total confidence in his staff--and also floated a new idea. Perhaps, he suggested, Claude will become so intelligent in the very near future that the bot will enable something radical: "Maybe at some point in 2027, what we want to do is just slow things down," he said, and let the models fix themselves. "For just a few months."



This article originally stated that Anthropic's AI vending machine is a Societal Impacts team project.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/01/anthropic-is-at-war-with-itself/684892/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



America's Convenience-Store Conundrum

The Trump administration's "real food" campaign will go only so far as the offerings at your local mini-mart.

by Nicholas Florko

Wed, 28 Jan 2026




Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has a new rallying cry: Eat real food. It's an intuitive piece of advice--snack on some grapes instead of potato chips, trade that microwaveable mystery meat for a grilled chicken breast. The tagline has accompanied the new Dietary Guidelines for Americans, the government's official nutrition recommendations, which call for Americans to prioritize whole foods and limit processed ones. "It's time to start eating real food again," the health secretary said during a speech in Pennsylvania last week. The Trump administration has even launched a new website, realfood.gov, which welcomes visitors with an animation of a steak, a carton of whole milk, and a head of broccoli.



The path toward Kennedy's goal runs through an overlooked piece of the food landscape: convenience stores. The purveyors of late-night hot dogs, tins of Zyn, and countless varieties of gummy worms generally don't sell a lot of "real food." But in America's food deserts, convenience stores are more than just places to pick up a snack--they're grocery stores. The USDA estimates that tens of millions of Americans live in low-income areas with limited access to grocery stores. Mini-marts such as 7-Eleven and Sheetz "have an outsized role in our food system because they are the only food access point in many neighborhoods," Hilary Seligman, an expert on food insecurity at UC San Francisco, told me.



The Trump administration does have a tool it can use to force the humble mini-mart to stock healthier options. Food stamps are an essential part of convenience stores' business, but to participate in the program, retailers must carry products across a range of food groups. Those standards are poised to get an overhaul: "We are requiring that every outlet that accepts food stamps double the amount of real food that it sells in its facility," Kennedy said last week. That decision is really up to Secretary of Agriculture Brooke Rollins, whose agency runs the food-stamp program, and she made similar comments at a press conference earlier this month. When I asked the Department of Agriculture for more details about the planned changes, a spokesperson directed me to a proposal released in draft form last fall. Under those new rules, stores would be required to carry seven varieties of food across four categories: protein, dairy, grains, and vegetables and fruits.

Read: The new food-stamp rules will make your head spin

The move could put us one step closer to healthy convenience stores, which have long been a dream of some nutrition reformers. Several experiments in different cities--including in Baltimore, New Orleans, and Denver--have tried to alleviate the problem of food deserts by improving the offerings at local mini-marts. A review of these pilot programs found "consistent improvements across most of the trials in the availability and sale of healthy foods, the purchase and consumption of those foods, and consumer knowledge."



But the Trump administration's plan isn't perfect. Under the draft proposal, corner stores won't have to follow any specific nutritional guidelines, so long as they meet the food-group standards. The Center for Science in the Public Interest, a consumer-advocacy group, has warned that the new standards mean that stores could stock Fruity Pebbles to fulfill the grain requirement, and sugary canned peaches for the fruit requirement. "It would be very easy for a retailer to meet the proposed rule by stocking foods in each staple food category that are high in added sugar, sodium, saturated fat, and refined grains," Joelle Johnson, the deputy director of CSPI, told me.

Read: Why don't convenience stores sell better food?

Changing mini-marts for good won't be easy. Owners stock their stores based on what sells, and available data suggest that "real food" isn't exactly driving sales. A recent analysis by Lula Commerce, an online-shopping tool for convenience stores, found that alcohol, soda, and energy drinks were the top items ordered by their stores' customers. And a 2021 report by the National Association of Convenience Stores pointed to packaged beverages, cigarettes, and salty snacks as among the best sellers. Convenience stores are concerned that stocking healthy products will just mean wasted shelf space in their already crowded stores. They typically don't have the margins necessary to swap out a section of the drink cooler to stock cauliflower or salmon filets, especially when these products may rot. NACS supports aspects of the Trump administration's push to heighten the requirements for what these stores have to stock, Margaret Hardin Mannion, the group's director of government relations, told me. But, she added, "we have to be able to sell what our customers want to buy." Though the Trump administration is within its power to mandate that convenience stores participating in the food-stamps program stock as many healthy goods as it deems fit, that could easily backfire if retailers back out of the program entirely.

Until convenience stores actually give customers the option to buy strawberries instead of Slim Jims, it's hard to know exactly how well-founded their fears really are. The smattering of experiments that stocked mini-marts with fresh produce suggest that people do have some interest in eating healthier when they can. But many of these trials also included efforts meant specifically to drum up sales of healthy items. In one experiment in Baltimore, convenience stores were encouraged to stock certain healthy foods through subsidies from researchers. Retailers hung up posters to promote these new healthy foods, and some gave out coupons to encourage specific purchases. Replicating an experiment like this on the national scale would cost some major cash. (There are more than 150,000 convenience stores in the United States.) And it would require a real leap of faith from an administration that to date has focused much of its efforts on restricting the products that can be purchased with food stamps, and on rooting out alleged fraud within the program.



For now, RFK Jr. and other health officials are stuck with a convenience-store conundrum. The mini-mart embodies how hard it is to actually improve the American diet. It's enough of a challenge to get stores to stock their shelves with broccoli. But that still isn't a guarantee that people will put down the Doritos.
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Photos: A Viking Fire Festival in Scotland

On Scotland's Shetland Islands, a fire festival called Up Helly Aa celebrates the region's Norse heritage. It takes place every January to mark the end of the yule season.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 28 Jan 2026


The Guizer Jarl, Lynden Nicolson, and his Jarl Squad stands beside his Viking Galley ship as it is set on fire on January 27, 2026, in Lerwick, Scotland. (Jeff J Mitchell / Getty)




Members of the Jarl Squad gather before parading through the streets in Lerwick, Shetland Islands, on January 27, 2026, before the Up Helly Aa festival later in the day. (Andy Buchanan / AFP / Getty)




The Jarl Squad poses beside the galley at the harbor in Lerwick on January 27, 2026. (Jane Barlow / PA Images / Getty)




Members of the Jarl Squad parade through Lerwick on January 27, 2026. (Jane Barlow / PA Images / Reuters)




Lynden Nicolson, the Guizer Jarl of the Up Helly Aa Jarl Squad poses after parading through the streets in Lerwick, on January 27, 2026. (Andy Buchanan / AFP / Getty)




The Jarl Squad marches through the streets of Lerwick on January 27, 2026. (Jeff J Mitchell / Getty)




Members of the Jarl Squad take part in the torchlight procession in Lerwick on January 27, 2026. (Jane Barlow / PA Images / Getty)




The Guizer Jarl and his Jarl Squad gather around his Viking galley ship before it is set on fire. (Jeff J Mitchell / Getty)




The Viking longship is burned during the Up Helly Aa festival on January 27, 2026, in Lerwick, Scotland. (Jeff J Mitchell / Getty)




A man dressed as a Viking stands beside the burning longship on January 27, 2026. (Jeff J Mitchell / Getty)




Torches tossed by Jarl Squad members burn atop the Viking longship. (Andy Buchanan / AFP / Getty)




People watch the burning of the longship in Lerwick, during the Up Helly Aa festival. (Jane Barlow / PA Images / Reuters)




The Viking longship goes up in flames on January 27, 2026. (Jeff J Mitchell / Getty)
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MAGA's War on Empathy

This crisis in Minneapolis reveals a deep moral rot at the heart of Trump's movement.

by Hillary Rodham Clinton

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




When I first saw the video of the killing of Alex Pretti, an ICU nurse at the Minneapolis VA hospital, I immediately thought of the parable of the Good Samaritan. Federal agents shot Pretti after he tried to help a woman they had thrown to the ground and pepper-sprayed. Jesus tells us to love our neighbors as ourselves and help those in need. "Do this and you will live," he says. Not in Donald Trump's America.

Americans have now seen with their own eyes the cost of President Trump's abuse of power and disregard for the Constitution. Videos of the killing of Pretti and Renee Good by federal agents have exposed the lies of Trump-administration officials who were quick to smear the victims as "domestic terrorists." Even Americans who have grown habituated to Trump's excesses have been shaken by these killings and the reflexively cruel and dishonest response from the administration.

This crisis also reveals a deeper moral rot at the heart of Trump's MAGA movement. Whatever you think about immigration policy, how can a person of conscience justify the lack of compassion and empathy for the victims in Minnesota, and for the families torn apart or hiding in fear, for the children separated from their parents or afraid to go to school?

That compassion is weak and cruelty is strong has become an article of MAGA faith. Trump and his allies believe that the more inhumane the treatment, the more likely it is to spread fear. That's the goal of surging heavily armed federal forces into blue states such as Minnesota and Maine--street theater of the most dangerous kind. Other recent presidents, including Joe Biden, Barack Obama, George W. Bush, and Bill Clinton, managed to deport millions of undocumented immigrants without turning American cities into battlegrounds or making a show of keeping children in cages.

"The cruelty is the point," as The Atlantic's Adam Serwer memorably put it during Trump's first term. The savagery is a feature, not a bug. By contrast, as Serwer noted recently in these pages, the people of Minnesota have responded with an approach you could call "'neighborism'--a commitment to protecting the people around you, no matter who they are or where they came from." To my ears, that's as Christian a value as it gets.

The glorification of cruelty and rejection of compassion don't just shape the Trump administration's policies. Those values are also at the core of Trump's own character and worldview. And they have become a rallying cry for a cadre of hard-right "Christian influencers" who are waging a war on empathy.

Their twisted campaign validates Trump's personal immorality and his administration's cruelty. It marginalizes mainstream religious leaders who espouse traditional values that conflict with Trump's behavior and agenda. And it threatens to pave the way for an extreme vision of Christian nationalism that seeks to replace democracy with theocracy in America.

The rejection of bedrock Christian values such as dignity, mercy, and compassion did not start with the crisis in Minnesota. The tone was set right at the beginning of this second Trump presidency. The day after taking the oath of office last January, Trump attended a prayer service at the National Cathedral. The Episcopal bishop of Washington, Mariann Edgar Budde, directed part of her sermon at the new president: "In the name of our God, I ask you to have mercy upon the people in our country who are scared now." She spoke of children of immigrant families afraid that their parents would be taken away, refugees fleeing persecution, and young LGBTQ Americans who feared for their lives. It was an honest plea, suffused with the kind of love and generosity toward neighbors and strangers that Jesus taught.

Bishop Budde was immediately vilified. One Republican congressman said she "should be added to the deportation list." The pastor and influencer Ben Garrett warned his followers, "This snake is God's enemy and yours too. She hates God and His people. You need to properly hate in response." The right-wing Christian podcaster Allie Beth Stuckey called the sermon "toxic empathy that is in complete opposition to God's Word and in support of the most satanic, destructive ideas ever conjured up." Toxic empathy! What an oxymoron. I don't know if the phrase reflects moral blindness or moral bankruptcy, but either way it's appalling.

This is certainly not what I was taught in Sunday school, not what my reading of the Bible teaches me, and not what I believe Jesus preached in his short time on Earth. Yes, I went to Sunday school. In fact, my mother taught Sunday school at our Methodist church in Park Ridge, Illinois. As an adult, I occasionally taught at our church in Little Rock, Arkansas. Some people--such as the Republican congressman who once called me the Antichrist--might find this surprising. (When I confronted him, he mumbled something about not having meant it. Trump later appointed him to his Cabinet.)

I've never been one to wear my faith on my sleeve, but that doesn't mean it's not important to me. Quite the opposite: My faith has sustained me, informed me, saved me, chided me, and challenged me. I don't know who I would be or where I would have ended up without it. So I am not a disinterested observer here. I believe that Christians like me--and people of faith more generally--have a responsibility to stand up to the extremists who use religion to divide our society and undermine our democracy.

No less a religious authority than the late Pope Francis called out the Trump administration's war on empathy. After Vice President Vance argued that Christians should be stingy with their love, prioritizing those close to us over strangers, he offered a rebuke. "Christian love is not a concentric expansion of interests that little by little extend to other persons and groups," the pope noted, before urging everyone to read up on the Good Samaritan.

Luis Parrales: What the border-hawk Catholics get wrong

The contrast between traditional Christian morality and Trumpian amorality was particularly stark at the memorial service for the slain MAGA activist Charlie Kirk in September. Kirk's widow, Erika, publicly forgave her husband's killer. "I forgive him because it was what Christ did," she said. "The answer to hate is not hate. The answer we know from the Gospel is love and always love."

It reminded me of the families of the victims of the Mother Emanuel Church massacre in Charleston, South Carolina. In 2015, nine Black worshippers were murdered at an evening Bible study by a young white man trying to start a race war. In court a few days later, one by one, grieving parents and siblings stood up and told the shooter, "I forgive you."

Instead of being inspired by Erika Kirk's grace, though, Trump rejected it. "I hate my opponent and I don't want the best for them," he declared. He would not forgive his enemies. "I am sorry, Erika," he said. So much for "Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you, and pray for those who persecute you."

With leadership like this, it's no wonder that one survey found a quarter of Republicans and nearly 40 percent of Christian nationalists now agree that "empathy is a dangerous emotion that undermines our ability to set up a society that is guided by God's truth." MAGA rejects the teachings of Jesus to "love thy neighbor" and care for "the last, the least, and the lost." It recognizes only a zero-sum war of all against all. The world may look gilded from the patio at Mar-a-Lago, but the MAGA view is fundamentally fearful and impoverished. MAGA sees a world of vengeance, scorn, and humiliation, and cannot imagine generosity or solidarity.

The whole exercise is suffused with barely disguised misogyny. The extremist pastor Joe Rigney wrote a book called Leadership and the Sin of Empathy. Rigney is an ally of the influential Christian nationalist Douglas Wilson, who thinks giving women the right to vote was a mistake and advocates turning the United States into a theocracy. (Would it shock you to know that Pete Hegseth is a big fan of Wilson's?)

Rigney declared that Bishop Budde's plea for mercy was "a reminder that feminism is a cancer that enables the politics of empathetic manipulation and victimhood that has plagued us in the era of wokeness." Manipulation by wily women is a sexist trope as old as Adam and Eve, but this is an ugly new twist. Instead of women tempting men with vice, now the great fear is that women will tempt men with virtue.

Christian nationalism--the belief that God has called certain Christians to exercise dominion over every aspect of American life, with no separation between Church and state--is ascendant in Trump's Washington. House Speaker Mike Johnson, a Republican from Louisiana, displays a historic flag outside his office on Capitol Hill that in recent years has been embraced by Christian nationalists. The same flag was carried by insurrectionists on January 6, 2021, and flown by Justice Samuel Alito's wife at the couple's vacation home.

The National Council of Churches, the largest ecumenical organization for mainline churches in the country, has warned about the dangers of Christian nationalism. "In this quest for political power, Christian humility is lost, as is the message of God's love for all humanity," the council said in a 2021 statement. "Where the Bible has at its core the story of a people committed to welcoming aliens and strangers because they themselves were aliens and strangers, and to defending the oppressed because they themselves were once oppressed, the Christian nationalist narrative rejects the stranger and judges the oppressed as deserving of their oppression."

This is exactly the kind of mainstream Christian view that enrages Allie Beth Stuckey. The author of Toxic Empathy, who styles herself a voice for Christian women, has more than a million followers on social media. In between lifestyle pitter-patter and her demonization of IVF treatments, she warns women not to listen to their soft hearts. This commissar of MAGA morality targets other evangelicals whose empathy, she warns, has left them open to manipulation. Maybe they recognize the humanity of an undocumented immigrant family and decide that mass deportation has gone too far. Or they make space in their heart for a young rape survivor forced to carry a pregnancy to term and start questioning the wisdom and morality of total abortion bans. It's all toxic to Stuckey.

The don't-love-thy-neighbor Christians have powerful allies in the war on empathy. Silicon Valley techno-authoritarians and social Darwinists argue that empathy is weakness and "suicidal" for civilization because it gets in the way of ruthless ambition and efficiency. That's pretty rich for the crew that's busy building artificial-intelligence systems they freely admit might obliterate humanity one day. But these are the same billionaires who dismiss critics and liberals as "NPCs," or non-player characters, a video-game term for nonhumans. Once you see people that way, why would you care about understanding or helping them?

Elizabeth Bruenig: The conservative attack on empathy

They may be convinced that they're the smartest guys in the room, but they're dead wrong about this. Empathy won't destroy civilization; indeed, it just might save it. We can debate policies. We can debate theology. But if we give up on empathy, we give up on any real chance of coming together to solve our problems. Empathy does not overwhelm our critical thinking or blind us to moral clarity. It opens our eyes to moral complexity. It's not a sign of weakness; it's a source of strength.

This might be lost on tycoons who have a huge financial interest in leaving the rest of us behind on their way to Mars, but one might hope Christians would know better. You don't need to look too far back to find examples of those who do. I disagreed with President George W. Bush about many things, but I respected his sincere belief in a more "compassionate conservatism." There was no greater proof of this commitment than the President's Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief, a mission of mercy that helped save an estimated 26 million lives. It was a public-health miracle. Many of the program's most ardent champions were evangelical Christians inspired by Jesus's teachings to heal the sick and feed the hungry. That hasn't stopped the Trump administration from slashing PEPFAR and other lifesaving assistance to people in need around the world. Experts predict that 14 million people could die by 2030 as a result--including millions of children.

Some earlier leaders of the religious right were also cruel and demagogic. When I was coming up in politics, we had huckster televangelists instead of social-media snake-oil salesmen, but the game was the same: exploit religion to profiteer and push an extreme political agenda. In the 1980s, right-wing firebrands such as Jerry Falwell and Anita Bryant claimed that the AIDS epidemic was a plague sent by God to punish gay people. There was no shortage of rhetoric that I would call dehumanizing or un-Christian. These reactionary religious forces led a decades-long campaign against women's rights and gay rights that helped turn the Republican Party against democracy itself. The rise of unabashed Christian nationalists is their legacy.

But what we're seeing today feels different--and more dangerous. The question of who deserves empathy, and the rights and respect that flow from our shared humanity, has always been highly contested in our politics. But until now, no major American political movement has ever seriously suggested that empathy and compassion themselves are suspect.

The decline of mainstream Christian voices in recent decades left a vacuum that the most extreme ideologues and provocateurs eagerly filled. The Catholic Church and the old mainline Protestant denominations have been weakened by destabilizing scandals and schisms, and have seen declining attendance. With the percentage of Americans identifying as Christian hitting record lows, the National Council of Churches expects that as many as 100,000 churches across the country will close in the coming years, mostly mainstream Methodist, Presbyterian, and Lutheran congregations.

It has pained me to see my own United Methodist Church split by deep disagreements over gay rights. Many conservative American congregations seceded and joined with traditionalist congregations in Africa and elsewhere to form a separate, less inclusive Church. Other denominations have faced similar struggles. All of this has left room for upstarts such as Douglas Wilson's Communion of Reformed Evangelical Churches, a growing network of more than 150 Christian-nationalist congregations.

Another factor is Trump himself. No one mistakes him for a devout Christian or a person of faith or morality. But his corruption isn't just a personal matter--it taints everything he touches, including his Christian supporters. The conventional wisdom is that Trump says out loud what many others think privately, that his blunt bigotry gives permission for people to throw off the shackles of political correctness and woke piety. That may be partly true. He does bring out the worst in people. But it's more than that. He makes people worse. Cruelty and ugliness are infectious. When they become the norm, we all suffer.

Consider the contrast between Trump and Reagan, two presidents beloved by the religious right. Reagan offered a vision of an optimistic, sunny, welcoming America. He called it a shining city on a hill. His policies often failed to match his rhetoric, but the stories we tell ourselves matter. They shape our national narrative and shared moral framework. By contrast, Trump's story is dark and angry, filled with "American carnage" in the streets. It makes sense that his political movement--and its version of Christianity--would be dark and angry, too.

Reagan cultivated a distinctly American mythos: the aw-shucks cowboy working his ranch and standing up to tyranny. Trump, especially in this second term, has styled himself as a gold-plated Caesar, the farthest thing from an American ideal. Instead of the decency of Washington we get the decadence of Caligula; rather than the humility of Lincoln, the cruelty of Nero. You'd think good Christians would see the irony of throwing their lot in with a wannabe Roman emperor, but the whole point of a cult of personality is to leave you blind and afraid.

Finally, I am convinced that the uniquely pernicious dynamics of social media have put all of these trends on steroids. Our addiction to algorithms has made society more lonely, anxious, and mean. Platforms like TikTok and Elon Musk's X reward extremism and marginalize moderation. They promote negativity and smother positivity. Empathy doesn't drive engagement, so it's not valuable.

In the 1980s, I was impressed by Neil Postman's book Amusing Ourselves to Death, which argued that television was corroding American society and democracy. He bemoaned how religion and politics had been reduced to shallow entertainment as a distracted public lost the ability to think clearly and debate rationally.

Today I find Postman's warnings eerily prescient. He argued that "each medium, like language itself, makes possible a unique mode of discourse by providing a new orientation for thought, for expression, for sensibility." Now that social media--and short-form, algorithmic video in particular--has taken over the world, it's crucial that we understand how this medium is shaping our culture. It's no coincidence that TikTok has given such a boost to far-right politics. It's not just the hidden hand of the Chinese Communist Party, or the group of Trump supporters who recently bought the app's American shell, although that's also alarming. It's that the medium is designed to boost vitriol and knee-jerk reactions rather than thoughtful dialogue. It provides fertile ground for misinformation and is inhospitable to serious journalism or debate.

Cultural critics have begun warning that we are at risk of becoming a "post-literate" society. They point to declining reading and math scores across the Western world in the years since the smartphone was introduced. The fear is that with fewer people reading books and newspapers, we'll lose the ability to process complex ideas and arguments, become more susceptible to propaganda, and, to paraphrase Postman, scroll our way to oblivion.

There's good reason to believe that a post-literate society will also be a post-moral society. We already have Christian influencers saying empathy is a sin. We have a president who is allergic to civic virtue. Americans spend countless hours on social media and are lonelier, angrier, and more distrustful than at any time I can remember.

What can we do?

A good place to start is to follow the example of courageous faith leaders standing up to the Trump administration's abuses. On January 23, about 100 clergy were arrested after protesting deportation flights at the Minneapolis airport. They prayed and sang hymns in the brutal cold until police took them away. Many more have fanned out across the city to support protesters and help immigrant families in need.

David Brooks: America needs a mass movement--now

In November, the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops released an unusual special message condemning "the indiscriminate mass deportation of people" and "the vilification of immigrants." It is rare for America's bishops to speak with one voice like this--the last time was in 2013--but they said, "We feel compelled now in this environment to raise our voices in defense of God-given human dignity."

I hope grassroots faith leaders across the country who are appalled by what they see from an immoral administration and an extremist political right also find their voice. It is understandable that some stay silent out of fear. Influencers like Stuckey are zealously policing any deviation from the party line. But speaking truth to power has been part of the Christian tradition since the very beginning. The Christian community--and the country--would be stronger and healthier if we heard these voices.

We also need to contest this ground politically. If MAGA Republicans are going to give up on traditional virtues such as compassion and community, Democrats have an opportunity to fill that gap. The violent overreach in Minnesota may provide an opening to engage new audiences looking for alternatives. Many evangelical Christians who have long voted Republican are turned off by Trump's venality and cruelty. Even some Republican leaders are starting to question the administration's berserk immigration crackdown.

Democrats need a big tent that welcomes people of faith into our coalition, even if we don't agree on every issue. Don't forget, liberal Christianity has a long and storied history. Progressive people of faith have led virtually every major social movement. Think of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. marching with Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel in Selma. That's a spirit we should work to reclaim.

Indeed, welcoming is not enough. Democrats should actively reach out to people of faith and try to win their trust and their votes. That dozens of liberal clergy have already signed up to run for office in the 2026 midterms is an encouraging sign. This doesn't mean Democrats should abandon our commitments to freedom, justice, and equality for all, or fight any less hard for what we believe in. We should listen with an open heart and an open mind, and be unafraid to talk about our values.

I know empathy isn't easy. But neither is Christianity. When Jesus called on us to turn the other cheek and pray for those who persecute us, it was supposed to be hard. We fail more than we succeed--we're human--but the discipline is to keep trying.

It's especially challenging to feel empathetic for people with whom we disagree passionately. I certainly struggle with this. You may remember that I once described half of Trump supporters as "the basket of deplorables." I was talking about people drawn to racism, sexism, homophobia, xenophobia, Islamophobia--you name it. "Some of those folks, they are irredeemable," I said. I still believe intolerance and hatred are deplorable. Slandering a peaceful protester and cheering his murder is deplorable. Terrorizing children because their parents are undocumented is deplorable. But as a Christian, I also aspire to see the goodness in everyone and believe that everyone has a chance at redemption, no matter how remote.

When I see brutality like we've all witnessed in Minnesota, I ask myself: Can I really find empathy for people who insist on dehumanizing others? I'm not sure, to be honest. I'm still working on it. I believe our hearts are big enough to hold two truths at once. We can see the humanity in even the worst of our fellow human beings and still fiercely resist tyranny and repression. We can stand firm without mirroring the cruelty of our opponents. These are dark days in America. To rekindle our light, we must reject cruelty and corruption. To be strong, we need more empathy, not less.
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Tim Walz Fears a Fort Sumter Moment in Minneapolis

The Minnesota governor warns of a national unraveling.

by Isaac Stanley-Becker

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

Minnesota Governor Tim Walz worries that the violence in his state could produce a national rupture. "I mean, is this a Fort Sumter?" he mused today in an interview in his office at the state capitol. The island fortification near Charleston, South Carolina, is where Confederate forces fired the first shots of the Civil War in 1861. Now it's federal forces that are risking a breach. "It's a physical assault," Walz told me. "It's an armed force that's assaulting, that's killing my constituents, my citizens."



He let his question about Fort Sumter hang without an answer.



Walz bowed out of his reelection race earlier this month. The 2024 vice-presidential candidate said that he didn't want politics to interfere with his work amid an intensifying federal probe into welfare fraud in his state. Two days later, his phone rang, and it was Jacob Frey, the mayor of Minneapolis. Renee Good had been shot and killed by an ICE officer, one of thousands of federal agents deployed to Minnesota as part of what the Trump administration declared the largest immigration-enforcement operation in history. "Get yourself prepared," was the mayor's message, Walz recalled to me. He had understood instantly that the kind of unrest not seen since the summer of 2020, in the aftermath of George Floyd's murder, could be returning to Minneapolis.



Barely two weeks later, federal agents shot and killed a second Minneapolis resident. Walz still doesn't know the names of the agents who unloaded their firearms into Alex Pretti, an ICU nurse. State authorities were blocked from investigating both killings. Instead, the governor was placed under federal investigation along with other Democratic officials. Meanwhile, the Justice Department is demanding access to Minnesota's voter rolls, couching the extraordinary election-year request as a quid pro quo for restoring "law and order."



This looks to Walz like an all-out federal assault on his state. When I asked him explicitly if he thought the United States was barreling toward an armed internal struggle, he hedged. "Well, I don't want to alarm people," he said. He switched into the third person, saying that some of his constituents think "Governor Walz should call in the National Guard and arrest ICE."



The governor isn't inclined to do this. He mobilized his state's National Guard, but to deliver doughnuts and hot chocolate to observers and protesters who have sought to document and contest ICE's presence. He saluted their commitment to nonviolence, saying that the restraint exercised by the vast majority of his constituents may be what averts an even deeper crisis. After invoking Fort Sumter, he brought up John Brown, the abolitionist who stormed a federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry, West Virginia, in 1859, fueling violent conflict over slavery that erupted in the Civil War.



"Guns pointed, American at American," he said, "is certainly not where we want to go."



President Trump called Walz "seriously retarded" in a Thanksgiving post on social media. Yet the president reported having a "very good call" with the governor on Monday, saying the two were "on a similar wavelength."



By the time of their conversation, senior advisers to the president had smeared Pretti as a "domestic terrorist" and "would-be assassin." Trump declined to echo those characterizations in interviews and other comments this week. But in their phone call, Walz told me, the president didn't say Pretti's name, didn't express condolences for his family, and didn't ask how residents of the state were doing.



Instead, Walz said, the president complained. "I just don't understand you Minnesotans," he said, arguing that ICE raids had "worked fine" in other places, including New Orleans and Louisville, Kentucky. The president pressed him to cooperate with immigration authorities, according to Walz. The governor told me that he would comply with federal law, but outlined strict limits on his cooperation. "I'm not sure I can do much more," the governor said. "I'm not going to send my police in to search preschools. I'm not going to have them walk down the street and ask brown people for their papers. I'm not going to do that, because that's not my job and I don't think it's constitutional."



He gave the president two conditions for their working more closely together: removing federal agents and allowing the state to take part in probes into the two killings. The president, meanwhile, promoted a change in his approach to Minnesota, saying that he was sending Tom Homan, his "border czar," to replace Gregory Bovino, the Border Patrol official who had become a public face of the administration's most confrontational tactics. The White House didn't respond to a request for comment.



Read: Greg Bovino loses his job



Homan arrived and called the governor right away, Walz said. "At least Tom Homan understood, 'Look, this is a mess. This was wrong,'" the governor told me. He and Homan have disagreements, Walz said, but the border czar made clear in their conversations that he understands how local law enforcement operates and how it responds to written requests to hold inmates for ICE to consider removal processes, known as "detainers." Bovino never even called, Walz said. Neither did Kristi Noem, the homeland-security secretary.



Walz said that he wants to see a major drawdown of federal agents and dramatically different tactics. He said he gave Homan a window of several days to reorient the operation. That window closes tomorrow. "If we don't see a massive change here," Walz told Homan, "I have no choice but to go back and tell my folks that you're not doing it."



"And look," the governor added, "the folks on the street are skeptical."



Walz is also skeptical. When we spoke, he couldn't yet determine whether there had been a significant change in ICE tactics in his state. Activists I asked couldn't say for sure either.



One thing the governor said he did know was that the damage had already been profound. "The disruption and the moral harm that they have done to our state is unimaginable," he said. He saw the fear up close recently when residents mistook the SUVs in his security detail for ICE vehicles and fled on foot. Children are staying home from school, he said. Families are fearful of going out for groceries. For people watching from outside Minnesota, the governor said, "it's worse than you think."



Minnesota may offer a glimpse of what's in store for other states. "That assault will come to your state soon," Walz warned. This is why he has been encouraged to see some red-state governors speak out. Kevin Stitt, the Republican governor of Oklahoma and the chair of the National Governors Association, joined his Democratic vice chair, Wes Moore of Maryland, in calling for a "reset" in immigration enforcement. Governor Phil Scott, a Republican from Vermont, called on Trump to pause the operations, saying simply, "Enough."



Walz wondered aloud if "there's a Republican governor who could look you in the eye and say, 'Would you have been okay with Joe Biden doing this?'" Walz said. "And I think that's where you get a governor like Kevin Stitt saying, 'No way in hell.'"



Read: Police and ICE agents are on a collision course



But there is something particular about Trump's vendetta against Minnesota, a state he falsely claims to have won three times only to have been bested by fraud. Members of his Cabinet have piled on. Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, who is from Minnesota, wrote on X, "ICE > MN." Walz called the post "absolutely despicable."



Walz won't be on the ballot in November's election, but he thinks the contest is at the heart of the administration's tactics. The Justice Department's demand for Minnesota's voter rolls, he said, was the giveaway. The president's party, he predicted, will be "wiped out" in a free and fair vote--assuming there is one.



"But I hear Americans on this," he added. What they say is, "'What makes you think we can get to November?'"
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What Does Life After Ambition Actually Look Like?

Writing a great memoir about choosing a "good enough" life, it turns out, is hard.

by Lily Meyer

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




Millennials love to talk--and gripe--about ambition. What was once a virtue has become a generational bugbear. Millennial women, raised on Girl Power and rom-coms in which the heroine gets the job and the man, joined the workforce just in time for the girlboss culture of the 2010s, which promised that hard work would lead not only to personal success but also to feminist victory. For many American women, no piece of that promise has come true. And, gender aside, anyone who's gone through two recessions, a pandemic, and the growing precarity of all kinds of careers has reason to side-eye grand dreams of achievement; it's hard enough to just get by. No wonder that cries of protest such as the Canadian writer Amil Niazi's 2022 lament, "Losing My Ambition," in which Niazi declares that she's "abandoned the notion of ambition to chase the absolute middle of the road: mediocrity," have gone viral.

Niazi has not given up completely on achievement: She parlayed her hit essay into a new book called Life After Ambition: A "Good Enough" Memoir. In it, she tries to trace the rise and fall of her aspirations as both a personal and a cultural story, framing her gradual disillusionment as a larger meditation on the limits of ambition as a guiding ethic. She describes setting aside her childhood literary dreams as she became overreliant on achievement as a source of self-worth--an issue to which many readers will likely relate, though it's an especially tough proposition in the media world, which has become increasingly unstable in Millennials' working lives. Niazi swings between journalistic writing, editing, and production before she lands a job in the BBC's commissioning department.

But once she's in that coveted role, motherhood reorients her priorities: She no longer wants work that separates her from her baby. This, too, will be readily relatable. But a less common aspect of her experience--and one Niazi does not explain satisfyingly--is that parenthood also reawakened her urge toward a kind of writing that, she notes, "had very little to do with journalism." As a new mother, she found that the "urge to create felt overwhelming." Before having a second baby, she quit her job.

For Niazi, abandoning ambition seems to have meant giving up on a career that the girlbosses of 10 years ago would have admired--one that involves climbing up the rungs of a major media company. But for many of her readers, success might well be what Niazi now has: a widely released memoir and a popular New York magazine column that she describes as a "perfect culmination" of her prior work. Niazi never really delves into this disconnect. And strangely, for someone who mentions that writing is "the only thing I'd ever been both good at and interested in, where I didn't feel like I was faking it," she rarely explores her creative urge. In fact, she seems to shy away from any real exploration of what literary ambition means.

For a quest meant to "navigate what a divorce from 'ambition' really looks like," Niazi's memoir gives its audience little sense of why she continues to pursue writing, or what her relationship to literary craft is. So much of writing is battling your own mind to cough up the clearest idea or best word. Niazi doesn't discuss the frustrations or satisfactions of this process. Her book may leave readers wondering what aspect of writing compels her most, if it isn't public success or the private drive to perfect a sentence. As a result, Life After Ambition raises an intriguing question: If conventional visions of success strike so many as bankrupt, how can writers earnestly reclaim--or even hold on to--ambition for art?



As I was reading Life After Ambition, I thought wistfully of another recent memoir about writing: the New Yorker journalist and author Susan Orlean's immensely heartfelt career retrospective, Joyride. Midway through, Orlean observes that to be "empowered to write, to feel entitled to broadcast your thoughts to the world, is an honor." Orlean has been broadcasting her thoughts in print for decades, and Joyride is at once her expression of gratitude for that career and a tale of life lived in service to her fundamental drive to write.

Orlean is precise about her motivations. She repeatedly describes her desire to write something fascinating and stylish enough to deserve a stranger's time--and then do it again, and again, and again. This is an unusual if not unique form of ambition, and Orlean illustrates it vividly. One of her goals, it seems, is to bring her obsession with writing to life for somebody who does not share it. She even makes the composition process--hours alone at her desk--sound dramatic, at one point comparing it with "walking along a narrow ledge and willing yourself to not look down: If you do, you'll lose your nerve, and you'll fall." She then argues that the "single essential element" of quality prose is the confidence it takes to look straight ahead on that ledge. "You need swagger to be a writer at all," she continues, "to be convinced that readers should listen to you."

Such explicit writing about writing is a performance of both confidence and ambition: Orlean seems to want to put on such a great show that it compels you to go read her whole catalog. Niazi does show a certain devil-may-care swagger by describing Life After Ambition as merely "good enough," which all but dares readers to dismiss it. (The phrase presumably winks at the child psychologist D. W. Winnicott's idea of the "good enough" mother but doesn't explicitly connect the dots.) In doing so, though, she lowers her audience's expectations. Orlean, in Joyride, does the opposite. She gives her solitary craft an urgency that cannot help but make readers inspect, and then appreciate, the quality of her writing. Repeatedly she promises that her sentences can rivet and enlighten you; repeatedly, they do just that.

Joyride, it seems to me, is an expression of ambition at its purest in that Orlean achieves the very goals--good storytelling and good prose--that the book discusses. But she never tangles with the tricky nexus of internal and external aspiration, likely because her career has gone so well. Though she does not completely omit her setbacks and times of doubt, she seems to understand that readers might not take seriously the professional insecurities of a writer whom Meryl Streep once played in a movie. Joyride remains squarely in the realm of interior, artistic ambition. It's about Orlean's determination to produce better and better work.

Life After Ambition, in contrast, mostly inhabits the realm of the external, and it does not put on a stylistic show. Life After Ambition's sentences are workmanlike, with an overreliance on set or hackneyed phrases; there's a lot of "brokenness," "broken state," "what was broken in me." Niazi appears uninterested in asserting her voice on the page, a lack of literary care that seems connected to her tendency--odd in a memoir--to nudge away from introspection.

Read: A society that can't get enough of work

For instance, she recounts several moments in which a teacher, manager, or partner derided her ambition, treating it as unacceptable given her race or gender. Not wishing to linger on the emotional repercussions of these hurtful incidents is understandable, of course. Still, Niazi treats them with a distinct impersonality, largely using them to gesture at her story's wider applicability (ambition "becomes a funny thing," she writes, "when it's used against you") and to create a sense that her ambition allowed her to break away from bigots' and sexists' idea of who she was supposed to be.

Niazi's writing about her career moves also shows some unease with the personal. She grew up poor, and the ambition she describes most explicitly is her very relatable desire to "make money and move up the ladder and have a stable life." As any writer or journalist reading Life After Ambition will know, achieving these goals in tandem can be challenging in media. In fact, making money is sometimes at odds with getting what you want. Niazi is admirably transparent about this reality: At one point, she recounts taking a $20,000 pay cut to work at a new media start-up where her role would involve more writing than her prior one. But she refrains from discussing the emotions or conversations that went into that decision, tucking it instead into a passage about trying for her first pregnancy. Taking a winding or risky career path is common, regardless of one's background, but it's often still fraught--and, therefore, ripe for investigation, especially in a book meant to probe ambition. Niazi shows her readers her choices; she just doesn't tell us what they mean.

None of this would seem all that jarring if Niazi used her desire to write to give readers a deeper idea of who she is. But she doesn't show herself drafting or consider its frustrations and satisfactions; readers never get to see her wobble on Orlean's narrow ledge. It is as if Niazi expects her audience either to intuit the reason she pursued writing or not to care, rather than treating her literary yearning as a subject worthy of consideration and time.

In this sense, Life After Ambition is legitimately and heartbreakingly unambitious. Reading it, I wondered whether Niazi didn't trust that she could interest readers in her real self. The memoir turns instead into a broad and essentially familiar discourse about ambition as a route out of challenging family circumstances; the pursuit of conventional success leading to alienation; the frequent clash between career and parenthood.

Perhaps a serious literary consideration of ambition, one that breaks through the shell of Millennial disillusionment that has hardened around the subject in recent years, would need to follow Orlean's lead in focusing on craft. After all, it takes confidence to talk about your art--and to get away from convention. In the hip-hop scholar Tricia Rose's seminal Black Noise, the graffiti writer and rapper Fab Five Freddy tells Rose that what makes his art satisfying is "that pressure on you to be the best. Or to try to be the best. To develop a new style nobody can deal with." A goal like that might torment you, and it might end in failure nine times out of 10, but the most common complaint about conventional ambition is that it so often turns into a trap. If your goal is to chase artistic innovation, to try to tell the best story or put on the best show you can, then effort becomes its own reward.
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Trump Shrugs Off the Ilhan Omar Attack

He baselessly claimed that the congresswoman "probably had herself sprayed."

by David A. Graham

Thu, 29 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 attack on Representative Ilhan Omar on Tuesday was horrifying but depressingly predictable. Not only has the country seen a recent spree of political violence, but Omar, a Democrat from Minnesota, has also been a frequent target of death threats.

The suspect, whom police have identified as Anthony Kazmierczak, was arrested after he squirted a combination of apple-cider vinegar and water at Omar during a town hall in Minneapolis, according to court documents. She was apparently not injured in the attack and continued to speak for 25 minutes before being medically screened. Kazmierczak has a long rap sheet, and he also has a long record of social-media posts that support right-wing causes and President Trump. His brother told The Independent that Kazmierczak frequently complained about Somali immigrants and about Omar in particular, who was born in Somalia before immigrating and becoming an American citizen. Court documents allege that he once said someone "should kill that bitch."

Kazmierczak's alleged animosity toward Omar didn't come out of nowhere. A chorus on the right, led by Trump, has worked for years to villainize her. When ABC News reached Trump on Tuesday night, he said that he hadn't seen the footage of the attack but then baselessly claimed that Omar had staged the incident. "I don't think about her. I think she's a fraud," he said. "She probably had herself sprayed, knowing her."

For a guy who claims not to think about Omar, Trump sure seems obsessed with her. Just a few hours earlier, at a speech in Iowa, Trump had been talking about her. "She comes from a country that's a disaster," he said. "It's considered, I think, the worst. It's not even a country." He has sought to make her the face of Somali immigration, usually invoking her name when he mentions the fraud rings involving Somali immigrants in Minnesota. (Omar has no known connection to the criminal investigations.) Trump has mentioned her at least 10 times this month alone on Truth Social, where he's labeled her "disgusting," called her a "fake 'Congresswoman,'" and alleged that she married her brother, a long-running claim that fact-checkers have noted is baseless. He said last week that she should be investigated for "Political Crimes," a chillingly authoritarian phrase, and even found time to rant about her during his speech at the World Economic Forum.

In fact, Trump helped turn Omar into a national figure in 2019, shortly after she entered Congress. "'Progressive' Democrat Congresswomen, who originally came from countries whose governments are a complete and total catastrophe," should "go back and help fix the totally broken and crime infested places from which they came," he wrote on social media in July of that year. The comment was widely interpreted as a swipe at Omar (among others)--a theory that Trump effectively confirmed a few days later when he complained about her personally, inciting a rally crowd to chant "Send her back!"

In other words, Trump is a major driver of the visceral anger toward Omar. He knows the effect his words might have, though he avoids specifically encouraging violence against her, a phenomenon that Juliette Kayyem, a terrorism scholar and an Atlantic contributor, has called "stochastic terrorism."

Trump is familiar with this line of thinking, even if he hasn't used the academic term. After two attempts on his life in 2024, including one that left him bloodied in Butler, Pennsylvania, Trump and many of his allies charged that Democrats and other Trump critics were to blame for demonizing Trump and saying that he was a threat to democracy. Many of the same arguments followed the assassination of Charlie Kirk last year, and some on the right tried to crack down on political speech even as they hailed Kirk for defending it.

A handful of Omar's critics, including Representative Nancy Mace, a South Carolina Republican, have condemned the attack on her. "Regardless of how vehemently I disagree with her rhetoric--and I do--no elected official should face physical attacks. This is not who we are," Mace wrote on X. But others have hewed closer to Trump's line. Representative Randy Fine, a Florida Republican, said that Omar shouldn't have been attacked, and then immediately pivoted: "I also blame Ilhan Omar for what happened."

After the assassination attempts on Trump and Kirk's murder, some people believed that a national effort to lower tensions and avoid violent rhetoric might be possible. But the victim-blaming emanating from Trump and Fine shows that many prominent extremists have no appetite for calming their language, and they haven't developed a principled commitment to suppressing political violence--they just don't want their own side to face it. Maintaining a peaceful, stable democracy is nearly impossible when some prominent figures are willing to inflame and then shrug off violence against their political adversaries.
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 	Minnesota proved MAGA wrong. 
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Today's News

	Senate Democrats blocked a spending package to keep the federal government open because of a dispute over Department of Homeland Security funding. They are demanding limits on immigration enforcement following recent fatal shootings in Minneapolis and have been negotiating with President Trump to avert a shutdown before the deadline at midnight tomorrow.
 	Tom Homan, the White House "border czar," said that the administration could eventually reduce the number of federal immigration agents in Minnesota, but only if state and local officials cooperate and protest-related interference declines.
 	A federal appeals court ruled late yesterday that the Trump administration had acted illegally in ending Temporary Protected Status for Venezuelans, finding that Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem had exceeded her authority; the Supreme Court has allowed the terminations to remain in effect for now. The decision also upheld a lower-court ruling on TPS protections for Haitians.
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	Time-Travel Thursdays: The idea of a "trans-national America" argued against forcing immigrants into an Anglo-Saxon mold, Jake Lundberg writes.
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Whatever This Is, It Is Not Strategy

By Eliot A. Cohen

"At least," a friend sighed, "they didn't call it the 2026 National War Strategy." True enough, although if Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth claims that he now leads the Department of War, logical consistency would suggest substituting the fiercer war for the feebler defense in the National Defense Strategy.
 But logistical consistency, like coherence and gravitas, does not characterize the new NDS. It is a document that supposedly nests within the National Security Strategy, explaining at greater length the implications of overall policy for the armed forces. The 2026 version does not do that. Rather, it restates some of the basic priorities of the Trump administration but for the most part confines itself to flattery of the president, insults, and bombast.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	America can have the oil.
 	The three lessons of Minneapolis
 	What tearing down housing projects did for kids
 	Radio Atlantic: "This has got to end."
 	Alexandra Petri: Patriot! Here's how to identify a domestic terrorist.
 	The new shadowbanning panic




Culture Break


Michael Mortimer Robinson / Superstock / Bridgeman Images



Read. Writing a great memoir about choosing a "good enough" life, it turns out, is hard, Lily Meyer writes.

Listen. Bruce Springsteen's "Streets of Minneapolis" taps into a time-old tradition to rail against a modern crisis, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Play our daily crossword.
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Battles Are Raging Inside the Department of Homeland Security

Officials overseeing Trump's mass-deportation campaign are fighting one another for power.

by Michael Scherer, Nick Miroff

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




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

Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem appeared before a bank of television cameras in Washington, D.C., on Saturday night to blame the man who had been shot to death by federal agents in Minneapolis that morning for his own death, claiming without evidence that he had intended "to kill law enforcement" and had been "brandishing" a weapon. Behind her stood the commissioner of Customs and Border Protection, Rodney Scott, sending a silent message of unity.

But behind the scenes, the senior ranks of the Department of Homeland Security were divided. Until minutes before they walked in front of the cameras, Noem and Scott had not spoken to each other that day, even as Noem took charge of her department's response to the shooting and coordinated with the White House and other officials in Scott's agency, two people familiar with their interactions told us.

Donald Trump has said over the years that he welcomes and even encourages rivalries in his administration, and delights in watching aides compete to please him. But for the past year, the president has allowed a rift to widen within the team tasked with delivering on the mass-deportation plan that is his most important domestic-policy initiative. That has led to months of acrimony and left many veteran officials at DHS--including those who support the president's deportation goals--astonished at the dysfunction.

The president's crackdown has adopted an improvisational approach, not an institutional one, with blurred leadership roles and no clear chain of command. White House Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller has been holding daily conference calls pressuring DHS and other federal agencies to prioritize immigration arrests and deportations above all other objectives. Noem and her de facto chief of staff, Corey Lewandowski, who has been working at DHS as a "special government employee," have aggressively tried to meet Miller's demands and use the department's advertising budgets and social-media accounts to promote anti-immigrant messaging. They have worked around Tom Homan, the White House "border czar," who has had little role in operations, instead dispatching a second-tier Border Patrol official named Gregory Bovino to sweep through cities led by Democrats. Bovino told his superiors that he reported directly to Noem, not to Scott--who wanted his agents to go back to protecting U.S. borders, and has struggled to maintain control of his own agency.

This story about the infighting around Trump is based on interviews with 12 people familiar with the tensions inside DHS, including senior administration officials, most of whom requested anonymity to speak frankly about internal events. "The President's entire immigration enforcement team are on the same page," the White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson wrote to us in response.




Scott and Homan declined to comment. Tricia McLaughlin, a spokesperson for DHS, told us that Noem's Saturday comments on the shooting were based on CBP reports "from a very chaotic scene." McLaughlin added, "We are not going to spend time giving any oxygen to these anonymous accounts."

When Noem and Scott stepped before the cameras on Saturday, Noem appeared to have the upper hand. But the balance of power has since shifted. Frustrated by the bipartisan backlash to Alex Pretti's death, Trump announced on Monday that Homan would take over the operation in Minnesota. Bovino has been stripped of his "commander" role and sent back to his old job on the border in El Centro, California. Seemingly well aware of the divides around him, Trump announced that he was removing Noem from the chain of command in Minnesota. "Tom is tough but fair, and will report directly to me," Trump said.

When Homan spoke to reporters today, with Scott standing behind him, he tried striking a conciliatory tone and that he'd arrived to make changes in federal operations. "I didn't come to Minnesota for photo ops or headlines," he said. Homan urged Minnesota leaders to give ICE more access to detainees in local jails, and said he'd withdraw federal forces if cooperation improves.

Homan and Scott arrived in the state Monday with orders to de-escalate tensions in Minneapolis, which Trump has flooded with 3,000 federal agents--the largest Homeland Security deployment in history. That same day, Noem and Lewandowski went to the White House for a two-hour meeting with the president and some of his top aides, but not with Miller. The following day, Trump said that he had come to share the concerns of Scott and Homan, saying that it was normal for him to "shake up teams."

"You know, Bovino is very good, but he's a pretty out-there kind of a guy," Trump told Fox News. "And in some cases that's good; maybe it wasn't good here."

But the battle inside the agency continued. Scott sent an email to senior officials at CBP on Monday reminding them that he was in charge of the agency and that they report to him, according to two people familiar with the document. Yesterday, the DHS general counsel James Percival notified CBP employees to disregard the email because it had not gone through legal review, the people told us.

The split between the two factions is not ideological. Homan and Scott are no less hard-line on border and immigration enforcement than Noem and Lewandowski are. Homan--who was an architect of the family-separation policy during Trump's first term--wants to ramp up deportations with more ICE officers, detention capacity, and deportation flights, but without the social-media trolling and the show-me-your-papers approach to fishing for deportees in American cities.

Both men worked their way up through the ranks of their agencies. They represent an institutional wing of MAGA that wants to pursue the president's deportation goals using existing chain-of-command structures and the conventional division of labor, in which the Border Patrol guards the border and ICE handles immigration arrests in U.S. cities, usually aiming to minimize disruption. They also have the backing of many career officials at DHS who told us that they see Noem's approach as ad hoc, performative, and possibly motivated by her own political ambitions, with Lewandowski pulling the strings. At DHS headquarters in southeast Washington, staffers address Lewandowski as "chief" even though he doesn't have an actual title there, three current officials told us.

Allies of Noem, meanwhile, have decided that Homan and Scott are bureaucratic dinosaurs who are unable to achieve the president's objectives. They have tried to satisfy the demands of Miller, who runs immigration policy inside Trump's orbit and functions as the actual "czar" of the president's deportation campaign. Miller has set aggressive benchmarks for using the $170 billion in ICE and CBP funding included in Trump's budget bill last year, telling ICE officials to make 3,000 immigration arrests a day to hit the White House target of 1 million deportations a year. Noem put CBP officials in charge of ICE offices and diverted highly trained investigative agents from trafficking cases and drug cartels to make immigration arrests on city streets.

The killings of Pretti and Renee Good this month have been the two most politically damaging events in a wider, militarized show of force that has turned Trump's best-polling issue into a political liability. Noem has spent more than $200 million on advertising to promote the deportation campaign, but it has instead been defined largely by images of excess: toddlers being taken into custody, U.S. citizens being yanked from their cars, Bovino's masked commandos storming a Chicago apartment building after rappelling from a Black Hawk helicopter.

Read: Who wants to work for ICE? They do.

"Memes don't win the media narrative. Professionalism does," a veteran official critical of Noem and her team told us. Another former DHS official told us that Trump's mass-deportation goals have been held back in the process. "Look at the whole thing playing out in Minnesota," the former official said. "A lot of the controversy and negative optics could have been avoided--and are avoided in other locations--if not for Corey and the secretary."

Allies of Homan and Scott believe that a reckoning may be coming. "Lewandowski messed up by going to war with Rodney Scott and deploying Bovino to the interior," one senior DHS official told us. "There is no one at DHS with higher credentials than Scott, and sidelining him for petty reasons distracts from POTUS missions."




Critics of Scott who spoke with us argue that he lacks the focus and drive to achieve the president's priorities, spends too much time in meetings that don't end in decisions, and is failing to do enough to drive the president's top priority of finishing the border wall. They say that he had little involvement in the CBP deployment to Minnesota and other cities, and did not visit the state to meet with commanders on the ground until this week. "He is not a team player," one Homeland Security official told us of Scott. "I really think Rodney is kind of on an island."

During the meeting with Trump on Monday, Noem spoke at length about her concerns with the slow pace of border-wall construction, according to a person briefed on the conversation. Since the start of Trump's second term, only about 24 miles of wall have been built, including replacement sections, the person said. Noem has made clear that she holds Scott responsible.

"The president was very focused on the status of the wall," the official said. "The president is pissed."

The breakdown that led to this week's shift inside DHS dates back months. Noem lacks the ability to fire Scott, who was confirmed by the Senate, so she has had to get creative. Late last year, her deputies forced Scott to fire several of his senior staff, moves that were recently reported by the Washington Examiner. Scott's chief of staff was then promoted, and Noem's office selected a replacement. After Joseph N. Mazzara, an attorney working in Noem's office, was installed as CBP deputy commissioner, Scott attempted to reclaim control of his agency.

In a memo sent on January 6, described to us by four people familiar with its contents, Scott asked senior leadership at CBP to report to his office any contact they had with "special government employees"--a request that many interpreted as an effort to curtail the influence of Lewandowski. Within hours, the DHS general counsel James Percival had objected to the memo, as had the White House counsel's office. A White House official told us that the involvement of the White House counsel followed a normal practice of engaging with general counsels at government departments on "issues of common concern."

Despite the pushback, Scott's office issued a second memo later that day to senior CBP officials: They should log any communications with officials outside the agency, including senior DHS and White House officials. Both memos were ultimately rescinded after legal pushback from DHS and the White House counsel, these people told us. Scott's fumbled attempts to curtail outside influence on his agency raised further concerns at DHS headquarters about his leadership. "You don't get to this level where you jump on your horse and play cowboy like that," one person familiar with the events told us.

Days later, Scott found his credibility publicly under attack. Politico reported that top brass in Noem's office had objected to plans for a $2.1 million office refurbishment at CBP headquarters in Washington. (Renovation questions are known to get the president's attention. Just days earlier, the Justice Department had launched an investigation into the chairman of the Federal Reserve and a $2.5 billion renovation he was overseeing.) The Office of Management and Budget, in a move that has not been previously reported, began asking CBP about the plans, exploring whether they violated the Antideficiency Act, which prohibits spending that contradicts congressional appropriations, according to three people familiar with the outreach.

Read: The wrath of Stephen Miller

On the same day that the Politico article was published, Miller gathered agency leaders at the White House to discuss the administration's success in spending funds appropriated with the One Big Beautiful Bill Act. Scott told those gathered that starting on February 1, wall construction would speed up dramatically. Others in the department doubt he will be able to achieve his new goals.

A veteran official involved with the border-wall project told us that contracting rules imposed by Lewandowski last summer--which require Noem's signature on any contract or modification exceeding $100,000--have slowed the pace of construction. The funding bill provides nearly $50 billion for the border wall (10 times the amount that triggered a congressional shutdown in late 2018), and the official estimated that more than two-thirds of the contracts are worth $100,000 or more.




Noem's team says that this is false, contending that she quickly approves contracts and that CBP has not yet awarded all of the prime contracts for construction. "None of this is on Noem," the DHS official told us.

In recent weeks, DHS officials have discussed hiring a management contractor to oversee the planning and construction of the border wall, replacing senior officials at CBP. The idea has faced some resistance because it would echo an effort undertaken by former President George W. Bush in 2006, when his administration hired Boeing, a defense contractor and commercial-airplane manufacturer, to oversee $2.5 billion in spending on border security. By 2010, CBP's inspector general was reporting that the agency had failed to properly manage the contract, which was dogged by missed deadlines and cost overruns.

"Adults have arrived." That's how one DHS official deployed in Minneapolis described the appearance of Homan and Scott.

Homan began by meeting with Minnesota Governor Tim Walz and Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey. "While we don't agree on everything, these meetings were a productive starting point and I look forward to more conversations with key stakeholders in the days ahead," Homan announced on social media afterward. Trump officials have been targeting the two men and other Democratic leaders in the state with a criminal investigation and possible obstruction charges. Todd Blanche, the deputy attorney general, accused them of "terrorism" just two weeks ago.

Administration officials insist that the Minneapolis crackdown will continue, but they have started pulling Border Patrol agents out of the city. Homan is trying to compel Democratic leaders to ease local "sanctuary policies" and give ICE more access to local jails and immigrants with criminal records. Walz and other Minnesota leaders want the government to allow the state to conduct an investigation into Pretti's killing.

Read: The truth about ICE's recruiting push

Bovino's return to his old job on the border leaves the administration without a field commander for the rolling conquest of blue cities that has defined its strategy since May. The White House has not clarified whether that approach will continue or whether Homan will now be in charge of the president's wider removal campaign. But McLaughlin, the DHS spokesperson, announced that Noem is "very happy" to have Homan take over in Minnesota. "Her portfolio is really huge," McLaughlin said.

When the 2018 family-separation policy became a political debacle, Trump officials scrambled to distance themselves. The same impulse is again on display. After previously championing Bovino's efforts in Minnesota, Noem's team has this week privately pointed to the arrest quotas pushed by Miller at the White House as a cause of the problems. Miller called Pretti an "assassin" within hours of the shooting. But on Tuesday, he suggested that the failure of the CBP team in Minneapolis to follow White House guidance may have played a role in Pretti's death.

Bovino's Border Patrol agents were sent to U.S. cities in part because ICE didn't have enough deportation officers to meet Miller's goals. But since last summer, Noem has hired 12,000 new officers, agents, and other staff, more than doubling the size of the ICE workforce. Many of those officers are not ready for deployment, but they could hit the streets in full force over the coming months, giving Homan--or whoever is running the deportation campaign--the ability to ramp up ICE arrests in multiple cities at once. Without Bovino in charge, the effort could look very different, and produce even more deportations.
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Tesla Just Killed the Most Important Car of the 21st Century

The Model S deserved better than this.

by Patrick George

Fri, 30 Jan 2026




Before Elon Musk, most electric vehicles seemed less like an alternative to gasoline than an argument in its favor. The sad state of affairs for EVs for many years was that they were slow, impractical, and largely enticing only if you lived with copious guilt over your carbon emissions.



Then Tesla came out with the Tesla Model S. The speedy, high-tech sedan didn't just leave other EVs in the dust; it could compete with the likes of BMW and Mercedes-Benz. "EVs went from 'eating your vegetables' to getting you super-car performance in a vehicle that's luxurious and quiet," Jake Fisher, the senior director of auto testing at Consumer Reports, told me. The Model S proved something that's now easy to take for granted: EVs can work, and ordinary people might actually want one. A year after the Model S's 2012 debut, Musk personally drove one coast-to-coast to prove that it was just as capable as a gas car.



Now the Model S is going away. During Tesla's earnings call yesterday, Musk announced that his company will soon stop manufacturing the car that launched his empire. "That is slightly sad," he acknowledged on the call. In a sense, it was inevitable. Tech products get killed off all the time to make way for something better; Apple no longer sells the iPhone 4. Indeed, the Tesla Model S has become irrelevant and overpriced compared with the company's newer cars. (As a Road & Track headline put it in 2023, "The Tesla Model S Has Lived Long Enough to See Itself Become a Villain.") Nearly all of Tesla's global sales come from the more affordable Model Y and Model 3, leaving the original Model S unceremoniously lumped in with "Other Models" in the company's financial reports.

But Tesla is not phasing out the Model S to focus on making even better cars. The move is part of a retreat from the car business. Tesla will stop producing the Model S and another one of its less popular cars, the gull-winged Model X SUV, in order to free up space at its California factory to build the human robot Optimus. "It is time to bring the S and X programs to an end and shift to an autonomous future," Musk said yesterday. He's made very clear that he wants to reposition Tesla as an AI company. The promise of robotaxis that can take you to work and robots that water your plants is why Tesla's investors recently offered Musk a $1 trillion pay package even as the company's car sales are slumping and slumping. If cars like the Model S changed the world, the investors would argue, then there's no reason to believe that Musk's vision for robots can't do something even grander. (Tesla did not respond to a request for comment.)

Read: Tesla wants out of the car business

This plan had better work. Now that Tesla seems largely done with making new car models, the company is throwing away a lot in order to go all in on autonomy. The irony is that in canceling the Model S, Tesla is effectively walking away from a business that it helped create. Even at its apex, the Model S never sold as well as something like the Toyota Camry. (The Tesla's initial starting price of about $100,000 immediately put it out of reach for most car buyers.) But it is undoubtedly the most important car of the 21st century. The global EV industry would not be what it is today without it.



Perhaps the biggest legacy of the Model S is that it turned cars into gadgets. From the get-go, Tesla owners enjoyed a parade of new features rolled out via software downloads. Until the Model S, whatever features your car had at purchase were essentially all you ever got, unless you modified it yourself or paid a shop to do it. Tesla pioneered the idea of a car that could, like a smartphone, get better over time with digital upgrades. At times, software updates can be a nuisance for drivers: Some features are now locked behind a subscription paywall. This kind of approach has made Tesla a tech company, with a stock price more reminiscent of Silicon Valley than of Detroit. Tesla is now worth more than most other car companies combined.



Naturally, other automakers were eager to replicate the Tesla playbook. By the late 2010s, the rest of the industry was scrambling to chase Tesla's progress and innovation (and that stock price). Other companies have since sunk billions of dollars into EVs, batteries, and software, all to varying degrees of success. Software updates are something the sector is still struggling with. Even last year, when Tesla's profits and sales sank, most Americans who bought an EV were opting for Teslas. And when Tesla set up its factory in China, it kicked that country's auto industry into high gear. Now electric cars from companies such as Geely and Xiaomi handily outclass many of Tesla's cars; the auto giant BYD just eclipsed Tesla to become the world's biggest seller of EVs. Perhaps that's why Tesla is moving away from making cars; it's now up against dozens of other Teslas that have government support and considerable financial resources.

Read: The firewall against Chinese cars is cracking

The Model S may have another enduring legacy: In addition to turning Tesla into an EV juggernaut, it also laid the groundwork for Musk's eventual obsession with robots and robotaxis. Tesla's "Autopilot" feature, which allows drivers to take their hands off the wheel on the highway and while parallel parking, debuted as a software upgrade on the Model S. Over time, this evolved into "Full Self-Driving," for hands-free driving in cities. It's the basis for Tesla's AI-powered autonomous-car dreams and its hopes for robotics: A humanoid robot like Optimus should theoretically "see" and operate in the world much the same way.



Even so, Tesla is racing toward a totally unproven concept. The technology behind humanoid robots remains in its infancy, and there's no guarantee that fully autonomous cars can be deployed safely at scale. Musk's company proved that people could want electric cars. It might be a much taller order to prove that they'd want humanlike robots and cars without steering wheels.
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America Can Have the Oil

Venezuela's riches were squandered, souring many on national stewardship.

by Gisela Salim-Peyer, Nancy A. Youssef

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

Maria-Elena Pombo has created "petroleum weavings," turning threads made from oil into elaborate yarnlike wall hangings. Oil, she told us, has shaped her life. Her father, an oil engineer, met her mother after he moved to Cabimas, an oil town. Because of Venezuela's oil wealth, Pombo, now 37 years old, studied for free at an excellent public university in Caracas.

For decades, all Venezuelans enjoyed the perks of living in a land where oil was a birthright. They could fill their cars for almost nothing. Education and other public services were heavily subsidized as well. Academics might argue over the wisdom of the state's largesse. But people expected, at the very least, affordable gas as a material benefit from the nation's abundance of oil.

President Trump's military intervention in Venezuela this month was, in part, a bid to seize the source of this wealth. Venezuela has the largest oil reserves in the world. Trump made no secret of his desire to exploit them in what many have criticized as an act of naked imperialism and the theft of Venezuela's economic patrimony: "We're going to be using oil, and we're going to be taking oil," Trump said in an interview after the January 3 attack that captured the strongman President Nicolas Maduro and his wife.

Yet many Venezuelans in the country and abroad celebrated the strike. Maria Corina Machado, the popular leader of the opposition, has welcomed Trump's actions. Last February, Machado was a guest on Donald Trump Jr.'s podcast. When he asked why Americans should care about Venezuela, her first response was: "Oil and gas." Machado's strategy could appear to have been a devil's bargain--tempting Trump with the prospect of petrodollars in exchange for ousting Maduro, her nemesis. But her feelings reflected something broader, too: Venezuelans who once viewed oil as a source of wealth and pride, a limitless resource that had shaped their identity and set their country apart from its poorer neighbors, have come to view it more as a curse.

Read: The Venezuelan opposition's desperate gamble

Venezuelans in the past two decades have watched as the regime squandered the wealth that oil had created, let the country's oil infrastructure rot, removed gasoline subsidies, and welcomed a bigger hand from Cuba, bartering oil for professionals and intelligence operatives from Havana. Pombo says her generation is the last that benefited from oil. Today, the university where she studied is in such a sorry state that the roof of one of its buildings collapsed. In the former boomtown of Cabimas, in northwestern Venezuela, people grew so desperate that they jury-rigged refineries in their own backyards because gasoline had become so scarce and expensive.

By that measure, ceding the oil industry to the United States at least holds the promise of importing industrial know-how with some financial benefit for the country. A poll by The Economist found that a majority of Venezuelans "somewhat" or "strongly" supported the capture of Maduro and were optimistic about their economic prospects. Fewer than 35 percent thought that the Venezuelan government should continue running Venezuela's oil industry. Or as Sary Levy-Carciente, Machado's economic adviser, put it to us, the Americans will be "better clients."

At a ranch in Cabimas one day in 1922, local farmers were awoken by a bang followed by a black rain. Workers for Shell, an Anglo-Dutch company, had been poking holes in the ground, looking for oil--and struck it rich. A plume spouted for many days. Some viewed the discovery as a divine gift, while a local priest chastised the explorers for unearthing Satan, saying the blowout was God's punishment. Word traveled northward, and the Rockefellers of Standard Oil and the Mellons of Gulf Oil saw a business opportunity. The episode ushered in more than a half century of relative prosperity.

Even then, some saw signs of trouble. In the 1930s, Arturo Uslar Pietri, an influential intellectual and historian, argued in an essay that the country needed to "sow the oil" by investing oil profits to cultivate other industries. Generation after generation of schoolchildren have heard these words repeated as advice that the country should have followed but didn't. Instead of sowing the oil, Venezuela became dependent on it.

American companies arrived to drill the wells and build the fields. They brought with them country clubs and baseball. The companies made deals with whichever military despot was in power in Caracas, angering young intellectuals such as Romulo Betancourt, who harbored dreams of a democratic Venezuela. In his writings, he condemned "the aggressive, juvenile impetus of North American capitalism" and advocated for Venezuelans to be the owners of their oil.

Betancourt became president through a coup in 1945, putting him in position to fulfill his goal of a democratic constitution. But he exercised caution over oil. He didn't kick out the Americans but instead persuaded them to pay more. He then used those proceeds to build schools, hospitals, and roads. Starting in 1948, American companies extracted the oil and gave roughly half of the profits to the Venezuelan state, an arrangement known as el fifty-fifty.

Betancourt's stance that Venezuela resented America but needed America is reflected in Miguel Otero Silva's 1961 novel, Oficina No. 1. The story follows pious, rural Venezuelans who leave everything behind to move to a nameless town where newly arrived Americans are extracting oil with little foresight or planning. The Trinidadian driver who takes the Venezuelans to the fields sings a song in English, as if warning about the type of people the Americans are: "After Johnny eats my food, / After Johnny drinks my rhum, / After Johnny wears my clothes, / Johnny comes back and takes my wife." But the Venezuelans pay him no mind. They moved to a town with no name because that was their best hope.


International Petroleum, a subsidiary of Standard Oil, in Venezuela (Cornell Capa / International Center of Photography / Magnum)



Read: Big Oil knows that Trump's Venezuela plans are delusional

Yet many Venezuelans idealize this period. The years of el fifty-fifty were some of the most prosperous in Venezuelan history--a time when migrants were eager to come to Venezuela, rather than leave it, as they have in droves more recently. Hundreds of thousands from Europe and elsewhere arrived for the glorious tropical climate, golden Caribbean beaches, and plentiful job opportunities. The possibilities felt limitless. The country built some of the world's most futuristic highways and was early in eradicating malaria. When Christian Dior decided to open his first shop in Latin America, he opened it in Caracas. The Concorde, that majestic superfast airplane, flew in at least once a week. Oil was the draw that brought the world to Venezuela. Even Venezuela's shanties were made with solid construction materials such as brick and concrete, made cheap by a strong bolivar, Venezuela's currency. It was not uncommon to see new cars parked outside. And although the Venezuelan poor could not afford the shopping trips that the country's rich made to Miami, they could go to Margarita--a Venezuelan island famous for its beaches and low tax rates.

By 1976, however, Venezuela's political class had tired of el fifty-fifty. The government seized the assets of American companies and nationalized the oil industry, creating a state-owned giant Petroleos de Venezuela, known as PDVSA.

For years, the company thrived. Jose Guerra, a Venezuelan economist, told us that graduates aspired to land PDVSA jobs. (He didn't make the cut as a young man, and had to settle for a job at the central bank.) The government funded scholarships so that the best and brightest could study abroad and become PDVSA engineers and managers. For Luis Soler, who worked at PDVSA for 30 years, the company represented a certain idea of meritocracy. It had an American-style work environment complete with 9-to-5 workdays and a corporate ladder for promotion. "We had discipline, values," he said.

By the 1990s, PDVSA had become one of the largest and most influential state-owned oil companies in the world, second only to Aramco, its Saudi counterpart. Venezuelan leaders proved to themselves that they could competently manage the country's oil.

Yet as Pietri had predicted more than a half century before, the country had failed to spread the wealth sufficiently to bolster other industries. "We just traded it! We traded it, and for what? Cars from the United States, whiskey from Scotland, fabrics from Italy, perfumes from France," Rafael Quiroz, an oil economist at the Central University of Venezuela in Caracas, told us. "And as time passed, we didn't build anything. We didn't use the oil to make an economy."

Those outside the circle of PDVSA profits grew resentful. Seeds had been sown, but not for broad economic growth, as Pietri had once hoped, but for revolution.

The socialist Hugo Chavez came to power in 1999 and managed PDVSA for priorities other than maximum profits. He replaced thousands of highly trained company employees with party loyalists. And for the first decade of the 21st century, the state used oil as a tool of diplomacy, with Chavez lavishing petrodollars on tiny island nations whose votes he courted in the Organization of American States, a regional diplomatic forum. Venezuela replaced Russia as Cuba's main oil supplier, a favor that Cuban President Fidel Castro returned by becoming Chavez's mentor on authoritarianism. The consequences of the mismanagement were profound. A country that fully depended on oil became ill-equipped to produce it. After the oil boom, Venezuela somehow ended up poorer, beset by corruption and hyperinflation.

When Chavez died, in 2013, Maduro inherited a failing oil industry and did little to improve it. By 2020, Venezuela's refineries had crumbled to the point that the country had to start importing gasoline from Iran. Even during the worst years of a humanitarian crisis, Maduro continued supplying his friends in the Cuban government with oil. (In January, the U.S. assault to capture Maduro killed 32 Cuban officers on the president's security detail.) Venezuela now produces only about 1 percent of the oil in the world, a mere 1 million barrels a day.

Read: The global oil market is based on a fiction

The perception that Maduro gave away oil to keep himself in power has made some Venezuelans more comfortable with the idea of giving oil to America, the country that got rid of the strongman. "Venezuela is going from having a government controlled by Cuba to having a government controlled by the United States," the historian Pedro Benitez told us, adding that the U.S. can help with the huge investments needed to revive the oil industry.

The rise of Machado is its own testament to changing attitudes about oil. Of all the opposition leaders, Machado has spoken most consistently in favor of privatization and foreign investment. For a long time, these preferences made her relatively unpopular. But in recent years, her views have spread widely. Many Venezuelans would have liked to see Machado replace Maduro as part of a transition back to democratic government. But so far, the Trump administration has shown little interest in that, preferring instead to work with Delcy Rodriguez, Maduro's vice president, and the rest of the regime. Like Betancourt, she portrays the United States as an unwelcome imperial power: "Enough of Washington's orders to Venezuelan politicians," she said on Sunday. But when it comes to oil, she's ready to deal. In a speech before legislators this month, she said that she would proceed with an "agenda of cooperation" nonetheless. "Let's not be afraid of contradictions," she said.

American companies are poised to develop Venezuela's oil industry anew. Trump said this month that Venezuela would provide 30 million to 50 million barrels of oil to the U.S., and that the sale of this oil would "benefit the people" of both nations. Rodriguez said that Venezuela had received $300 million from the sale, the first payments from those barrels. She celebrated the country's much-needed share of the revenue.

Trump sees a fresh era of American investment from the oil giants of today. He recently hosted the chief executives from the major U.S. oil firms at the White House to pitch them on the prospect. But the challenges are legion, including the need for political stability in both Venezuela and the U.S. There are no guarantees that a new American administration would take the same tack as Trump. And although working with the regime has brought its country near-term calm--Venezuela is secured right now by pro-government militias--the Trump administration has spoken about an eventual political transition. This leaves Caracas in a governing limbo and U.S. companies wary. Only a stable government can provide sufficient security for the companies to commit to long-term investments.

Read: A nakedly imperialistic president

Over time, the key power brokers in Venezuela may splinter over their new fifty-fifty-style deal with the U.S. "The current arrangement is unlikely to be convenient at the same time for all of them. One of them or some of them will try to change it," Jana Nelson, a top Pentagon official on Western Hemisphere affairs during the Biden administration, told us.

Even so, many in Venezuela seem guardedly optimistic. Guerra, the former central-bank official, used to be critical of the opposition for courting a U.S. intervention, but he's now bullish about the economy. He envisions the U.S. government placing conditions on how the regime can spend future oil revenues to make sure the nation's natural wealth is used to revive Venezuela.

We pointed out that this scenario rests on the assumption that Trump cares about the fate of Venezuela and its people. "Well, we cannot assume anything else," Guerra told us. The Venezuelan people, he added, are "just onlookers, not actors. We are just looking at what's happening, hoping for the best. We don't get to determine anything."
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The Three Lessons of Minneapolis

What happened in the city is important, and won't be forgotten.

by Peter Wehner

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




The events in Minneapolis, especially the horrifying killing of two Americans, reconfirmed one awful thing and taught us two encouraging things.

What was reconfirmed was the sheer malevolence and cruelty of the Trump administration. It encouraged federal agents to act lawlessly and in ways that led to an innocent woman, Renee Good, being shot, including in the head at point-blank range, and an innocent man, Alex Pretti, being shot 10 times within five seconds, according to forensic experts. Pretti was on his knees, restrained, posing no apparent threat, when he was riddled with bullets.

What makes things even worse is that after the innocent were gunned down, administration officials hit the airwaves to slander the dead, accusing them of acts of "domestic terrorism" and, in Pretti's case, of being a "would-be assassin," in the words of the president's most influential aide, Stephen Miller.

Isaac Stanley-Becker: Tim Walz fears a Fort Sumter moment in Minneapolis

These grotesque lies brought additional, immense pain to grieving families and friends. The Pretti family called the government's lies "sickening" and "reprehensible." And those lies forced people who loved Pretti to tell about the man they knew--a "kindhearted soul," in the words of his parents; a beloved mentor and a calm presence; caring toward young friends and colleagues; diligent and respectful; a great listener who had an easy smile.

"We just really wanted to be like him, because he was cool without trying," J. D. Atkins, who described Pretti as a role model to younger students, told The New York Times. "And as an adult I realize, it's because he was kind to everybody."

"He cared about people," Pretti's friend Heather Zielinski told NPR. "He was just living a good life."

BUT FROM THESE AWFUL, SEARING MOMENTS in Minneapolis, we have learned a couple of encouraging things. The first is that in this instance, the Trump administration's effort to gaslight the public failed. So often it has succeeded, at least with vast swaths of the county. The most obvious examples are the violent assault on the Capitol on January 6, 2021, and Donald Trump's claims that the 2020 election was stolen from him, but there are dozens more.

The administration's massive, multifront, round-the-clock assault on truth is perhaps the greatest danger it poses. So the fact that it failed in this case is no small thing; the administration is in retreat, reportedly frustrated more with the coverage of events than with the killings themselves.

Trump, perhaps sensing that promulgating Orwellian lies wouldn't be easy, given what happened in Minneapolis, didn't spend his time promoting them. He left that to his subordinates, who have much less standing with his supporters.

Still, 10 years into the Trump era, to see the administration abjectly fail to psychologically manipulate the citizenry--to brazenly deceive and brainwash, to claim that black is white and justice is injustice--is somewhat reassuring. In this case, it took multiple videos of the execution-like killings. But I'll take progress where I can find it.

The second thing we saw is that peaceful mass protests inspired by a sense of justice can succeed. Mobilization works. In this instance, the protests were combined with citizen surveillance of marauding federal agents, primarily through the use of smartphone recordings. It served "a kind of double purpose," Charles Homans wrote in the Times: "capturing evidence and also capturing the narrative, showing the world what Trump's immigration crackdown looked like in practice."

Minneapolitans also distributed whistles to alert people to ICE's whereabouts. We're seeing a stirring example of what my colleague Adam Serwer calls "neighborism--a commitment to protecting the people around you, no matter who they are or where they came from," whether they were born in Minneapolis or Mogadishu.

What the good and brave patriots of Minneapolis, and those who traveled to Minneapolis to express solidarity, are demonstrating is, in Serwer's words, "a real resistance, broad and organized and overwhelmingly nonviolent, the kind of movement that emerges only under sustained attacks by an oppressive state. Tens of thousands of volunteers--at the very least--are risking their safety to defend their neighbors and their freedom."

Because what Minneapolitans have done has worked, others will learn from it. The feeling of powerlessness that so many Americans have struggled with during Trump's second term is giving way to a sense of greater agency. Americans are not merely corks in Trump's raging ocean. Courage inspires courage. Success inspires imitation. Living in truth; cultivating the sphere of truth; joining together to stand for truth and against intimidation, repression, and state-sanctioned violence--all of this still matters.

"The historical record clearly shows," Erica Chenoweth and Maria J. Stephan wrote in Why Civil Resistance Works, "that civil resistance is an enduring force for change." The authors point out that when it's done right, it can lead to shifts in loyalty even among erstwhile supporters of repressive regimes, including members of the military. Not everyone is beyond reach.

Robert F. Worth: Welcome to the American winter

We've learned a third lesson as well: What has to precede depolarization is resolute defiance of attempts to violate America's core ideals. Efforts to bridge partisan divides are admirable, and we've seen success here and there. But they aren't enough, and in some ways, they deny an important reality: The Trump coalition isn't interested in decreasing polarization or increasing mutual understanding. That isn't surprising, because Trump himself is the most divisive, vengeance-driven president in American history. His supporters take their cues from him.

The first order of business, then, is to effectively resist and then defeat Trump and the MAGA movement. The rest can follow from that. Defeating Trump should be done with integrity, without violence, and without deploying dehumanizing tactics. But right now, given the dark passions that have been unleashed within MAGA and the leader of the movement, who stokes those passions several times each day, the chances of large-scale depolarization are vanishingly small.

We have seen, time and time again, that the MAGA movement is rooted in pulsating resentments and overpowering hatreds, even in evangelical- and fundamentalist-Christian communities, where one might hope to find the "ministry of reconciliation" alive and well. But friends of mine who are pastors privately admit that ugliness has found a home in the hearts of many of those who claim to be followers of Jesus. And many of those ministers don't know what to do about it.

We cannot implant a generosity of spirit or a desire for civic comity in those who see such things as weaknesses. Isaiah's injunction--"Come now, and let us reason together"--doesn't always apply when emotions are inflamed. That doesn't mean that one day it won't, or even that in individual cases it can't. But we cannot make the wish the father of the thought.

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa, which is rightly held up as an example of how to heal a society, succeeded, but only after the apartheid government was defeated, not before. The moral appeals of Nelson Mandela and Bishop Desmond Tutu didn't move the hearts of the apartheid regime or many of its supporters until they had lost power.

We need to be realistic. We still have three years left in Trump's second term, and his descent into madness will continue.

My brother--a retired police captain with 35 years' experience who is looking at all of this with horror--told me that he sees sending a politicized ICE force and the National Guard into our cities uninvited as part of a bigger scheme. Trump believes that keeping immigration at the top of the agenda helps him portray himself as a strong and tough president. But my brother said he fears even more an attempt to normalize in the minds of the general public the presence of federal agents and military personnel on our streets.

George Packer: What should Americans do now?

The withdrawal of some agents from Minneapolis could signal a tactical retreat. But even if it is, we shouldn't lose sight of the larger picture. What happened in Minneapolis is important and won't be forgotten. We have the beginnings of a road map to help us withstand the Trump assault.

BRUCE SPRINGSTEEN is one of the great storytellers of the American journey. Many of his songs are powerful and poetic, at times indicting and at times comforting.

Yesterday, Springsteen released "Streets of Minneapolis," which he dedicated to "the people of Minneapolis, our innocent immigrant neighbors," and the "memory of Alex Pretti and Renee Good."

The chorus:

Oh, our Minneapolis, I hear your voice
 Singing through the bloody mist
 Here in our home they killed and roamed
 In the winter of '26
 We'll take our stand for this land
 And the stranger in our midst
 We'll remember the names of those who died
 On the streets of Minneapolis


Alex Pretti and Renee Good died too young, standing against too much injustice. There is honor in how they died, just as there is dishonor and disgrace in those who killed them--those who pulled the trigger and those who empowered them to pull the trigger. What more becomes of the legacies of Pretti and Good, whether their deaths inspire others to push back the darkness, depends on the rest of us.
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Another Way to Be an American

The idea of a "trans-national America" argued against forcing immigrants into an Anglo-Saxon mold.

by Jake Lundberg

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




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

In 1915, former President Theodore Roosevelt criss-crossed the country as a champion of what he called "Americanism." The concept was becoming commonplace in American discourse, marking a stand against what he referred to as "hyphenated Americanism." The persistence of such identities--German American, Italian American, Jewish American--was for Roosevelt "the one absolutely certain way of bringing this nation to ruin," creating a "tangle of squabbling nationalities." "The foreign-born population of this country," Roosevelt said, "must be an Americanized population--no other kind can fight the battles of America either in war or peace."

In 1916, the writer Randolph S. Bourne offered a rejoinder in The Atlantic. In his essay, "Trans-national America," Bourne wondered: If Americanization on the terms that Roosevelt and others had defined failed, what of it? Should immigrants not shape their own lives as they see fit? Should they deny their own cultures and identities? To be open to this sort of cultural diversity was not, Bourne wrote, "to admit the failure of Americanization. It is not to fear the failure of democracy. It is rather to urge us to an investigation of what Americanism may rightly mean."

Bourne's investigation came in the form of this essay, which is often glossed as a rejection of the "melting pot" ideal and an early statement on multiculturalism--long before that term was in circulation. But in its immediate context, "Trans-national America" was something more urgent. During a moment of rising xenophobia and growing war fever, it was a direct challenge to the orthodoxy that there was only one way to be an American.

The alarm about immigrants and their incomplete assimilation into American life was not new to the mid-1910s. The wave of arrivals that began in the last decades of the 19th century sparked a range of nativist and exclusionary movements--particularly against East Asians--and considerable anxiety about those deemed too alien to integrate into the culture. The prospect of American intervention in the First World War after 1914 turned alarm into panic about immigrants' supposedly divided loyalties. Calling on Congress for defense appropriations at the end of 1915, President Woodrow Wilson lashed out at those immigrants "who have poured the poison of disloyalty into the very arteries of our national life." "Such creatures of passion, disloyalty, and anarchy," he said, "must be crushed out."

For Bourne, the mood was eerily redolent of what he'd seen in Germany when the First World War broke out in the summer of 1914. As he scrambled to leave the country at the end of a post-college European tour, he saw how quickly militarism could coalesce into conformity--and how easily people could forget their principles in the process. At home in 1916, Bourne watched as calls for military "preparedness" merged with hardening definitions of loyalty and belonging.

Bourne tendered "Trans-national America" to The Atlantic (which had published his early work) to persuade Americans that they were asking the wrong questions about identity and belonging. If the melting pot had failed and the hyphenated Americans remained hyphenated, this was so much the better in Bourne's view. Stripping new arrivals of their cultures and identities and forcing them into an Anglo-Saxon mold that didn't fit them couldn't be called freedom. It wasn't even terribly American, considering so much of what passed for Anglo-Saxon culture in the United States was rooted in what Bourne saw as cowering fealty to English practice and precedent.

"Trans-national America" offered what Bourne called "a higher ideal." America represented, in his telling, "a unique sociological fabric" as a gathering of the world's peoples. The country's dynamism lay not in its uniformity but in its diversity. A capacious America could avoid the fate of an Old World embroiled in a brutal military conflict. "Living here in mutual toleration, freed from the age-long tangles of races, creeds, and dynasties," Americans could work out what Bourne called "a federated ideal" in which people were "mingled, yet not homogeneous"--in which "they merge, but they do not fuse." This was Bourne's concept of "trans-nationality": a cosmopolitan American identity that embraced the world, and America itself, rather than emulating what had come before. Why, Bourne wondered, would anyone reject such a vital national formation? The alternative--"the weary old nationalism,--belligerent, exclusive, inbreeding"--was on display in a Europe at war.

Although Bourne was not an immigrant himself, he knew what it was to be an outsider in a world that was wary of them. During his birth, an obstetrician's forceps had deformed his face; when he was a young child, spinal tuberculosis had stunted his growth and curved his spine. Bourne moved through the world keenly aware of both his disability and his difference--to which he testified with incisive clarity in a September 1911 Atlantic essay. As an undergraduate at Columbia, Bourne came to feel at home and first glimpsed the possibility of his "higher ideal" in lively intellectual exchange. To argue, debate, and ultimately understand was the foundation of what Bourne called a "Beloved Community" rooted in respect for people's ideas and individuality. The model of the college could be expanded to the country at large, a nation built on "intellectual sympathy" for "different cultural expressions." Such a community, Bourne said, "will make understanding and not indignation its end. Such a sympathy will unite and not divide."

But Bourne's essay and ideas could not stem a tide that was becoming a torrent. The continued drift toward war would only further amplify the panic over immigration. Bourne called for national educational service as a means of advancing his vision of a beloved community on a national scale; others welcomed American intervention abroad, and the conscripted military service it would require, as the best means to "yank the hyphen" out of immigrants with supposedly split loyalties. The immediate future did not belong to Bourne but to those he wrote against. Bourne's more strident anti-war writings after "Trans-national America" would get him blackballed from most mainstream publications. The broader xenophobia of the time was built into a series of laws restricting immigration, increased suppression of dissent, and the rise of a national Ku Klux Klan that appropriated "100 percent Americanism" as its slogan.

Mercifully, perhaps, Bourne was not around to see it. He died in 1918, a victim of the flu pandemic. Although never quite forgotten, Bourne's ideas gained new currency in the 1960s; a reflection and anthology of his work was published in 1965--the same year the Immigration and Nationality Act reversed the restrictions that had been in place since the 1920s. At least for a little while, people were able to see, as Bourne did, that "it bespeaks poverty of imagination not to be thrilled at the incalculable potentialities of so novel a union of men."
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Rage in the U.S.A.

Bruce Springsteen has never sounded angrier than on his new song, "Streets of Minneapolis."

by Spencer Kornhaber

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




The first few strums of Bruce Springsteen's new song make you feel like you're in for, well, a Bruce Springsteen song--a rollicking sing-along about rough-and-tumble but ultimately hopeful times in some troubled American town. And this song, "Streets of Minneapolis," is exactly that.

It's also a response to ICE's bloody record in Minneapolis. It excoriates, by name, Kristi Noem, Stephen Miller, and "Trump's federal thugs." It memorializes Alex Pretti and Renee Good--the Americans killed by federal agents--and the "whistles and phones" still in use by demonstrators. The song's considerable power lies in the way it transposes a classic, even hoary, mode of protest rock into the present. Springsteen conveys that we're living through a time that will be sung about for years to come, and that the future depends a lot on what we do in this moment.

Springsteen has made many protest songs: the inequality elegy of "The Ghost of Tom Joad," the post-9/11 rallying cry of "The Rising," the Vietnam-veteran anthem "Born in the U.S.A." As a reaction to law-enforcement overreach, "Minneapolis" especially recalls Springsteen's 2000 song "American Skin (41 Shots)," about the police killing of Amadou Diallo, an unarmed Black man. And across his catalog, Springsteen's concrete lyricism and drawling vocals channel folk music's titans of protest, Bob Dylan and Woody Guthrie. Here, those influences are worn proudly, ringing out in a buoyant harmonica solo.

But the song that "Minneapolis" most evokes is Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young's 1970 touchstone, "Ohio," recorded after the National Guard killed four students during a protest at Kent State University. "Tin soldiers and Nixon coming," sang Neil Young in a scene-setting verse; "King Trump's private army from the DHS," sings Springsteen now. Here we are again, late in a culture war, with a champion of a supposed silent majority breaking norms and pushing polarization. Here we are again as armed agents menace civilians. "Ohio" crystallized a moment that had already captured national attention, but it also invited listeners to suss out where they stand. "What if you knew her and found her dead on the ground?" Young asked. "How can you run when you know?"

"Streets of Minneapolis" doesn't bother with questions. Its mission is to rouse in the manner of drinking songs, which its sloping melodies and gang-sung harmonies evoke. Springsteen has sounded bitter before, and mournful, but never this purely angry. His voice slithers and spits, reserving extra phlegm for the names of Donald Trump and his allies. Grace and warmth peek out in strategic moments as well, like the chorus's oh-so-slowly intoned slant rhymes: the words Minneapolis, stranger in our midst, and--the poignance of this one took a moment to understand--26.

Twenty-six as in 2026: the exotic-sounding name of this new year in a decade that remains baffling more than halfway through. Who expected to be living this far in the future and yet trapped in the same old story? One can trace Minneapolis back not only to Kent State but also to the civil-rights movement, and to the labor riots and fascist takeovers abroad that inspired Guthrie. The details change, but the fundamental shape of the struggle remains stubbornly familiar: On one side, gun-toting agents of the establishment; on the other, advocates for the freedom of the less powerful. The clashes result in deaths that get called "senseless" but take on enduring symbolic weight thanks to songs just like this one.

Read: What Hollywood gets wrong about Springsteen

To be clear, "Minneapolis" is not "Ohio," a paradigm-pushing masterpiece. Springsteen's language--"thugs," "King Trump," "they trample on our rights"--is more Facebook post than poetry. The wordplay about fire and ice and ICE is cheap. The music is heavy-footed and formulaic. The immediate acclaim for it makes the critic in me a little resentful: Artists of all kinds routinely make songs engaging with their times, but so often these days, prestige is reserved for the music that copies the Boomers' glory days. However, as this song suggests, that era shines in the public memory for a reason.

After sitting with "Streets of Minneapolis," I tried again to get into Jesse Welles, a 33-year-old folk singer who makes scathingly anti-Trump songs with titles such as "Join ICE" and "No Kings." Musically, he imitates Dylan and Springsteen to the point of parody. The way the media and rock institutions have embraced him--he's played Stephen Colbert, performed with Joan Baez, and is up for four Grammys this year--implies that he is the great hope for musical resistance, but his blend of modern buzzwords with Woodstock aesthetics has struck my ear as injuriously hokey.

This Springsteen song has changed my ear a bit. I'm starting to hear Welles and other singers like him--we're in a bit of a boom for conscientious folk rock--a little more generously. That they're singing at all, and that anyone is listening, really does matter. Culture, we all know, has become fractured. The easiest way for Trump to get everything he wants is for his opponents to fail to speak in a unified voice. Thinking back to the last time such unity seemed possible isn't nostalgic--it's practical.
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What Tearing Down Housing Projects Did for Kids

Bringing rich and poor together has major benefits.

by Idrees Kahloon

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




One popular strain of urban-policy thinking opposes gentrification--the arrival of affluent people into poor neighborhoods--and argues that poverty should be rectified by ever greater expenditure on public housing. The opposite might be true: Government spending can help, but it can also hurt, as badly designed public-housing projects have done. So long as gentrification brings rich and poor together, and offers the latter greater opportunity to take part in a healthy economy, it looks less like a villainous process and more like a heroic one.

Few places illustrate the aspirations and failures of American housing policy as well as the Techwood Homes in downtown Atlanta--one of the first federal housing projects. Its completion, in 1935, even drew the attendance of Franklin D. Roosevelt, who switched on its electricity. To make way for the development, the old slums--in which roughly a quarter of residents were Black--had been cleared away. But the 604 new units were for white tenants only until 1968, when civil-rights laws forced integration. Like the ramshackle shacks it replaced, Techwood fell into disrepair. By the 1990s, Techwood had resegregated, becoming almost exclusively Black, and turned into a byword in Atlanta for urban decline. Gates and windows lay shattered; residents complained of squalid living conditions; drug trafficking and gang violence were out of control.

Judd Kessler: The hidden cost of 'affordable housing'

In 1993, Atlanta received one of the first grants awarded by the federal HOPE VI program--which aimed to knock down the most decrepit public-housing projects in America and replace them with better housing--to demolish and rebuild the Techwood Homes. The demolitions took place just before the city hosted the 1996 Summer Olympics. If you went to Techwood's site today--sandwiched between Georgia Tech and the Coca-Cola museum--you would see a commemorative plaque but almost none of the original brick buildings that fell into dilapidation. Instead, you would find yourself in Centennial Place, a mixed-income community with subsidized apartments alongside private, market-rate housing. It was intentionally designed to reduce the isolation of the urban poor--and it's succeeding.

A new, rigorous study of 200 HOPE VI sites, including Techwood, shows that the redevelopment significantly improved the lives of children. The reasons reveal a crucial fact about economic opportunity: To have social mobility, you need social integration. "Just giving people cash, just giving people education, doesn't do as much as if you pair it with connections that then help them," Raj Chetty, a Harvard economist and one of the study's authors, told me.

From 1993 to 2010, HOPE VI spent $17 billion to knock down and remake projects. The program was controversial from the outset. The original residents did not have a right to return to the townhomes and other smaller structures that replaced the demolished larger complexes, and ultimately only 28 percent of residents came back. There were fewer units in the lower-density replacements. An influential 2002 report by the National Housing Law Project and other groups titled "False HOPE" argued that the new mixed-income model was "a social engineering scheme built on a number of inaccurate, irrelevant, and harmful assumptions about low income families and their neighborhoods." These critiques were made during a time of growing revulsion against slum clearance and heavy-handed urban-renewal attempts; the reentry of the creative classes to city centers was only beginning to gain notice. Activists and some academic critics derided HOPE VI as a state-sponsored gentrification program, doomed to harm the people it was intended to help.

But the new study, "Creating High-Opportunity Neighborhoods: Evidence from the HOPE VI Program," found nothing of the sort. Chetty and six colleagues at Harvard, Cornell University, and the Census Bureau used tax-return data to track outcomes for residents decades after they lived in neighborhoods changed by the HOPE VI experiment. The benefits to children living in the new low-density housing project are considerable: Their earnings in adulthood increased by 2.8 percent for every year they lived in the new developments instead of the old ones, the researchers calculated. This holds even when the researchers compare siblings within the same family. Overall, children whose families moved into revitalized units earn 16 percent more than they otherwise would have earned, they are 17 percent more likely to attend college, and boys are 20 percent less likely to go to jail in adulthood. The future-income increases alone greatly exceed the up-front cost of rebuilding, the authors argue.

The paper contends that the HOPE VI program delivered such significant benefits to children because the demolitions and reconstructions "increased friendships between children from low- and high-income families in high schools near public housing sites." (In this case, cross-class friendship is measured empirically through proprietary data from Facebook.) "Distressed public housing projects were essentially islands that had limited social interaction with nearby communities," the paper argues. "The HOPE VI program built a bridge to surrounding communities, allowing public housing residents to benefit from interacting with those residents." The exact reason is still being worked out: It could be straightforward--that high-achieving peers boost education for others--or more subtle (for example, that closer contact with surrounding areas yields more introductions to parents who can provide job referrals). But integration does seem to matter a great deal. The researchers' results show that simply living in the newly constructed projects was insufficient. Children who moved into these revitalized neighborhoods but experienced no increase in cross-class friendships saw essentially no benefit.

The study does not focus on children displaced by the demolitions. But Matthew Staiger, one of the paper's co-authors, has separate research showing that they too went on to have markedly higher earnings. For adults, however, the findings are more mixed. Although neighborhoods became considerably richer after the HOPE VI revitalizations--household incomes increased by 45 percent, and poverty rates dropped by 12 percentage points--this is due entirely to richer adults moving in. The residents of the original projects, most of whom are scattered to other neighborhoods, are no better off in terms of income even years later. One recurring finding in social-mobility research is that interventions targeted to poor children yield significant results; for adults who are already in poverty, improvement is harder to attain even with expensive interventions.

Our understanding of what kinds of Americans experience upward mobility--and which ones don't--has improved immensely over the past 10 years. Much of that progress is due to the work of Chetty, whose use of administrative data collected by government agencies has provided granular answers to questions sociologists and economists have debated for decades. These papers, often co-written with prominent economists such as Nathaniel Hendren, John Friedman, and Lawrence Katz, point toward a cohesive set of findings: Whatever their parents' circumstances, the kind of neighborhood children grow up in substantially affects their life outcome, for better or for worse. Economists are used to explaining life outcomes as a result of financial or human capital, but Chetty says the cumulative research shows that social capital is just as important.

This lesson is especially stark when applied to childhood poverty. It is unsurprising that poor material circumstances at birth predict poverty in adulthood. Less obvious is the fact that poor children living in concentrated poverty--like those in infamous superblock towers--face worse outcomes than poor children who live near wealthier peers. We know this from studies following the life trajectory of children living in poor, segregated neighborhoods after they were moved by government programs--as in the Gautreaux Assisted Housing Program from the 1970s to the 1990s and the Moving to Opportunity (MTO) experiment in the 1990s. The MTO results, written by Chetty, Hendren, and Katz and published in 2016, stunned the economics field after finding that young children whose families left high-poverty census tracts after receiving housing vouchers went on to have 31 percent higher incomes in adulthood (alongside improvements in college attendance and reduced rates of single parenthood). The HOPE VI results show the converse of the MTO experiment to be true too: Kids don't necessarily have to change locations to improve their life outcome--neighborhoods can be made to improve around them.

These results in economics ultimately vindicate foundational ideas in sociology--developed by scholars such as William Julius Wilson and Robert Sampson--that the concentration of disadvantage and social isolation worsen the effects of material disadvantage. The findings also raise an immediate question: If the primary reason that HOPE VI improved outcomes was that it boosted social capital for disadvantaged children, how can that positive intervention be replicated elsewhere? Laura Tach, a Cornell sociologist and co-author of the paper, told me that the HOPE VI program could have boosted social integration through several mechanisms: The demolition of towers (which in many cases were packed together in huge superblocks) made the outside world physically easier to access, reductions in violence and crime made outside connection psychologically easier, and complimentary community-support services for job training and after-school programs may have directly brought people of different social backgrounds together.

Jerusalem Demsas: The real villain in the gentrification story

There is another process that improves neighborhoods around poor children, both by bringing higher-income peers nearer to them and by reducing the violence they are exposed to. This process often occurs without explicit governmental intervention or cost. The problem is that it is regularly dismissed as gentrification, a phenomenon that is not usually cheered. The most common objection to gentrification is that it results in displacement of incumbent residents. The empirical evidence for this is weaker than conventionally assumed. One paper examining children who received Medicaid benefits in New York City from 2009 to 2015 found no elevated rates of moving for those in gentrifying neighborhoods. The HOPE VI study suggests that gentrification should improve outcomes for kids, so long as it actually improves social integration.

This is not guaranteed, certainly, but is perhaps more likely to happen than further governmental action. HOPE VI remade some of America's worst public-housing projects for the better. But it also cost the government $170,000 per unit (in 2022 dollars). The Trump administration has called for a 43 percent reduction in public-housing spending. It is especially hostile to the idea of using federal funds as an explicit tool to break up concentrations of poverty. The lessons of HOPE VI provide a tantalizing clue about how social mobility can be engineered in America by building bridges between rich and poor. How unfortunate it is that the current administration is unlikely to even try.
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Anthropic Is at War With Itself

The AI company shouting about AI's dangers can't quite bring itself to slow down.

by Matteo Wong

Wed, 28 Jan 2026


Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei (Jason Henry for The Atlantic)



Updated at 4:44 p.m. ET on January 28, 2026



These are not the words you want to hear when it comes to human extinction, but I was hearing them: "Things are moving uncomfortably fast." I was sitting in a conference room with Sam Bowman, a safety researcher at Anthropic. Worth $183 billion at the latest estimate, the AI firm has every incentive to speed things up, ship more products, and develop more advanced chatbots to stay competitive with the likes of OpenAI, Google, and the industry's other giants. But Anthropic is at odds with itself--thinking deeply, even anxiously, about seemingly every decision.



Anthropic has positioned itself as the AI industry's superego: the firm that speaks with the most authority about the big questions surrounding the technology, while rival companies develop advertisements and affiliate shopping links (a difference that Anthropic's CEO, Dario Amodei, was eager to call out during an interview in Davos last week). On Monday, Amodei published a lengthy essay, "The Adolescence of Technology," about the "civilizational concerns" posed by what he calls "powerful AI"--the very technology his firm is developing. The essay has a particular focus on democracy, national security, and the economy. "Given the horror we're seeing in Minnesota, its emphasis on the importance of preserving democratic values and rights at home is particularly relevant," Amodei posted on X, making him one of very few tech leaders to make a public statement against the Trump administration's recent actions.



This rhetoric, of course, serves as good branding--a way for Anthropic to stand out in a competitive industry. But having spent a long time following the company and, recently, speaking with many of its employees and executives, including Amodei, I can say that Anthropic is at least consistent. It messages about the ethical issues surrounding AI constantly, and it appears unusually focused on user safety. Bowman's job, for example, is to vet Anthropic's products before they're released into the world, making sure that they will not spew, say, white-supremacist talking points; push users into delusional crises; or generate nonconsensual porn.



So far, the effort seems to be working: Unlike other popular chatbots, including OpenAI's ChatGPT and Elon Musk's Grok, Anthropic's bot, Claude, has not had any major public blowups despite being as advanced as, and by some measures more advanced than, the rest of the field. (That may be in part because its chatbot does not generate images and has a smaller user base than some rival products.) But although Anthropic has so far dodged the various scandals that have plagued other large language models, the company has not inspired much faith that such problems will be avoided forever. When I met Bowman last summer, the company had recently divulged that, in experimental settings, versions of Claude had demonstrated the ability to blackmail users and assist them when they ask about making bioweapons. But the company has pushed its models onward anyway, and now says that Claude writes a good chunk--and in some instances all--of its own code.



Anthropic publishes white papers about the terrifying things it has made Claude capable of ("How LLMs Could Be Insider Threats," "From Shortcuts to Sabotage"), and raises these issues to politicians. OpenAI CEO Sam Altman and other AI executives also have long spoken in broad, aggrandizing terms about AI's destructive potential, often to their own benefit. But those competitors have released junky TikTok clones and slop generators. Today, Anthropic's only major consumer product other than its chatbot is Claude Code, a powerful tool that promises to automate all kinds of work, but is nonetheless targeted to a relatively small audience of developers and coders.



The company's discretion has resulted in a corporate culture that doesn't always make much sense. Anthropic comes across as more sincerely committed to safety than its competitors, but it is also moving full speed toward building tools that it acknowledges could be horrifically dangerous. The firm seems eager for a chance to stand out. But what does Anthropic really stand for?


Employees working in a cafe at the Anthropic headquarters in San Francisco (Jason Henry for The Atlantic)



Founded in 2021 by seven people who splintered off from OpenAI, Anthropic is full of staff and executives who come across as deeply, almost pathologically earnest. I sat in on a meeting of Anthropic's Societal Impacts team, a small group dedicated to studying how AI affects work, education, and more. This was a brainstorming session: The team wanted to see if it could develop AI models that work better with people than alone, which, the group reasoned, could help prevent or slow job loss. A researcher spoke up. He pressed the team to consider that, in the very near future, AI models might just be better than humans at everything. "Basically, we're cooked," he said. In which case, this meeting was nothing more than a "lovely thought exercise." The group agreed this was possible. Then it moved on.



The researcher referred to his brief, existential interruption as "classic Anthropic." Hyperrational thought experiments, forceful debates on whether AI could be shaped for the better, an unshakable belief in technological progress--these are classic Anthropic qualities. They trickle down from the top. A few weeks after the Societal Impacts meeting, I wanted to see what Amodei himself thought about all of this. If Altman is the AI boom's great salesman and Demis Hassabis, the CEO of Google DeepMind and a Nobel laureate, its scientist, then Amodei is the closest the industry has to a philosopher. He is also responsible for some of the technical research that made ChatGPT possible. "Whenever I say 'AI,' people think about the thing they're using today," Amodei told me, hands clasped and perched atop his head. "That's almost never where my mind is. My mind is almost always at: We're releasing a new version every three months. Where are we gonna be eight versions from now? In two years?"



When he was at OpenAI, Amodei wrote an internal document called "The Big Blob of Compute." It laid out his belief that AI models improve as a function of the resources put into them. More power, more data, more chips, better AI. That belief now animates the entire industry. Such unwavering faith in AI progress is perhaps Anthropic's defining feature. The company has hired a "model welfare" researcher to study whether Claude can experience suffering or is conscious. The firm has set up a miniature, AI-run vending machine in the firm's cafeteria to study whether the technology could autonomously operate a small business selling snacks and trinkets. Claude selects inventory, sets prices, and requests refills, while humans just restock the shelves. Welcome to the singularity.

Amodei and the rest of the group founded Anthropic partly because of disagreements over how to prepare the world for AI. Amodei is especially worried about job displacement, telling me that AI could erase a large portion of white-collar jobs within five years; he dedicated an entire section of "The Adolescence of Technology" to the danger that the AI boom might accumulate tremendous wealth primarily to firms such as his own.



Even with this and other gloomy forecasts of his, Amodei has bristled at the notion that he and his firm are "doomers"--that their primary motivation is preventing AI from wiping out a large number of jobs or lives. "I tend to be fairly optimistic," he told me. In addition to "The Adolescence of Technology," Amodei has published a 14,000-word manifesto called "Machines of Loving Grace" that comprehensively details a utopian vision for his technology: eliminating almost all disease, lifting billions out of poverty, doubling human lifespan. There is not a hint of irony; the essay envisions people being "literally moved to tears" by the majesty of AI's accomplishments. Amodei's employees cited it to me in conversation numerous times. Meanwhile, Altman trolls on X, and Musk seems to exist in a continuum of AI slop and conspiracy theories.



When Anthropic launched Claude, in 2023, the bot's distinguishing feature was a "Constitution" that the model was trained on detailing how it should behave; last week, Anthropic revamped the document into a 22,000-word treatise on how to make Claude a moral and sincere actor. Claude, the constitution's authors write, has the ability to foster emotional dependence, design bioweapons, and manipulate its users, so it's Anthropic's responsibility to instill upright character in Claude to avoid these outcomes. "Once we decide to create Claude, even inaction is a kind of action," they write. No other firm had, or has, any truly comparable document.



Amodei says he wants rival companies to act in ways he believes are more responsible. Several of Anthropic's major AI-safety initiatives and research advances have indeed been adopted by top competitors, such as its approach to preventing the use of AI to build bioweapons. And OpenAI has shared a "Model Spec," its far more streamlined and pragmatic answer to Anthropic's constitution--which contains no talk of ChatGPT's "character" or "preserving important societal structures." (OpenAI has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic.)



All of this helps Anthropic's bottom line, of course: The emphasis on responsibility is "very attractive to large enterprise businesses which are also quite safety-, brand-conscious," Daniela Amodei, Anthropic's president (and Dario's sister), told me from a sweaty conference room in Anthropic's old headquarters in 2024. Nearly two years later, Anthropic controls 40 percent of the enterprise-AI market. The Amodeis hopes their commercial success will pressure competitors to more aggressively prioritize safety as well.



That said, it's not always clear that these efforts to spark a "race to the top"--another phrase of Amodei's that his employees invoke constantly--have been successful. Anthropic's research established AI sycophancy as an issue well before "AI psychosis" emerged, yet AI psychosis still became something that many people apparently suffer from. Amodei recognizes that his own products aren't perfect, either. "I absolutely do not want to warrant and guarantee that we will never have these problems," he said. Several independent AI researchers, including some who have partnered with Anthropic to test Claude for various risks, told me that although Anthropic appears more committed to AI safety than its competitors, that's a low bar.



Anthropic's mode is generally to publish information about AI models and wait for the world to make the hard calls about how to control or regulate them. The main regulatory proposal of Jack Clark, a co-founder of Anthropic and its head of policy, is that governments establish "transparency" requirements, or some sort of mandated reporting about what internal tests reveal about AI products. But the company is particular about what it deems worth publishing. The firm does not, for instance, share much about its AI-training data or carbon footprint. When I asked Clark about how much information remains hidden--particularly in terms of how Anthropic's AI tools are actually developed--he argued that transparency into how AI models are produced isn't all that important. (Some of that information is also, presumably, proprietary.) Rather, Clark told me, the outcomes of the technology are what matter.



There is a "well-established norm that whatever goes on inside a factory is by and large left up to the innovator that's built that factory, but you care a lot about what comes out of the factory," he said, explaining why he believes that AI companies sharing information about how their products are made matters less than reporting what they can do. Typically the government "reaches inside" the factory, he said, only when something in the output--say, heavy metals--raises cause for concern. Never mind the long history of regulation dictating what goes on inside factories--emergency exits in clothing factories, cleanliness standards in meatpacking facilities, and so on. (Clark did note that laws sometimes need to change, and that they haven't yet adapted to AI.)



He brought up Wall Street, of all examples, to make his point. Lawmakers "thought they had transparency into financial systems," he said--that banks and hedge funds and so on were giving reliable reports on their dealings. "Then the financial crash happened," regulators realized that transparency was inadequate and gameable, and Congress changed the law. (President Trump then changed much of it back.) In the long run, Clark seemed to feel, this was the system working as it should. But his comparison also raises the possibility that before anybody can figure out how to get the AI boom right, something must go horribly wrong.



In mid-September, Anthropic cybersecurity experts detected unusual activity among a group of Claude users. They came to suspect that it was a major, AI-enabled Chinese cyberespionage campaign--an attempt by foreign actors to use Claude to automate the theft of sensitive information. Anthropic promptly shut the operation down, published a report, and sent Logan Graham, who heads a team at the company that evaluates advanced uses of AI, to explain the situation to Congress.



In theory, this sequence represented Anthropic's philosophy at work: Detect risks posed by AI and warn the public. But the incident also underscored how unpredictable, and uncontrollable, the environment really is. Months before the Chinese hack, Graham told me that he felt "pretty good" about the precautions the company had taken around cyberthreats.



Nobody can foresee all of the ways any AI product might be used, for good or ill, but that's exactly why Anthropic's sanctimony can seem silly. For all Amodei's warnings about the possible harms of automation, Anthropic's bots themselves are among the products that may take away jobs; many consider Claude the best AI at coding, for instance. After one of my visits to Anthropic's offices, I went to an event for software engineers a few blocks away at which founders gave talks about products developed with Anthropic software. Someone demonstrated a tool that could automate outreach for job recruitment--leading one attendee to exclaim, with apparent glee, "This is going to destroy an entire industry!"



When I asked several Anthropic employees if they'd want to slow down the AI boom in an ideal world, none seemed to have ever seriously considered the question; it was too far-fetched a possibility, even for them. Joshua Batson, an interpretability researcher at Anthropic--he studies the labyrinthine inner workings of AI models--told me that it would be nice if the industry could go half as fast. Jared Kaplan, a co-founder of Anthropic and the firm's chief science officer, told me he'd prefer it if AGI, or artificial general intelligence, arrived in 2032 rather than, say, 2028; Bowman, the safety researcher, said he thought slowing down for just a couple of months might be enough. Everyone seemed to believe, though, that AI-safety research itself could eventually be automated with Claude--and once that happens, they reasoned, their tests could keep up with the AI's exponentially improving capabilities.



Like so many others in the industry, the employees I spoke with also contended that neither Anthropic nor any other AI company could actually slow development down. "The world gets to make this decision, not companies," Clark told me, seated cross-legged on his chair, and "the system of capital markets says, Go faster." So they are. Anthropic is reportedly fundraising at a $350 billion valuation, and its advertisements litter Instagram and big-city billboards. This month, the company launched a version of its Claude Code product geared toward non-software engineers called Claude Cowork. And in July, as first reported in Wired, Amodei wrote an internal memo to employees that Anthropic would seek investments from the United Arab Emirates and Qatar, which, in his words, would likely enrich "dictators." Warnings about the dangers of authoritarian AI have been central in Anthropic's public messaging; "Machines of Loving Grace" includes dire descriptions of the threat of "authoritarian" AI.



When I brought this up to Amodei, he cut me off. "We never made a commitment not to seek funding from the Middle East," he said. "One of the traps you can fall into when you're doing a good job running a responsible company is every decision that you make" can be "interpreted as a moral commitment." There was no "pressing need" to seek Middle Eastern funding before, and doing so entailed "complexities," he said. I took his implication to be that the intensive capital demands of the AI race now made such investments a necessity. Still, such investors, Amodei said, wouldn't have any control over his firm. A few days after we spoke, Anthropic announced the Qatar Investment Authority as a "significant" investor in a new fundraising round.


Anthropic employees Sholto Douglas and Trenton Bricken (Jason Henry for The Atlantic)





If you zoom out enough, and perhaps not even all that far, Anthropic stands for the same things that OpenAI, Google, Meta, and anyone else in the AI race do: to build fantastically powerful chatbots and use them to transform the world and beat the competition. Across the company, the belief in AI's potential is messianic. AI "presents one of the only technologies" that gets us out of the challenges ahead for humanity, Clark told me: climate change, aging populations, resource contention, authoritarianism, war. Without AI, he said, there will be more and more "Mad Max-like swaths of the world."



Trenton Bricken, who works on AI safety at Anthropic, took this notion to an even greater extreme: He would ideally want the AI industry to slow down, but "every year that we stall, there are lots of people suffering who otherwise would not," he told me, referring to the possibility that AI will eventually cure diseases and achieve everything else outlined in "Machines of Loving Grace." His colleague Sholto Douglas claimed that such a delay "comes at the cost of millions of lives."



Perhaps the greatest confusion at Anthropic is between theory and practice--the idea of safe AI versus the speed necessary to win the AI race. A corporate culture built around deep thought experiments and genuine disagreements about the future also has to sell AI. In the company's view, these ends are complementary; better for it to responsibly usher in the AI future than Elon Musk or China. But that's also a convenient way to justify an any-means-necessary approach to progress. I thought of that automated vending machine that the company had set up in its office. Claude ran the business into the ground in only a month through a string of very poor pricing and stocking decisions. But none of those really mattered: Anthropic had placed the machine next to all the free snacks in the office canteen.



When I asked Amodei recently about how he could justify the breakneck pace given the concerns he has over safety, he expressed total confidence in his staff--and also floated a new idea. Perhaps, he suggested, Claude will become so intelligent in the very near future that the bot will enable something radical: "Maybe at some point in 2027, what we want to do is just slow things down," he said, and let the models fix themselves. "For just a few months."



This article originally stated that Anthropic's AI vending machine is a Societal Impacts team project.
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The Accidental Winners of the War on Higher Ed

Go to a small liberal-arts college if you can.

by Ian Bogost

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




In the waning heat of last summer, freshly back in my office at a major research university, I found myself considering the higher-education hellscape that had lately descended upon the nation. I'd spent months reporting on the Trump administration's attacks on universities for The Atlantic, speaking with dozens of administrators, faculty, and students about the billions of dollars in cuts to public funding for research and the resulting collapse of "college life."At the same time, I'd been chronicling the spread of AI-powered chatbots that have already changed undergraduates forever.

Initially, I surveyed the situation from the safe distance of a journalist who happens to also be a career professor and university administrator. I saw myself as an envoy between America's college campuses and its citizens, telling the stories of the people whose lives had been shattered by these transformations. By the summer, though, that safe distance had collapsed back on me. The wave of campus crises was causing immediate effects in my own academic life. People I knew were losing their jobs. Yearslong projects were stranded. I heard from students cheating their way through every class with AI, and from faculty following suit. I watched professors lash out at other disciplines with misplaced blame. I listened to friends discuss whether they should send their kids to school abroad. I had personally devoted 25 years to higher education. Now it felt like the whole idea of the university might be ending.

Sitting in my office, I began searching for some cause for hope, some reason to believe that higher ed could stanch the damage for the next generation of students. It occurred to me that I'd been hearing less despair from colleagues at certain smaller schools that offer undergraduate study in the "liberal-arts tradition," a broad and flexible approach to education that values developing the person over professional training. I wondered if these schools--especially the wealthy ones that cluster near the top of national rankings--might enjoy some natural insulation from the fires raging through the nation's research universities.

I texted, emailed, telephoned, and Zoomed with friends in higher-education leadership. Current and former heads of both research universities and liberal-arts colleges confirmed my intuition: Well-resourced and prestigious small colleges are less exposed in almost every way to the crises that higher ed faces.

To dig deeper, I decided to embark on a fact-finding mission in the guise of a traditional college tour. In November, I went to visit four elite liberal-arts colleges--Amherst, Davidson, Smith, and Vassar--where I joined prospective students and their parents for their campus tours, sat in on classes, and spoke with undergraduates, professors, and administrators. Might schools such as these emerge as the accidental winners of the war on universities?

I came to Amherst College too late in the autumn to observe peak foliage, but amber and ochre remnants still spread across the Pioneer Valley in western Massachusetts. This is the scene Emily Dickinson, a local resident, would have taken in before composing the lines, "The maple wears a gayer scarf, / The field a scarlet gown."

My tour began at the Colonial Revival residence that serves as the school's admissions office, but we soon arrived in the new science building, a modern structure with oddball green furnishings. Nate Scharf, our sophomore guide, sat us down and gestured toward a small classroom where he had taken a psychology class. At a typical research university, an undergraduate course like this would meet inside a lecture hall, perhaps with separate breakout sections for discussion led by graduate students. But neither Scharf nor any of his classmates had ever been exposed to this scenario--because Amherst, like most liberal-arts colleges, has no graduate students.

No graduate students: The American public may not fully grasp the implications of this statement. At a university, grad students may end up leading class discussions, but that's only part of the story. Their presence on a campus telegraphs a more important truth: that in terms of mission, teaching undergrads comes second to research.

Read: Grad school is in trouble

And at most universities, grad students play a crucial role within the research system: They perform the frontline work of science. Faculty members get federal grants, which are used to pay for doctoral students, who in turn serve as laboratory staff. Professors' feeling of worth and productivity may be a function of how many doctoral students they advise--because that helps determine how many studies they can carry out, how many papers they can publish, and what sorts of new grants they can win to keep the process going. This endless competition is a major feature of the modern university--whether it's an elite private school (such as Princeton or Duke), a public flagship (such as the University of Michigan or UC Berkeley), or a land-grant institution (such as Texas A&M or Virginia Tech).

A school like Amherst, though, which has no doctoral programs whatsoever, is free of the rat race of research productivity and expenditure. As these colleges like to point out, that's good for undergrads, because faculty must focus on education. The lack of doctoral research programs also makes the schools more resilient to bullying from Washington. In 2025, the Trump administration made a point of suspending hundreds of millions of dollars in research grants to Columbia, Harvard, Northwestern, and other schools. It also threatened to impose a tighter limit on what are called "indirect costs"--the portion of each grant that covers all the broader costs of running a large enterprise for research. With so much funding endangered all at once, targeted universities had little choice but to negotiate--which is to say, to accede to some portion of the Trump administration's demands.

At Amherst, this level of pressure simply couldn't be applied. In 2024, the college took in around $3 million from all of its federal research grants put together. (For comparison: Washington University in St. Louis, where I teach, received $731 million that year from the National Institutes of Health alone.) Christopher Durr, an associate professor of chemistry, told me that his research is "designed to be done mostly in-house," by which he means without external funding, and with the help of undergraduates. He studies biodegradable plastics in a lab that is mostly funded by the college itself, and he gets no research money at all from the federal government. Settling into an Eames-style chair in his office, I asked him what indirect-cost rate Amherst applies to its grants, and he said he didn't know--an innocence that would be unheard of at a research university.

The research that can be done at a small liberal-arts college, with its more modest labs and equipment, is necessarily constrained. Even with Amherst's generosity, Durr said "there's a limit" to how far he can push his research. In truth, the most important scientific and medical discoveries aren't likely to be made at a place like Amherst or Smith, the nearby women's college, which tend to pay their own students to work on faculty research. But this need not be a limitation for undergraduates. The conditions that produce landmark discoveries are not necessarily the same ones that produce a serious education.

Perched along the shores of North Carolina's Lake Norman, in the Charlotte suburbs at the northern edge of Mecklenburg County, Davidson College's location is a crossroads for red and blue America. In the last election, two-thirds of Mecklenburg's voters chose Kamala Harris; just a mile up the road, in Iredell County, two-thirds of voters went for Donald Trump.

Connor Hines, the current student-body president and a senior majoring in political science, is a self-described moderate conservative who grew up in the area. He told me that he chose to come to Davidson in part because its students are able to disagree with one another in thoughtful ways. His good friend Nina Worley, an educational-studies major who was raised in Harlem, said the same. "I knew that to be a good advocate for education policy, I needed to meet a Republican for the first time," Worley told me. She and Hines do not see eye to eye on everything--the two do not agree, for example, on the policies of Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. But they said they carry out that disagreement with respect.

Read: The end of college life

According to higher education's many critics on the right, elite universities have tried to stifle disagreement; allegedly they're pushing students into echo chambers instead of broadening their minds. The Trump administration made this accusation central to its war on research universities: With billions of dollars in withheld grants as leverage, it initially pressured nine institutions into signing an agreement, called the "Compact for Academic Excellence in Higher Education," that would commit them to "fostering a vibrant marketplace of ideas on campus" and protecting conservative viewpoints.

In the meantime, under local pressure, reactionary speech suppression is taking hold at public universities: Many schools, including Auburn and the University of Michigan, have shut down their DEI offices; Texas A&M censored courses based on race and gender content; and Indiana University halted the print edition of the student newspaper, an act its journalists said amounted to censorship. Some private schools, including Columbia, Northwestern, and Cornell, have struck deals to restore funding that variously included provisions regarding civil-rights standards, disciplinary processes, DEI rubrics in admissions and hiring, and policies related to sex and gender identity.

Davidson, which, like Amherst, is far less exposed than research universities to the threat of withheld money, has not been explicitly asked to sign the compact. (Nor have any other liberal-arts schools, including the ones I visited.) Chris Marsicano, an associate professor of education studies who had introduced me to Hines and Worley, told me that the school was way ahead of the national conversation on campus dialogue in any case. In 2019, it created a Deliberative Citizenship Initiative, which runs programming to help students and faculty engage on issues about which disagreement is likely, such as immigration and border control. "We're the hipsters of civil discourse," Marsicano said. "We were doing it before it was cool."

Certainly these sorts of efforts can be found at lots of universities: Ohio State has a Civil Discourse for Citizenship initiative, for instance, and WashU has just launched an Ordered Liberty Project, which includes associated coursework on the topic of "disagreement." But they may be most likely to succeed when they're applied to smaller student bodies, like Davidson's. At lunch in the school's campus commons, I watched President Douglas Hicks greet a dozen students by name. My tour guide explained that students and faculty tend to mingle there; in fact, they can't avoid it, because everyone eats in the same place. Some might find this stifling or claustrophobic, but being forced to live together day by day may also stimulate openness and mutual respect. "You can't hide," Hicks told me.

Read: Texas sends Plato back to his cave

At a small liberal-arts college, where a cohort may number fewer than 500 people, admissions officers can also take a stronger hand in assembling a group of students who match the institution's culture and its vibe while also having very different backgrounds. And the fact that almost everyone at a small liberal-arts college tends to live on campus, or very close to it, adds to the sense of intimacy. "It's just much easier for me to get to know faculty here, much easier for me to get to know students, much easier for me to hear what's on their minds," Amherst's president, Michael Elliott, told me.

One effect of this, he said, is that professors actually show up to faculty meetings to talk about the future of their institution. They participate in budgeting conversations, debate the creation of majors, and approve new courses. This is decidedly not the norm at many larger universities, where professors may not see these meetings as a core part of the job, and where administrators can ignore them altogether. (Last year, Northwestern reached a settlement with the Trump administration despite 98 percent of its voting faculty having recommended otherwise.) Elliott admits that all of this faculty participation can make the college move more slowly in decision making. But done right, faculty governance is a form of healthy campus discourse, too.

Perhaps no threat to higher ed is more acute than the recent, rapid spread of generative AI. "It's just about crushed me," one college teacher told me in the spring of 2023. "I fell in love with teaching, and I have loved my time in the classroom, but with ChatGPT, everything feels pointless."

The remarkable test-taking, paper-writing power of AI is hardly under control at liberal-arts colleges such as Amherst or Davidson. But in my conversations with students and faculty, I witnessed a struggle to understand and respond to it with greater earnestness and complexity than I have encountered elsewhere in higher education. In my experience, students and faculty at research universities tend to have a Manichaean view of the technology: Either AI is an existential threat to be cast out, or a vital tool to be embraced as a professional virtue. Little room is left for nuance, which means that little progress can be made on shaping policy.

Davidson prides itself on having an unusually deliberate honor code. (Students I spoke with said this code is taken so seriously that they can leave their belongings anywhere on campus without fear that they will be stolen.) But the seductions of ChatGPT are hard to resist, and Marsicano noted that the college has seen an increase in code violations due to AI. That sounded like less of a problem here than elsewhere, though. If the students are availing themselves of the technology, then at least they appear to be doing so with some reservations.

Hines told me that he uses AI tools, though not for academic work. Worley said she's avoided AI so far, because "I'm still struggling with what makes me comfortable about it and what doesn't." At Davidson, each professor can set their own approach to AI in the classroom, but that can be confusing. In the meantime, Worley and her roommates ponder what the rules should be. They ask, for instance: If it's now okay to have AI write your emails for you, why is that okay? And they talk about AI data centers' environmental costs. "Everyone's wrestling with it," she said.

Learning how to wrestle with an issue like AI, which is ambiguous and undecided, is the whole point of an education undertaken in the liberal tradition. It's also made easier in a context where faculty-to-student ratios can be much smaller than they are at even elite research universities. (At a school like Davidson or Amherst, some classrooms will contain just a handful of students and a professor--a scenario in which siphoning work through Claude would not be easy.) Carina Cole, a Vassar media-studies student, told me that a supportive culture on campus also makes it possible to treat AI with greater care. Her fellow students are more likely to ask one another for help than turn to technology, she said. But Worley admitted that the situation feels fragile no matter what: "I'm holding on for dear life."

At Amherst, I sat down with Matthew McGann, the dean of admission and financial aid. I asked how his school stacked up against the nation's most prestigious universities. If a student also gains admission to Yale, do they go there instead? "They do," he said. Amherst has a sterling reputation, but it still cannot compete against a famous Ivy.

The relative obscurity of even the best small liberal-arts colleges may be helping them to avoid the Trump administration's war on higher ed. But that doesn't mean that they're immune from any risk of being targeted. Haverford College, in Pennsylvania, for example, has been made the subject of a civil-rights investigation for allegedly failing to address anti-Semitic harassment against Jewish students. (This is the same charge, and the same government action, that has been directed or threatened against Columbia, UCLA, Stanford, Cornell, Rutgers, and many other big universities.) Haverford may not rely on the federal government for giant research grants, but even just defending itself against investigation would be costly, as would, say, losing federal Pell Grants that subsidize low-income students.

Small colleges' endowments could also be attacked, even if the schools are never targeted specifically. In 2025, Congress voted to increase the tax on endowment income, which private colleges and universities draw on for financial aid, from 1.4 percent to as much as 8 percent. (The wealthiest liberal-arts colleges spend a large portion of their endowment earnings to fund students who can't afford to spend up to $100,000 a year to attend.) For the moment, institutions with fewer than 3,000 tuition-paying students--which means most liberal-arts colleges--are exempted from this increase, so their budgets remain untouched. But that could change.

Then there is the nagging question of practicality. Even if you believe that a liberal-arts college offers the best education, going to school to learn how to think might seem like a luxury today. In the end, you'll still need to earn some kind of living. If the paths for getting there--which may include postgraduate study in a doctoral program or professional school--are diminishing, then college itself will follow suit.

Still, after spending several weeks on my tour of wealthy, liberal-arts colleges, I grew to think that the pitch they're making to prospective students and their parents for the fall of 2026 was convincing. All things considered, when the time comes, I might rather see my own preteen daughter attend a school like Amherst or Davidson, Smith or Vassar, than a research university such as my own. The form of higher ed that they provide seems poised to be the most resilient in the years to come.

In a way, that resilience may pass on to the students who attend them. On my last night in western Massachusetts, I was set up to have dinner with a group of graduating Amherst seniors. By all measures, these were tremendously successful young adults. Hedley Lawrence-Apfelbaum is bound for a fellowship at the University of Oxford on his way to Harvard Law. Ayres Warren, who has already published a journal article on breast-cancer disparities, will pursue a career in environmental health-care management. Shane Dillon is plotting out a career in politics. All three of them told me they were worried about their futures--not because they had attended Amherst instead of Yale or Emory or Michigan State, but because the world seems so uncertain on the whole.

These seniors weren't panicking, though--this was very clear. "We'll see," Dillon said when I asked what was next, what he feared, and what he hoped for. I've known a lot of brilliant undergraduates during the course of my career at research universities. Some have become wealthy in business; others have become famous; still more have made the world better through research and invention. But Dillon and the other students whom I met during my college tour struck me as being unusually attuned to the facts of their predicament. They were already living in the thickness of their own lives, aware of who they are and not just what they might become. They seemed to understand, by virtue of the education they'd received, that uncertainty is to be expected, and that the future lasts a long time.
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Patriot! Here's How to Identify a Domestic Terrorist

A Trump-administration guide to the Minnesota protests

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 28 Jan 2026




The terrorists are the ones without masks. They're the ones yelling "No!" or "Stop!" or "Shame!" or blowing whistles. Sometimes they brandish cameras at federal agents. Sometimes they wantonly swallow whole canisters of pepper spray. These are just some of their diabolical tactics.

The terrorists are the ones who call this place home (that's what makes it domestic terror). The terrorists are the ones who are dressed as clergy. Some of them, confusingly, are even ordained as clergy. As you look, ask yourself: Is that a Minnesota nice person (not even guaranteed to be "nice"!) or a Minnesota ICE person? (The former is a terrorist; the latter basically has total immunity.) Is he a nurse who works for the VA, or a masked man shooting him in the back? Remember, the terrorist is the one trying to protect his neighbor.

You can tell they're terrorists because they didn't just stay home. Any good, law-abiding citizens would know better than to put themselves in harm's way. On such a cold day! They think they're there to help, but they're not. They're raising their voices. They're asking for it. They're following federal agents in minivans with stuffed animals in their glove box. Sometimes, they wear hats. Sometimes, they have beards. Sometimes, they're 5 years old. It doesn't matter. The terrorists are the ones you watch slump over in the unbearable videos, the ones who should be standing, should be breathing, but aren't.

The worst thing of all is the weapon they keep unleashing against ICE: disrespect. Not the kind of disrespect that doesn't see you as human, mind. That's paltry compared with this one, the kind that doesn't see you as authority. The terrorists may complain about being slammed into the snow or yanked out of the Target where they're working or having the window of their vehicle smashed in or being flung into a van and sent to a detention facility in another state. But that's superficial compared with the deep impact of disrespect. That's the weapon these terrorists never stop wielding.

Make no mistake, though: The terrorists are very, very dangerous. They are spreading their poisonous ideology everywhere. Even to places on the internet where you thought you'd never see their ideas. Martha Stewart is with them! Republicans have even started to take their side.

That's the danger. They're insidious, these terrorists. If you see enough of them, you start to wonder, because they seem just like your neighbors. They seem just like you. They hardly seem like terrorists at all.
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Minnesota Proved MAGA Wrong

The pushback against ICE exposed a series of mistaken assumptions.

by Adam Serwer

Tue, 27 Jan 2026




Updated at 10:44 a.m. ET on January 29, 2026

It took only a few minutes before everyone in the church knew that another person had been shot. I was sitting with Trygve Olsen, a big man in a wool hat and puffy vest, who lifted his phone to show me a text with the news. It was his 50th birthday, and one of the coldest days of the year. I asked him whether he was doing anything special to celebrate. "What should I be doing?" he replied. "Should I sit at home and open presents? This is where I'm supposed to be."



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



He had come to Iglesia Cristiana La Vina Burnsville, about 15 miles south of the Twin Cities, to pick up food for families who are too afraid to go out--some have barely left home since federal immigration agents deployed to Minnesota two months ago. The church was filled with pallets of frozen meat and vegetables, diapers, fruit, and toilet paper. Outside, a man wearing a leather biker vest bearing the insignia of the Latin American Motorcycle Association, his blond beard flecked with ice crystals, directed a line of cars through the snow.

The man who had been shot--fatally, we later learned--was Alex Pretti, an ICU nurse who had been recording agents outside a doughnut shop. Officials at the Department of Homeland Security claimed that he had threatened agents with a gun; videos of the shooting show him holding only his phone when he is pushed down by masked federal agents and beaten, his licensed sidearm removed from its holster by one agent before another unloads several shots into his back. Pretti's death was a reminder--if anyone in Minnesota still needed one--that people had reason to be hiding, and that those trying to help them, protect them, or protest on their behalf had reason to be scared.

The church has a mostly Hispanic and working-class flock. Its pastor, Miguel Aviles, who goes by Pastor Miguel, told me that it had sent out about 2,000 packages of food that Saturday, and about 25,000 since the federal agents had arrived. Many of the people in hiding, he said, "have asylum cases pending. They already have work permits and stuff, but some of them are legal residents and still they're afraid to go out. Because of their skin color, they are afraid to go out."

Federal agents have arrested about 3,000 people in the state, but they have released the names of only about 240 of those detained, leaving unclear how many of the larger number have committed any crimes. Many more thousands of people have been affected by the arrests and the fear they have instilled. Minnesota Public Radio estimates that in school districts "with widespread federal activity, as many as 20 to 40 percent of students have been absent in recent weeks."

I don't know what the feds expected when they surged into Minnesota. In late November, The New York Times reported on a public-benefit fraud scheme in the state that was executed mainly by people of Somali descent. Federal prosecutors under the Biden administration had already indicted dozens of people, but after the Times story broke, President Trump began ranting about Somalis, whom he referred to as "garbage"; declared that he didn't want Somali immigrants in the country; and announced that he was sending thousands of armed federal immigration agents to Minneapolis. This weekend, he posted on social media that the agents were there because of "massive monetary fraud." The real reason may be that a majority of Minnesotans did not vote for him. Trump has said that "I won Minnesota three times, and I didn't get credit for it. That's a crooked state." He has never won Minnesota.

Perhaps the Trump-administration officials had hoped that a few rabble-rousers would get violent, justifying the kind of crackdown he seems to fantasize about. Maybe they had assumed that they would find only a caricature of "the resistance"--people who seethed about Trump online but would be unwilling to do anything to defend themselves against him.

Instead, what they discovered in the frozen North was something different: a real resistance, broad and organized and overwhelmingly nonviolent, the kind of movement that emerges only under sustained attacks by an oppressive state. Tens of thousands of volunteers--at the very least--are risking their safety to defend their neighbors and their freedom. They aren't looking for attention or likes on social media. Unless they are killed by federal agents, as Pretti and Renee Good were, other activists do not even necessarily know their names. Many use a handle or code name out of fear of government retaliation. Their concerns are justified: A number of people working as volunteers or observers told me that they had been trailed home by ICE agents, and some of their communications have already been infiltrated, screenshotted, and posted online, forcing them to use new text chains and code names. One urgent question among observers, as the videos of Pretti's killing spread, was what his handle might have been.

Olsen had originally used the handle "Redbear" in communicating with me, but later said I could name him. He had agreed to let me ride along while he did his deliveries. As he loaded up his truck with supplies, he wore just a long-sleeved red shirt and vest, apparently unfazed by the Minnesota cold.

"This is my first occupation," Olsen said as I climbed into the truck. "Welcome to the underground, I guess."







The number of Minnesotans resisting the federal occupation is so large that relatively few could be characterized as career activists. They are ordinary Americans--people with jobs, moms and dads, friends and neighbors. They can be divided into roughly three groups.

The largest is the protesters, who show up at events such as Friday's march in downtown Minneapolis, and at the airport, where deportation flights take off. Many protesters have faced tear gas and pepper spray, and below-zero temperatures--during the Twin Cities march on Friday, I couldn't take notes; the ink in my pens had frozen.

Then there are the people who load up their car with food, toiletries, and school supplies from churches or schools to take to families in hiding. They also help families who cannot work meet their rent or mortgage payments. In addition to driving around with Olsen, I rode along with a Twin Cities mom of young kids named Amanda as she did deliveries (she asked me to use only her first name). Riding in her small car--her back row was taken up by three child seats and a smattering of stray toys--she told me that she'd gotten involved after more than 100 students at her kids' elementary school simply stopped coming in. Parents got organized to provide the families with food, to shepherd their kids to school, and to arrange playdates for those stuck inside.

Amanda's father and husband are immigrants, she said, and she speaks Spanish. "I can be a conduit between those who want to help and those who need help," she told me. She calls each family before knocking on the door, so they don't have to worry that they are being tricked by ICE. At one home, a woman asked us to go around back because a suspicious vehicle was idling out front. At another home, a little girl in pigtails beamed as Amanda handed her a Target bag full of school supplies.

Finally, there are those most at risk of coming into violent contact with federal agents, a group that's come to be popularly known as ICE Watch, although the designation is unofficial--as far as I can tell, you're in ICE Watch if you watch ICE. These are the whistle-wielding pedestrians and drivers calling themselves "observers" or "commuters" who patrol for federal agents (usually identifiable by their SUVs with out-of-state plates) and alert the neighborhood to their presence. Pretti and Good, the two Minneapolis residents killed by federal agents, fit in this category.

Trump-administration officials and MAGA influencers have repeatedly called these activists "violent" and said they are involved in "riots." But the resistance in Minnesota is largely characterized by a conscious, strategic absence of physical confrontation. Activists have made the decision to emphasize protection, aid, and observation. When matters escalate, it is usually the choice of the federal agents. Of the three homicides in Minneapolis this year, two were committed by federal agents.

"There's been an incredible, incredible response from the community. I've seen our neighbors go straight from allies to family--more than family--checking in on each other, offering food and rides for kids and all kinds of support, alerting each other if there's ICE or any kind of danger," Malika Dahir, a local activist of Somali descent, told me.

If the Minnesota resistance has an overarching ideology, you could call it "neighborism"--a commitment to protecting the people around you, no matter who they are or where they came from. The contrast with the philosophy guiding the Trump administration couldn't be more extreme. Vice President Vance has said that "it is totally reasonable and acceptable for American citizens to look at their next-door neighbors and say, 'I want to live next to people who I have something in common with. I don't want to live next to four families of strangers.'" Minnesotans are insisting that their neighbors are their neighbors whether they were born in Minneapolis or Mogadishu. That is, arguably, a deeply Christian philosophy, one apparently loathed by some of the most powerful Christians in America.




On Wednesday, I met with two volunteers who went by the handles "Green Bean" and "Cobalt." They picked me up in the parking lot of a Target, not far from where Good was killed two weeks earlier. Cobalt works in tech but has recently been spending more time on patrol than at her day job. Green Bean is a biologist, but she told me the grant that had been funding her work hadn't been renewed under the Trump administration. Neither of them had imagined doing what they were doing now. "I'm supposed to be creeping around in the woods looking at insects," Green Bean said.

Most commuters work in pairs--a co-pilot listens in on a dispatcher who provides the locations of ICE encounters and can run plates through a database of cars that federal agents have used in the past. Green Bean explained what happens when they identify an ICE vehicle. (Both ICE and Border Patrol are in Minneapolis, but everyone just calls them ICE.) The commuters will follow the agents, honking loudly, until they leave the neighborhood or stop and get out.

The commuters--as my colleague Robert Worth reported--do not have a centralized leadership but have been trained by local activist groups that have experience from past protests against police killings, and recent immigration-enforcement sweeps in L.A. and Chicago. The observers are taught to conscientiously follow the law, including traffic rules, and to try to avoid physical confrontation with federal agents.

If the agents detain someone, the observers will try to get that person's name so they can inform the family. But ICE prefers to make arrests--which the ICE Watchers call "abductions"--quietly. More often than not, Green Bean said, when these volunteers draw attention, the agents will "leave rather than dig in." She added, "They are huge pussies, I will be honest."

As we cruised through the Powderhorn neighborhood, practically every business had an ICE OUT sign in the window. Graffiti trashing ICE was everywhere, as were posters of Good labeled AMERICAN MOM KILLED BY ICE. Listening to the dispatcher, Cobalt relayed directions to Green Bean about the locations of ICE vehicles, commuters who had been boxed in or threatened by agents, and possible "abductions."

About 30 minutes into the patrol, Green Bean saw a white Jeep Wagoneer with out-of-state plates and read out the numbers. "Confirmed ICE," Cobalt said, and we began following the Wagoneer as it drove through the neighborhood. Another car of commuters joined us, making as much noise as possible.

After about 10 minutes, the Wagoneer got onto the highway. Green Bean followed until we could be sure that it wasn't doubling back to the neighborhood, and then we turned around.




Most encounters with ICE end like that. But sometimes situations deteriorate--as with Good, who was killed while doing a version of what Green Bean and Cobalt were now doing. The task is stressful for the observers, who understand that even minor encounters can turn deadly.

The next day, I drove around with another pair of commuters who went by "Judy" and "Lime." Both told me they were anti-Zionist Jews who had been involved in pro-Palestinian and Black Lives Matter protests. Lime's day job is with an abortion-rights organization, and Judy is a rabbi. "I did protective presence in the West Bank," Lime told me, referring to a form of protest in which activists try to deter settler violence by simply being present in Palestinian communities. "This is very similar."

About an hour into our drive, we came across an ICE truck. Judy started blaring the horn, and I heard her mutter to herself: "We're just driving, we're just driving, which is legal. I hate this." I asked them both if they were scared. "I do not feel scared, but I probably should," Lime said.

Judy said she had been out on patrol days after Good was killed, and had gotten boxed in and yelled at by federal agents. "It was very scary," Judy told me. "Murdering someone definitely works as an intimidation tactic. You just have no idea what is going to happen." She said that ICE agents had taken a picture of her license plate and then later showed up at her house, leaning out of their car to take another picture--making it clear to Judy that they knew who she was.

Green Bean had told me the same thing--that agents had come to her house, followed her when she left, and then blocked her vehicle and screamed at her to "stop fucking following us. This is your last warning." Green Bean was able to laugh while retelling this. "I just stared at them until they left," she said.

We drove past Good's memorial. Tributes to her--flowers and letters--were still there, covered in a light powder of snow. We didn't know at the time that residents would soon set up another memorial, for Pretti.







The broad nature of the civil resistance in Minnesota should not lead anyone to believe that no one there supports what ICE is doing. Plenty of people do. Trump came close to winning the state in 2024, and many people here, especially outside the Twin Cities, believe the administration's rhetoric about targeting "the worst of the worst," despite what the actual statistics reveal.

"You don't have to go too far south" to find places where Minnesotans "welcome ICE into their restaurants and bars and sort of love what they do," Tom Jenkins, the lead pastor of Mount Calvary Lutheran Church in suburban Eagan, which is also helping with food drives, told me. "A lot of people are still cheering ICE on because they don't think that whatever people are telling them or showing them is real."

Although most of the coverage has understandably focused on the cities, suburban residents told me that they had seen operations all over the state. "There are mobile homes not far from where I live," Jenkins said. Agents "were there every day, you know: 10, 15, 20 agents working the bus stops and bus drop-offs." He added: "They're all over."

Even among those involved in opposing ICE in Minnesota, people have a range of political views. The nonviolent nature of the movement, and the focus on caring for neighbors, has drawn in volunteers with many different perspectives on immigration, including people who might have been supportive if the Trump administration's claims of a targeted effort to deport violent criminals had been sincere.

"One of the things that I believe, and I know most of the Latino community agrees, is that we want the bad people out. We want the criminals out," Pastor Miguel, who immigrated from Mexico 30 years ago, told me. "All of us came here looking for a better life for us and for our children. So when we have criminals, rapists--when we have people who have done horrible things in our streets, in our communities--we are afraid of them. We don't want them here."

The problem is that federal agents are not going after just criminals. Growing distraught, Pastor Miguel said that one of the men who helped organize the food drive, a close friend of his who he believed had legal status, had been picked up by federal agents the day before I visited.

"I just--I didn't have words," he said. "And yet I cannot crumble; I cannot fall. Because all these families also need us."

Two days after Pretti was killed, my colleague Nick Miroff broke the news that Gregory Bovino, the Border Patrol official who had led the operation in Minneapolis, would be leaving the city and replaced by Trump's border czar, Tom Homan. Bovino, strutting around in body armor or his distinctive long coat, seemed to relish his role as a villain to his critics, encouraging aggressive tactics by federal agents and sometimes engaging in them himself. The day I accompanied Green Bean and Cobalt, Bovino fumbled with a gas canister before throwing it into a sparse crowd of protesters.

Bovino's departure seemed an admission that Minnesotans aren't the only Americans who won't tolerate more deaths at the hands of federal agents. The people of Minnesota have forced the Trump administration into a strategic retreat--one inflicted not as rioters or insurgents, but as neighbors.

After Friday's protest, when thousands marched in frigid downtown Minneapolis, chanting, "No Trump, no troops, Twin Cities ain't licking boots!" I spoke with a young protester named Ethan McFarland, who told me that his parents are immigrants from Uganda. He had recently asked his mother to show him her immigration papers, in case she got picked up. This kind of state oppression, he said, is exactly what his mother was "trying to get away from" when she came to the United States.

McFarland's remarks reminded me of something Stephen Miller, the Trump adviser, had written: "Migrants and their descendants recreate the conditions, and terrors, of their broken homelands." In Minnesota, the opposite was happening. The "conditions and terrors" of immigrants' "broken homelands" weren't being re-created by immigrants. They were being re-created by people like Miller. The immigrants simply have the experience to recognize them.

The federal surge into Minneapolis reflects a series of mistaken MAGA assumptions. The first is the belief that diverse communities aren't possible: "Social bonds form among people who have something in common," Vance said in a speech last July. "If you stop importing millions of foreigners into the country, you allow social cohesion to form naturally." Vance's remarks are the antithesis to the neighborism of the Twin Cities, whose people do not share the narcissism of being capable of loving only those who are exactly like them.

A second MAGA assumption is that the left is insincere in its values, and that principles of inclusion and unity are superficial forms of virtue signaling. White liberals might put a sign in their front yard saying IMMIGRANTS WELCOME, but they will abandon those immigrants at the first sensation of sustained pressure.

And in Trump's defense, this has turned out to be true of many liberals in positions of power--university administrators, attorneys at white-shoe law firms, political leaders. But it is not true of millions of ordinary Americans, who have poured into the streets in protest, spoken out against the administration, and, in Minnesota, resisted armed men in masks at the cost of their own life.




The MAGA faith in liberal weakness has been paired with the conviction that real men--Trump's men--are conversely strong. Consider Miller's bizarre meltdown while addressing Memphis police in October. "The gangbangers that you deal with--they think that they're ruthless? They have no idea how ruthless we are. They think they're tough? They have no idea how tough we are," Miller said. "They think they're hard-core? We are so much more hard-core than they are." Around this time, Miller moved his family onto a military base--for safety reasons.

The federal agents sent to Minnesota wear body armor and masks, and bear long guns and sidearms. But their skittishness and brutality are qualities associated with fear, not resolve. It takes far more courage to stare down the barrel of a gun while you're armed with only a whistle and a phone than it does to point a gun at an unarmed protester.

Every social theory undergirding Trumpism has been broken on the steel of Minnesotan resolve. The multiracial community in Minneapolis was supposed to shatter. It did not. It held until Bovino was forced out of the Twin Cities with his long coat between his legs.

The secret fear of the morally depraved is that virtue is actually common, and that they're the ones who are alone. In Minnesota, all of the ideological cornerstones of MAGA have been proved false at once. Minnesotans, not the armed thugs of ICE and the Border Patrol, are brave. Minnesotans have shown that their community is socially cohesive--because of its diversity and not in spite of it. Minnesotans have found and loved one another in a world atomized by social media, where empty men have tried to fill their lonely soul with lies about their own inherent superiority. Minnesotans have preserved everything worthwhile about "Western civilization," while armed brutes try to tear it down by force.

No matter how many more armed men Trump sends to impose his will on the people of Minnesota, all he can do is accentuate their valor. No application of armed violence can make the men with guns as heroic as the people who choose to stand in their path with empty hands in defense of their neighbors. These agents, and the president who sent them, are no one's heroes, no one's saviors--just men with guns who have to hide their faces to shoot a mom in the face, and a nurse in the back.



This article originally misstated the amount of food sent out by Iglesia Cristiana La Vina Burnsville.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/01/the-neighbors-defending-minnesota-from-ice/685769/?utm_source=feed
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For a man at the center of history, Minnesota Governor Tim Walz has remarkably little information. Walz still doesn't know the name of the two officers who shot Alex Pretti. He doesn't have any proof that the officers actually have been placed on administrative leave, as the Department of Homeland Security claimed yesterday. And he has no guarantees, yet, that immigration agents will leave the state. "I don't trust 'em," he said on Wednesday in an interview with The Atlantic.

It's true that President Donald Trump finally did call Walz this week for the first time since tragedy began to unfold in Minneapolis. Trump has been facing political pressure over how his administration has handled Pretti's shooting, even from supporters. Reaching out directly to Walz was one way to de-escalate.

Trump's tone in the phone call was conciliatory, Walz said. But the president didn't make too many concrete concessions. Walz told Trump he needed to "immediately" drop the investigation into the widow of Renee Good, the first U.S. citizen fatally shot by federal agents deployed to the city. Trump said he would check with FBI Director Kash Patel.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, our staff writer Isaac Stanley-Becker interviews Walz at his office in St. Paul. They discuss Walz's phone call with Trump, the governor's dealings with other administration officials, and the surreal nature of the past few weeks in Minneapolis. Stanley-Becker also asks what Walz might do if federal agents don't, in fact, leave Minnesota.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: This week, Donald Trump spoke on the phone with Tim Walz, the Minnesota governor he considers a political enemy. The call was something of a minor concession in a week of minor concessions.

The killing of Alex Pretti by federal agents looks like a turning point. Trump started hearing objections from everywhere, including people who normally support him: Republicans, gun-rights advocates, celebrities, athletes.

So the president made some moves: He ushered [Border Patrol official] Greg Bovino out of Minnesota, the Department of Homeland Security said they put the two agents involved in Pretti's shooting on administrative leave, and Trump called for a "big investigation" into the shooting.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. In this episode, an interview with Walz.

[Music]

Isaac Stanley-Becker: I was out reporting in and around Minneapolis, and this interview with Governor Walz had been set for 3 o'clock, so make my way over to the Capitol--


Rosin: Atlantic staff writer Isaac Stanley-Becker interviewed the governor on Wednesday to get a sense of whether he thinks the promises Trump is making will make a difference on the ground in Minnesota.

Isaac, welcome to the show.

Stanley-Becker: Thanks, Hanna.

Rosin: So going into this interview with Tim Walz, what was the main thing that you were wondering about?

Stanley-Becker: I think I had some practical questions for him about how much he knew about certain really basic details--or, I guess, details that one would assume, under ordinary circumstances, the governor of a state would know, such as: What exactly are federal agents doing in his state? How many of them are there? What are they up to? And then also: What are the names and the identities of federal agents who had just killed a resident of his state?

And just right off the bat, one of the striking things was that he had little information and, in the second case, no information about these questions. So that was a rather striking finding. And I think part of what I then wanted to understand from him related to that is what that's like for a governor in this moment, to be in that kind of situation.

Stanley-Becker: So you said that Minnesotans don't let their guard down. It seemed for a moment like there was a real risk that things were unraveling in terms of what's unfolded here. Have we kind of gotten past that? Have we moved into a somewhat-better place, or is there still a risk of things really spinning out of control, in your mind?
 Governor Tim Walz: Well, I think that has a lot more to do with how the White House and President Trump responds. Look, I think there's a little downturn here, but I don't think anybody in America thinks this downturn was because Alex was murdered or Renee [Good] was murdered or the chaos that's on the streets here. I think it's because there was bad politics for him.
 And I've talked to the White House, talked to the president, talked to [White House "border czar"] Tom Homan, talked to all kinds of people over the last few days. The interesting thing was, the only thing they never talked about--they never mentioned Alex's name. They never mentioned Renee's name. They never asked how the families were. I've been talking to 'em. They didn't really even ask me how Minnesotans were doing in this. They said, What can you do to help us? What can you do to cooperate more? Most of that was misinformation.
 So, look, you gotta be hopeful. I've got to figure out how to deal with this. This is a very transactional White House; that's probably the understatement of the world. I go from being called a Communist and the person who started this to: We're on the same wavelength to fix this.
 We're on the same wavelength--we want this to end. But I don't know if the White House end state looks the same as mine, 'cause my end state is: You need to get these people out of here. You need to quit the assault on this state. And, look, you're seeing it in the streets: It's a physical assault. It's an armed force that's assaulting, that's killing my constituents, my citizens. But there is an all-out attack on all of state government--all the things that make Minnesota great.
 Stanley-Becker: Did you see what Pete Hegseth wrote on Twitter, where he said, "ICE > MN," or ICE above Minnesota? I'm wondering what your reaction to that kind of message is.
 Walz: He's a Minnesotan, for your listeners on this, and not that I would talk about that often, but it's despicable. It is absolutely despicable. Nothing on there, again, about the families, nothing about what's going, and this untrained force that anybody, to the casual observer, knows these folks don't know what they're doing.
 The great example is they had control of the Whipple building, the federal building. That's the place where they stage 'cause they're not gonna use state property. And every day, it was a confrontation. They would come out of there all geared up, like they're in Afghanistan. They would charge people--retired teachers, nurses, students, people who were out there expressing their First Amendment rights. They would throw gas at 'em. They would yell at them. They would heckle. They would do all that.
 Well, to try and ease this tension, we took that over--we being the state--and I sent National Guard, folks I served alongside for the years I was in. And my first directive to them was, as I said, When you get up there, I said, you deliver doughnuts. You deliver hot chocolate. You deliver coffee. And you learn the names of those people who are there, 'cause they're human beings; they're your neighbors. And my Guard troops are there--no masks on, names on--they're delivering that, and now the protesters are asking if they can deliver food to the National Guard who are away from their family. That's how you do policing.
 Now, look, if those protesters do something that crosses the line--if they throw something or if they would cross that line from nonviolence--we will arrest them because we're rule of law. But rule of law means we respect their right to protest.
 So there's a resiliency here, but there's just deep frustration. And I keep hearing from the White House that we need to cooperate. I don't know what you want me to say about cooperating with a force who clearly was doing everything wrong, and then, before Alex's body was cold, they were sullying his name. They were saying lies. They were making outrageous comments. And there were some news-media outlets that were following along on that. This has got to end. This has gotta end.
 Stanley-Becker: So the president didn't ask about Alex or his family. Can you just say a little bit more about what he did say, and is there anything about the conversation that surprised you? This is, if I understand it correctly, only the second time you've spoken, the first being in 2020.
 Walz: I think I've spoken to him a couple times. I've been to the White House. I spoke to him during COVID, and I spoke to him in 2020.
 Like I said, he's been saying all kinds of horrible things about me and the people of Minnesota, and the one thing is, he at least tells what his real issue is: He's lost here three times, and he thinks the elections--and so he has the [attorney general] ask for our election rolls.
 Look, he said, Tim, this is very bad. I said, Yes, it's very bad. And he goes, I just don't understand you Minnesotans. This worked fine in New Orleans, worked fine in Louisville. I said, You didn't kill anybody in Louisville or New [Orleans], and you got thousands of people here, Mr. President.
 Well, if you just cooperate--we've already taken 14,000 people. And I had to tell him--I said, You have not taken 14,000 people. That's factually inaccurate. But I said, We want you to get outta here. We want to do the things. And I said, I follow federal law. My prisons, if there's a detainer, we give 'em over to you, so don't say that.
 And he said, Well, I think we can work together. And I said, Well, to work together, you need to do two things: You need to get these guys outta here, and you need to make sure that we get to be part of these investigations. And if charges need to be brought, we need to do it.
 Stanley-Becker: And what did he say about that?
 Walz: He said, I'll look into 'em. And then last night, I think he said that he would personally be in charge of the investigations, which should horrify every American 'cause it's a violation of that separation that he is now running the Department of Justice. And I would just say that I appreciate your offer, Mr. President, but the last thing we want is for you to supervise the investigations into these two murders.
 And he said we would work together. And he said, I'll send Tom Homan out. And I will say this, that Tom Homan landed on the ground, gave me a call right away. We met yesterday, right away in the morning. We came up with a plan. I had my public-safety folks in there, all professional law enforcement. And we're gonna get back together. He's meeting with some of them today--them being [the Minnesota Department of] Corrections, [Bureau of Criminal Apprehension,] State Patrol. And then tomorrow, I'm gonna expect that he's able to tell me how many of these forces are gone and what the next step is.
 It was more professional--because Greg Bovino never called me; [DHS Secretary] Kristi Noem never called me. They never called any of our people. So at least Tom Homan understood, Look, this is a mess. This is wrong.
 Now, what he thinks is wrong, I've yet to be seen, but I thought it's important that we created a space here, a window of opportunity--and in my opinion, that was about 48 to 72 hours--that if we don't see a massive change here, I have no choice but to go back and tell my folks that you're not doing it.
 And, look, Minnesotans are out there saying, Well, what are you gonna do if they don't leave? Well, that's our next step to figure out.
 Stanley-Becker: Well, what are you gonna do if they don't leave and if the situation doesn't improve?
 Walz: We're gonna continue to go to the courts. They're going to continue to get news that shows they are more unpopular in immigration than any president in the last 50 years, and this was supposedly that. And I would remind them we had a special election here yesterday in Minnesota. The results of that race was 95 to 5--the Democrat won. It's a pretty blue district, but I think you see what's happening here.


[Music]

Rosin: Was there any point where Walz felt like he could have done anything differently to de-escalate or tone things down or even prevent what happened? Because he came in somewhat hot, I would say, in his interview with you.

Stanley-Becker: I think he's been pretty adamant that state and local governments have operated carefully and competently here. And he was firm in his position that, when it comes to immigration enforcement, they'll comply with federal law, but they're not gonna go out of their way to take these steps to assist Trump's immigration-enforcement operations.

Walz: I'm not sure I can do much more. I'm not gonna send my police in to search preschools. I'm not gonna have them walk down the street and ask brown people for their papers. I'm not gonna do that, because that's not my job and I don't think it's constitutional.
 If they wanna do their job--and they've operated for decades, since they've been formed in Minnesota--and if you wanna do it by due process, with humanity, with decency, and by the law, we've always worked with you, so I don't know what more they want.
 I'm not gonna join you in battle gear with my people on the streets. I'm not going to grab 5-year-olds out of day cares. I'm just simply not gonna do that. And I'm not gonna not hold you accountable when you do this.
 Can we all just ground ourselves, again, that after the first murder, the vice president of the United States said, You have absolute immunity? I don't know, if I'm Yale, I'm embarrassed. You gave a law degree for that? I don't have one, and I know that's not true. But look at what he said.
 And I'm telling you, the attitude and the aggressiveness and the interactions of this, countless things--reporters have been there--that these guys joking like it's a video game and things like that. The disruption and the moral harm that they have done to our state is unimaginable.
 And I would just say, if you're watching this from the outside, and you see some of this, it's worse than you think; it's deeper than you think. I think they hate us 'cause we have low childhood-poverty rates. I think they hate us because we have high homeownership rates. I think they hate us because we have a progressive taxation system, meaning if you're rich, you're gonna pay more. I think they hate this 'cause it's a state that works. And that assault will come to your state soon.


[Music]

Rosin: After the break, we hear Governor Walz's reaction to the news that federal agents involved in the Alex Pretti shooting have been placed on leave--and if he thinks we're in a Fort Sumter moment.

[Break]

Rosin: We've all been reading and hearing a lot about Minneapolis, watching the videos. Did he address, at all, the trauma to the state--how it felt to be there?

Stanley-Becker: Oh, boy. He described this as utterly dire.

Walz: We've got students not in school. We've got students who are afraid. We have people now, and I just have to say it: I have--


Stanley-Becker: One of the kind of amazing moments to me was when he talked about Suburban vehicles, these SUVs, that his own residents, his own constituents, mistook that for ICE vehicles and basically fled from him.

Walz: I've watched it: I've watched people run. I've watched people run when it's driving. And you think about the psychology of the stress that is. You see vehicles around here that look like this that say, We're not ICE. I'm a teacher, or whatever.
 I asked my team--I said, Maybe we need to say, "It's security perspective." I think most Minnesotans wouldn't run or one-finger-salute me, but you can feel the fear.
 Stanley-Becker: Well, what's the logical end point of this, of this kind of vendetta and also of this kind of open hostility against blue states, blue communities? Do you worry about a kind of civil-war scenario in this country?
 Walz: Well, I don't wanna alarm people, but the people who think that Governor Walz should call in the National Guard and arrest ICE--guns pointed, American at Americans, on this is certainly not where we want to go.
 I think what you're seeing is, is the power far beyond the bullet in this is the people, the people who are out there. The way this ends is, quite honestly, if they're not able to--and I think [Attorney General] Pam Bondi played the hand, interfering with our election systems--they will be wiped out, and this White House will spend the next two years in court, with people facing, potentially, prosecution, and they will not be able to do their agenda.
 But I hear Americans on this, is: What makes you think we can get to November? I'll go back to my analogy on this: Winter's long, but we're prepared for it. If it takes being in the streets 'til November, we'll be there. If it takes fighting them in court 'til November, we'll be there.
 And I said--just for their thing, if they wanna think about this-- Minnesota's always first or second in voter turnout. Do you not think that tens of thousands of people who stood out in 40 below zero are not gonna show up in a heated voting booth to vote against this? (Laughs.) If you're a Republican, you're gonna lose here. And that is going to have repercussions. And, look, people can make peace with their own morality on this, but at some point in time, these people are thinking about that, and you're seeing it across there.
 I think there's some that actually have conscience. I think [Representative] Tom Massie, I served with, actually does. I think [Senator] Thom Tillis, who I served with and served on committees with. I think these folks truly do have it. I think they found their spine. I think it's spreading like wildfire.
 And what I do know is, if that catches a little more fire, you're gonna see the most impotent, ineffective presidency you've ever seen, because it's shut down. They can shut it down. They keep asking, What are the Democrats gonna do? We need to do more; we need to do everything. Republicans can end this.
 Stanley-Becker: One more question on the National Guard, and you said people want you to order the Guard to arrest the agents. Have you thought about a scenario, a kind of worst-case scenario, in which there's a clash between these different parts?
 Walz: We work at everything to avoid that. And I think, following the law--and it's one thing that we've always done: I will follow the law to a T. I spent eight hours in front of Congress talking about our state. We're not a sanctuary state. Now, do counties have the ability to make their own? Sure, they do. And that's always been Minnesota law.
 They try to make the case that we're not helping; we're not doing this. We have. We follow the law all the way. But I said, We get to this point--it's what I told them--at what point are we going to have to stand up and push back more? You killed our people, you closed the crime scene, and you won't tell us who they are.
 Does it strike you as strange that I've had two of my citizens killed--in one, they're angry, they being DHS and the president, are angry that it feels like they got doxxed with [Jonathan] Ross's name, who was part of the shooting of Renee-- but I don't know who did this. I don't know if these guys are on the streets right now here in Minneapolis.
 Stanley-Becker: Well, so there's been reporting that they were placed on administrative leave. You still don't know the names of these officers?
 Walz: No. No. And I gotta be honest with you--to be generous in this, I'll do my Ronald Reagan: "Trust, but verify"--I can't verify this, so I don't trust 'em. I don't trust 'em they're on administrative leave. And at this point in time, I told Tom, I'm gonna give you the benefit of the doubt, but unless I see a reduction in these folks on the streets, I'm gonna have to say that to my folks.
 So, look, I think we all wanna avoid that, but I think the reality has sunk in this week. If you thought you could pass this by and you thought there was nothing there, is this a Fort Sumter, John Brown--where are we at on this?
 And we're doing everything right, and I have said it time and time again: The way you win this is through nonviolence, that you cannot do violence. And I know my constituents are mad at me for saying that. They're shooting us. They're killing us. They're beating us. They're taking our children. But you see what's happening now. For all that power and all that cruelty, they are retreating massively.
 Now, I believe they'll only retreat far enough to get to the next day or the next news cycle, but again, they underestimated this state, and I think they're underestimating the American people. I'm still baffled--if you were gonna pick two states to mess with, Maine and Minnesota, especially in the middle of winter, not smart.
 Stanley-Becker: You're still under investigation--is that right?
 Walz: As far as I know.
 Stanley-Becker: Did that come up at all in the conversation with the president?
 Walz: I will not bring it up. The only thing I asked him on the investigations was I told both the president and Tom Homan they needed to immediately drop the investigation into Renee Good's wife. And, as a show of goodwill to us, I expected that to be done today; I don't know if it has been yet. But I will not bring up any of the others, but that one I feel very strongly about.
 Stanley-Becker: What did the president say about that?
 Walz: I don't think he replied anything on that, but Tom Homan said he would call [FBI Director] Kash Patel and check with people. He told me that.
 Stanley-Becker: Is there anything else about the president's tone or the dynamic that surprised you or stuck out to you from Monday?
 Walz: Other than he was conciliatory towards me, which I know he despises me with a burning passion that I don't understand. (Laughs.) I feel like I'm a pretty nice guy; I don't know. But he was very cordial, which I've learned enough about this to read him, that he needed something from me badly, so he had to change that. We'll see.
 Stanley-Becker: Do you think that there's a chance that this might change the immigration debate? And do you think that would be a short-term change or do you think a real transformation in the way the country and the Congress handle this really vexed issue?
 Walz: Well, I'd like to think that. I thought we were getting close, and I, whether in Congress and as a governor, but when we've been close to this--I really do believe that the Biden administration had a good one on that, and I think it's pretty clear they killed that 'cause they wanted it to be an election issue. And it was. It was a powerful election issue, and we didn't have enough to push back in the election of 2024.
 But if you really wanna fix this, and that's what I keep saying is, it's this straw-man argument that, Well, you're not cooperating with us. You don't care if there's criminal, illegal--their language--criminal undocumenteds. Well, of course I care about that, but I also care deeply and understand that someone who's willing to carry their children across the Darien Gap, risk life and limb to come here, and clean our homes, and get their children into school, and put little bunny ears on 'em in a Spider-Man backpack, I'm gonna go ahead and stand with those people and figure out a way they can stay.


[Music]

Rosin: There were points when he was talking to you where it seemed like it was surreal, the experience that he just went through, like [Margaret] Atwood novel-kind of surreal.

Stanley-Becker: I think there's something surreal about this whole moment, and some of our colleagues have chronicled this really well. But just before we went in for the interview, I was on the phone with a pastor and a mother of four children who was describing her own work and trying to document ICE and kind of interrupt these operations.

And she was saying, like, I'm driving my child to school, and I'm getting these messages about ICE operations in my community, and I'm thinking, Should I go and do this? But, no, I don't wanna get killed and have my son be motherless. So these monumental decisions that are being made by just ordinary people who are not familiar with these kind of stakes, I think there is something surreal about the whole experience.

Walz: This is nuts. It is absolute insanity. And I don't know, when it's written afterwards, I hate to make the comparisons of this, but no one's ever seen this.
 Stanley-Becker: Yeah, well, you saying--
 Walz: And I worry about this--
 Stanley-Becker: --Fort Sumter, it's a profound comparison, but--
 Walz: The discipline of the people on the streets here--because, look, everybody's armed; this is America, and this is Minnesota. Myself included.


Stanley-Becker: He brought up these analogies, including John Brown, as a way of suggesting that people in Minnesota were making different decisions. They were not resorting to that kind of violence. So that's what I took him to be saying.

But I also took him to be saying that we don't know how these moments are going to unfold and the kind of dire consequences they might have, so we need to be careful, especially in a hair-trigger environment and in an environment where we just, frankly, are seeing things that are unprecedented, that we don't know the kind of violence or damage could be done.

[Music]

Stanley-Becker: So there's certainly a risk of hyperbole, but I think that there is also a risk of understatement and not fully coming to grips with the possible consequences of what we're seeing.

Rosin: Well, Isaac, thank you so much for doing this interview and for joining us today.

Stanley-Becker: Thank you so much.

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West, with reporting from Jocelyn Frank. It was edited by Kevin Townsend. 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.



This article originally said Stanley-Becker spoke with Walz at his office in Minneapolis; in fact, the governor's office is St.Paul.
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America's Convenience-Store Conundrum

The Trump administration's "real food" campaign will go only so far as the offerings at your local mini-mart.

by Nicholas Florko

Wed, 28 Jan 2026




Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has a new rallying cry: Eat real food. It's an intuitive piece of advice--snack on some grapes instead of potato chips, trade that microwaveable mystery meat for a grilled chicken breast. The tagline has accompanied the new Dietary Guidelines for Americans, the government's official nutrition recommendations, which call for Americans to prioritize whole foods and limit processed ones. "It's time to start eating real food again," the health secretary said during a speech in Pennsylvania last week. The Trump administration has even launched a new website, realfood.gov, which welcomes visitors with an animation of a steak, a carton of whole milk, and a head of broccoli.



The path toward Kennedy's goal runs through an overlooked piece of the food landscape: convenience stores. The purveyors of late-night hot dogs, tins of Zyn, and countless varieties of gummy worms generally don't sell a lot of "real food." But in America's food deserts, convenience stores are more than just places to pick up a snack--they're grocery stores. The USDA estimates that tens of millions of Americans live in low-income areas with limited access to grocery stores. Mini-marts such as 7-Eleven and Sheetz "have an outsized role in our food system because they are the only food access point in many neighborhoods," Hilary Seligman, an expert on food insecurity at UC San Francisco, told me.



The Trump administration does have a tool it can use to force the humble mini-mart to stock healthier options. Food stamps are an essential part of convenience stores' business, but to participate in the program, retailers must carry products across a range of food groups. Those standards are poised to get an overhaul: "We are requiring that every outlet that accepts food stamps double the amount of real food that it sells in its facility," Kennedy said last week. That decision is really up to Secretary of Agriculture Brooke Rollins, whose agency runs the food-stamp program, and she made similar comments at a press conference earlier this month. When I asked the Department of Agriculture for more details about the planned changes, a spokesperson directed me to a proposal released in draft form last fall. Under those new rules, stores would be required to carry seven varieties of food across four categories: protein, dairy, grains, and vegetables and fruits.

Read: The new food-stamp rules will make your head spin

The move could put us one step closer to healthy convenience stores, which have long been a dream of some nutrition reformers. Several experiments in different cities--including in Baltimore, New Orleans, and Denver--have tried to alleviate the problem of food deserts by improving the offerings at local mini-marts. A review of these pilot programs found "consistent improvements across most of the trials in the availability and sale of healthy foods, the purchase and consumption of those foods, and consumer knowledge."



But the Trump administration's plan isn't perfect. Under the draft proposal, corner stores won't have to follow any specific nutritional guidelines, so long as they meet the food-group standards. The Center for Science in the Public Interest, a consumer-advocacy group, has warned that the new standards mean that stores could stock Fruity Pebbles to fulfill the grain requirement, and sugary canned peaches for the fruit requirement. "It would be very easy for a retailer to meet the proposed rule by stocking foods in each staple food category that are high in added sugar, sodium, saturated fat, and refined grains," Joelle Johnson, the deputy director of CSPI, told me.

Read: Why don't convenience stores sell better food?

Changing mini-marts for good won't be easy. Owners stock their stores based on what sells, and available data suggest that "real food" isn't exactly driving sales. A recent analysis by Lula Commerce, an online-shopping tool for convenience stores, found that alcohol, soda, and energy drinks were the top items ordered by their stores' customers. And a 2021 report by the National Association of Convenience Stores pointed to packaged beverages, cigarettes, and salty snacks as among the best sellers. Convenience stores are concerned that stocking healthy products will just mean wasted shelf space in their already crowded stores. They typically don't have the margins necessary to swap out a section of the drink cooler to stock cauliflower or salmon filets, especially when these products may rot. NACS supports aspects of the Trump administration's push to heighten the requirements for what these stores have to stock, Margaret Hardin Mannion, the group's director of government relations, told me. But, she added, "we have to be able to sell what our customers want to buy." Though the Trump administration is within its power to mandate that convenience stores participating in the food-stamps program stock as many healthy goods as it deems fit, that could easily backfire if retailers back out of the program entirely.

Until convenience stores actually give customers the option to buy strawberries instead of Slim Jims, it's hard to know exactly how well-founded their fears really are. The smattering of experiments that stocked mini-marts with fresh produce suggest that people do have some interest in eating healthier when they can. But many of these trials also included efforts meant specifically to drum up sales of healthy items. In one experiment in Baltimore, convenience stores were encouraged to stock certain healthy foods through subsidies from researchers. Retailers hung up posters to promote these new healthy foods, and some gave out coupons to encourage specific purchases. Replicating an experiment like this on the national scale would cost some major cash. (There are more than 150,000 convenience stores in the United States.) And it would require a real leap of faith from an administration that to date has focused much of its efforts on restricting the products that can be purchased with food stamps, and on rooting out alleged fraud within the program.



For now, RFK Jr. and other health officials are stuck with a convenience-store conundrum. The mini-mart embodies how hard it is to actually improve the American diet. It's enough of a challenge to get stores to stock their shelves with broccoli. But that still isn't a guarantee that people will put down the Doritos.
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What Should Americans Do Now?

We need a mass movement for basic decency.

by George Packer

Tue, 27 Jan 2026




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

The killings in Minneapolis of Renee Good and Alex Pretti have been compared to the murder of George Floyd, because they all happened within a few miles of one another, and because of the outrage they inspired. There's an important difference, though: In 2020 the United States was in turmoil, but it was still a state of law. Floyd's death was followed by investigation, trial, and verdict--by justice. The Minneapolis Police Department was held accountable and ultimately made to reform.

No one should expect justice for Good and Pretti. Today, nothing stands in the way of the brutal tactics of ICE and the Border Patrol. While President Trump seems to be trying to defuse the mayhem he's caused by reassigning a top commander, he is not withdrawing the federal agents from the state or allowing local authorities to investigate, let alone prosecute, them for their actions.

Authoritarianism doesn't disappear with the news cycle. The administration's automatic lies about the killings and slander of the victims are less a cover-up of facts than a display of utter contempt for them. Trump, Secretary of Homeland Security Kristi Noem, FBI Director Kash Patel, and other top officials seem to invite incredulity as a way to flex their power: We say black is white. Agree or you're a criminal. When Stephen Miller recently claimed that geopolitics is ruled by the "iron laws" of "strength" and "force," he was expressing the administration's approach to domestic governance as well. Those words are iron laws on American streets.

The prelude to the violence of January 7 and 24 came not in Minneapolis on May 25, 2020, but in Washington, D.C., on January 6, 2021. Trump and his supporters were prevented from stealing an election and overthrowing the Constitution by democratic institutions--Congress, the courts, the police, the media, and public opinion. But the insurrection never ended. By the time Trump returned to power and pardoned the insurrectionists, almost half of the country believed that January 6 was a patriotic demonstration, a false-flag operation, or just no big deal. Throughout 2025, institutions that once restrained the presidency weakened or fell away one by one, until earlier this month Trump told The New York Times that the only limit to his power is his own mind. That same day, January 7, authoritarianism had its predictable consequence in freezing Minneapolis with the execution of Renee Good.

Nick Miroff: Greg Bovino loses his job

If rogue federal agents can shoot American citizens dead with total impunity, then it doesn't matter whether state and local authorities, the courts, the media, the political opposition, and a mobilized public object. "ICE > MN," Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth wrote on social media--an assertion of raw force, not constitutional authority. When Trump and his loyalists call protesters terrorists and warn that disobeying orders will get you killed, they strip away any illusion that the federal government respects the lives, let alone the rights, of those who oppose it--potentially half the population or more.

A lawless regime is an illegitimate one. If the country seems to have reached a breaking point in Minneapolis, this is why. And yet Minneapolis also offers a compelling answer to the question that democracy-loving Americans have asked for the past year: What can I do? 

No historical precedent exists for where we are. Individuals and groups have often accused the U.S. government of denying their rights, and some of those accusations were irrefutable--as in the century between Appomattox and Selma, when the rights of Black Americans were denied throughout the South with the connivance of Washington. Some, though, were shams. In 1861, the Confederacy declared the government in Washington illegitimate and fired the first shots of the Civil War, not because any rights had been taken away from southern states--not even the right to hold human beings in bondage--but because they hated and feared Abraham Lincoln and his Republican Party. After the 2020 election, MAGA tried to claim that the election had been stolen and a Biden presidency would be illegitimate; truth and the law prevailed.

The federal government has never declared itself immune to the law and the Constitution while explicitly denying protection to peaceful opponents, until now. Many Americans who thought they were living under the rule of law feel paralyzed. The vague exhortation to "do something while you still can" creates a sense of urgency but doesn't provide a plan. Rather than inspiring action, the question of what to do more likely leaves you feeling depressed and alone. Not even the prospect of waiting out the year until the midterms provides much reassurance. Trump has made it clear that he will try to undermine any election that might cost him some of his power.

Without a constructive answer, the danger is that Americans who find themselves without legal remedies will turn to illegal and violent ones. That would be a catastrophic mistake, both strategically and morally.

So far, action has come in the form of either legal challenge or protest, including speeches and writings by politicians and public figures, and the occasional nationwide demonstrations known as "No Kings," which draw on patriotic imagery and the historic American aversion to tyranny. The key to the popularity of No Kings lies in its unifying name. The focus is not a single issue, such as abortion, immigration, Ukraine, or Gaza, but a broad stance against autocracy and for democracy. Its demonstrations are orderly, peaceful, good-tempered, and irreverent, featuring countless American flags. No Kings hasn't been hijacked by leftist groups with more extreme agendas, spouting strident anti-American language that's bound to repel ordinary people. But No Kings has been inconspicuous since October. It will have to transform itself into something much more potent than a once-a-quarter day of demonstration.

George Packer: Why the 'No Kings' protest moved me

In Minneapolis, as the scale and intensity of oppression increased, the answer to "What can I do?" evolved from protest to something riskier and more demanding: nonviolent resistance. As my colleague Robert Worth has reported, networks of Minneapolitans that had formed after Floyd's murder to protect their neighborhoods from both out-of-control police and rioters have been revived in the past few months to protect their immigrant neighbors from the invasion of federal agents. Residents undergo training in nonviolent resistance, which demands courage, wisdom, and restraint; they bring food to those hiding at home, escort children to school, and stand watch outside; they blow whistles and send out alerts on encrypted chats to signal the presence of ICE vehicles, and follow them; they try to de-escalate confrontations (sometimes with the opposite result), provide medical aid to the injured, and shame masked agents in military gear who seem poorly trained and undisciplined compared with the civilians.

Given the level of rage on the streets, the conduct of these local networks has been remarkable. One older suburban woman--nothing like the "lunatics," "domestic terrorists," or "assassins" Trump and his advisers see in Minneapolis--told Worth that she doesn't even consider her involvement political. Her preferred term for what she's doing is humanist. It could be a byword for the whole opposition to a cruel and predatory regime.

Minneapolis is setting an example for the rest of the country: a nameless, leaderless, self-organized movement. Self-organization is a term I heard from almost everyone I met in Ukraine shortly after the Russian invasion. It's an inherently hard form of activism, requiring high levels of motivation and trust. These obviously exist in the neighborhoods of South Minneapolis, where civic spirit and personal connections run deep. But replicating them on a wider scale--essentially, creating a mass movement for basic decency--raises obvious problems. That movement's energy might depend on the arrival of conspicuous federal oppression in other blue cities and states (which Trump has promised). It would have to remain decentralized and maintain its local integrity while creating a capacity for nationwide coordination. It could fall apart for lack of discipline, coherence, trust, and leadership--or, conversely, because of leadership that devolves into factionalism. The civil-rights movement confronted all of these problems, and overcame them.

No Kings or another group could consider organizing and training people in other parts of the country to join the kind of civic action on display in Minneapolis--to move from protest to nonviolent resistance. Beyond neighbor-to-neighbor support in a moment of crisis lies a wide range of means to withhold cooperation from an illegitimate government. The late theorist Gene Sharp laid them out, along with ideas for strategic planning, in books such as From Dictatorship to Democracy and Waging Nonviolent Struggle. Sharp's work has been used as an essential guide for democracy activists under dictatorial regimes in countries such as Serbia, Burma, and Iran. Americans should pick up these books and absorb their lessons.

Sharp analyzed various "methods of noncooperation"--political, economic, and social--that stop short of more aggressive disruptions. They include boycotts and strikes (such as the widely observed general strike in Minneapolis last Friday); refusal to participate in administration-supported organizations and events; "quasi-legal evasions and delays" and "reluctant and slow compliance" with government edicts; and finally, nonviolent civil disobedience. Anti-ICE actions that try to thwart the brutal and indiscriminate enforcement of immigration laws can become a form of civil disobedience.

Adam Serwer: Minnesota proved MAGA wrong

Nonviolent struggle carries serious risks. It can lead to social ostracism, legal harassment, state intimidation, prison, injury, and, as we've seen in Minneapolis, death. One sign of the authoritarian depth to which the U.S. has sunk under Trump is that none of these risks is hard to imagine. Examples accumulate every day. A movement of resistance against an illegitimate regime has a chance of succeeding only if it remains strictly nonviolent and avoids the familiar trap of sectarianism. It has to be democratic, patriotic, and animated by a sense of basic decency that can attract ordinary people--your TV-watching mother, your apathetic teen, your child's teacher, the retiree next door, the local grocer.

I keep asking myself whether it's wise to even consider these things. I don't want to sound alarmist, or delusional, or needlessly provocative. For an American who grew up in the postwar order with its apparently permanent rules, in a democracy with obvious flaws that nonetheless seemed on a course of gradual, inevitable progress, I find it extremely hard to assess the peril. I'm tempted to believe that the country will somehow return to normal, because I want it to be normal. We've never been here before, and either the nervous system overreacts or the imagination fails. After Minneapolis, I fear the latter more. Trump is taking the country on a path to tyranny. The first obligation for each of us is to see it and name it. The next is to figure out what to do about it.
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Purge the Public Servants

The destruction of the civil service can destroy democracy, too.

by Anne Applebaum

Fri, 30 Jan 2026




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

Kathleen Walters was only 23 days away from qualifying for early retirement at the IRS when she decided to quit, rather than acquiesce to a Trump-administration request that she break the law and compromise millions of people's privacy. She's one of hundreds of thousands of civil servants who have left or been fired from their federal-government jobs in the past year. In this episode, host Anne Applebaum speaks with Don Moynihan, an expert in the history of public policy from the University of Michigan. He explains how the destruction of America's civil service is part of the administration's greater effort to create a government that derives its power through unprecedented means and fundamentally disrupts democracy as we know it.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Kathleen Walters: I thought I would be at the IRS for six months when I joined, and those six months turned into almost two decades. My name is Kathleen Walters, and  I was an executive at the IRS for nearly 20 years, most recently serving as the agency's chief privacy officer. I've kind of worked with every administration all the way back to the early '90s. No other administration has personally ever asked me to do anything that was illegal, no. No.


Anne Applebaum: From The Atlantic, this is Autocracy in America. I'm Anne Applebaum. In this new season, I'm asking how the Trump White House is rewriting the rules of U.S. politics, and talking to Americans whose lives have been changed as a result. Today's episode examines the destruction of the civil service: the removal of professionals, and their replacement with loyalists. I've seen this kind of transformation before, in other failing democracies. Everyone suffers from the degradation of public services. Government institutions run by lackeys are also more easily manipulated by autocratic leaders, and no longer serve the public interest. Kathleen Walters found herself in the center of this story in 2025.

Walters: So on day one of the second Trump administration, it was clear things were going to be different because of the flurry of executive orders that were issued. I got word that some of our leaders might be negotiating with DHS over a memorandum of understanding--an agreement to share tax data. I was contacted by our acting commissioner, and they wanted to have an agreement signed with DHS to share data on immigrants. Certainly name, address, contact information was high on their list and, really, whatever we could give them. And they wanted to compile it and mix it with the data they received from all the other agencies, and--they didn't use this term, but it was very clear--create the most updated profile on each of the immigrants. I asked DHS for a sense of volume, and the individual representing DHS stated that he believed it would be about up to 7 million immigrants' data that they were requesting.
 That is very, very sensitive data, and we have one of the most complex privacy laws in the federal government. The lawyers determined that we could not give it to them legally. I had decided that I was not going to be able to facilitate something that, based on our attorney's input, was not lawful. So that weekend, I sent a resignation email to the acting commissioner.
 The decision to leave the IRS was the hardest thing I've ever done and yet the easiest decision. We all have boundaries in life. I had a clear one, and I was committed to it. So that made it easy. On the other hand, I also am the mom to a 9-year-old, who I'm responsible for caring for and paying for. I was 23 days shy of qualifying for early retirement, which would've given us some payments monthly and health insurance for life. So I had to tell my daughter what was going on, and I said, you know, We are gonna have to not spend as much money. We're probably not gonna go out to eat much. But this is what I did and this is why. And it still chokes me up. She said to me, Mom, even if we have to live in a tent in someone's yard, you made the right decision.
 Integrity, to me, it's the most important thing to maintain, because if you lose a job, you can get another job. But if you lose your integrity, it is very hard to get it back.


[Music]

Don Moynihan: I don't think this is an anomaly, and I think what it tells us is about the way in which Trump is managing the civil service in his second term in a fashion that's quite different from how he did in the first term.  

Applebaum: Professor Don Moynihan is an expert in the history of public policy, and teaches at the University of Michigan.

Moynihan: And a lot of these disagreements really boil down to whether the president can order people to break the law. It's a red flag when you see so many people saying, My god. This is so illegal that we cannot, in good conscience, stick around any longer.

Applebaum: Don, there are now many, many civil servants who have left or been fired, so tell us more about how this term may be different from President Trump's first term.

Moynihan: I spent a few years at the end of Trump's first term trying to think about how bad could it get in his second term. I did not anticipate just how bad it would become, partly because I didn't anticipate that so many laws, civil-service laws and other laws, would be broken with seeming impunity. One of his big lessons from his first term was that there are a lot of lawyers in government who are telling me, No, I can't do things. I need lawyers who will tell me, Yes you can. And so he's systematically pushing the envelope on policy and, in many cases, breaking the law. And then also replacing those lawyers with more amenable actors. And so we see again and again, principled public officials saying, We think this crosses the boundaries, effectively being put on administrative leave, being told to resign, or, in some cases, being fired.

Applebaum: I want to ask you about the implications of all that, but first I think it would be helpful to give a little background here, because the United States hasn't always had a professional, nonpartisan civil service. Until the Pendleton Act of the 1880s, we had something called the "spoils system," which meant that only loyal party members could get jobs in government. And that system created corruption. It encouraged bribery. It was inefficient. How did that change?

Moynihan: The first major civil-service reform bill is introduced during the Civil War by Charles Sumner. And it's a response to the perception that a lot of money is being wasted, the war effort is less efficient than it should be, partly because of the corruption that's embedded in the use of public funds. We see stories of, basically, large contracts going to people aligned with the party. And so it became clearer to the public that you couldn't really trust that the politicians were acting in the public interest when there was so much money sloshing around the public sector.

Applebaum: And so instead of that, we created a system that requires people to be hired and fired based on merit. And the Civil Service Reform Act, which comes later in the 20th century, also says you can't hire or fire people because of their political affiliations. Correct?

Moynihan: That's exactly right. The Civil Service Reform Act is the first act to actually write down what those merit principles are, and it specifies, very clearly, that employees cannot be treated differently because of their political affiliations.

Applebaum: And is the current administration adhering to this act?

Moynihan: Neither in spirit or in the letter of the law is the current administration adhering to this act, in my view. I think we're at the most dramatic attack on the civil-service system since its creation in the 1880s. It feels that there is an element of the spoils system that is returning, but also, there is this much more direct attack on democracy that is part of the mechanization and the weaponization of the civil-service system right now.

Applebaum: And is this an effective strategy for improving government efficiency?

Moynihan: We know that research tells us that more politicization leads to generally worse outcomes. And this is for a variety of reasons. One is that you get less competent people who work for government under more politicized regimes. The more talented people tend to leave. You also have officials who don't want to share bad news with their political principals. And so the presidents or the agency leaders are simply making worse decisions because they don't have good access to information.

I'll give you two examples of pieces of research here. One is that after the Pendleton Act, and the post office was no longer driven by patronage, you saw the accuracy and speed of mail delivery improve. So in a very specific way, you could see how performance got better. Another example is: The Bush administration used to rate agency programs on a one-to-five scale from "not performing" to "excellent." And one analysis found that programs that were run by career civil servants tended to perform better than programs that were run by political appointees, all else being equal. Once you add politicization, things tend to get worse; once you give autonomy to capable professionals, things tend to get better when it comes to performance.

Applebaum: I mean, is there a precedent of other countries that had meritocratic civil service sliding backwards? The only example that comes into my head, since my background is in writing Soviet history, is the Bolsheviks, in the Soviet Union. The Soviet state created a civil service in which you could only advance if you were a party member, and not only that, you had to publicly state your allegiance to the party and its constantly changing principles, whenever you were asked to do it. Is there another country, another example, that you think of?

Moynihan: In Hungary, they put party cronies in charge of major parts of the system through a privatization scheme. In Turkey, we saw mass purges of people who were perceived as not being aligned with the administration. And so there is a common pattern there that I think serves as a warning sign.

Applebaum: And where do you see those warning signs now, in America?

Moynihan: So I think we're seeing a multipronged attack on civil-service capabilities. Partly it's through hiring. They want to put more loyalists into civil-servant positions. Partly it's through firing. People who won't go along with breaking the law are being shown the door. And partly it's also through just instilling a culture of fear within our government.

Applebaum: Let's break those down. What is unprecedented about the way the Trump administration is hiring civil servants?

Moynihan: The Trump administration announced a new hiring process, which it claimed would bring in better candidates for public-sector jobs. There were a couple of really unusual aspects to that. One is that people would submit essays where they would be asked to name their favorite Trump executive order and how they would help serve President Trump. And so that is new--the idea that job candidates will be asked, How are you gonna serve this particular president? Even though the job is, you're supposed to serve every president, not just this individual president. The second part of the hiring process that's changing now is that political appointees are directly involved in choosing these civil servants, and so it eliminates any barrier between the political appointees--those who are directly loyal to the president--and the people who are hired, which makes it much more likely that the people who are hired are also going to share those same political loyalties to President Trump.

Applebaum: Of course, political appointees have always had some involvement with the civil service, but there still seems to be something different now. There's a culture of fear around these appointments that didn't exist before, and we know that that culture of fear is being created deliberately. And we know that because the architect of a lot of these changes, Russell Vought, at the Office of Management and Budget, has said, "We want the bureaucrats to be traumatically affected. We want to put them in trauma." How are we seeing that play out?

Moynihan: I certainly think that was his goal. He has been upfront about viewing the government as an enemy, wanting a much smaller bureaucracy. And I think he has succeeded. One thing that's important to understand is that this culture of fear that we're seeing is not just driven by Trump officials. It's also driven by Trump-aligned actors in broader society. And so, for example, Elon Musk might tweet about an individual government employee. They then get doxxed; they have to leave their home. You see private actors who are sort of conservative commentators identify individual civil servants. These could be FBI agents. And you read the next week: Those people have been fired.

And you also see a very organized effort, and some funded by organizations like the Heritage Foundation, to FOIA individual civil servants, to basically go through their emails, see if they can find any damaging language that would allow them to be fired, and to create, effectively, enemies lists, where individual civil servants are put on a website somewhere. There are lists of alleged crimes, which are often things like, Served on a DEI panel once, are listed. And then, again, you predictably see sometimes formal retaliation for that--a person might be put on leave or fired--but also informal attacks, where people get nasty phone calls, emails; sometimes people will turn up at their home and threaten them. And so the fear is not irrational. It is not just in the workplace; it's in the broader society that these civil servants are now working in.

Applebaum: The third warning sign you listed is the mass firings. Since the Trump administration has taken office, hundreds of thousands of civil servants have been fired or have quit. Are these mass firings legal? I had always assumed, prior to this administration, that it wasn't that easy to fire civil servants. In fact, this was one of the complaints that was sometimes made about them, is that they can't be fired. How is it possible that this administration can just tell thousands of people to leave their jobs?

Moynihan: There are so many things I thought were illegal that now appear to be legal. It's hard to keep a full list. If you asked me a year ago, Can the president eliminate an agency? or Can the president impound funds? I would've said, No, those are illegal things because that takes up congressional prerogatives too great an extent. They're clearly unconstitutional. And now we have seen the president do both of those things. When it comes to firing individual employees, it is onerous to fire an individual employee. You can fire them for calls. That is to say: If they're poor performers, you can fire them. They can appeal that decision. It can take a while to do that, but if you document the basis for the firing, it is possible to get rid of them. Ironically, it's somewhat easier to fire lots of employees, because there is a legal "reduction in force" process--RIFs--where agencies can say: Because we need to save money, or because of some reorganization, we are going to eliminate a lot of positions.

Whether the Trump administration is using those reduction-in-force authorities legally, I think, is a very open question. RIFs are very technical documents and there's a lot of procedures. It looks to me that the Trump administration has not followed in implementing those RIFs. Also, a huge number of people left through the deferred-resignation program, the so-called "fork in the road" voluntary-resignation program that Elon Musk introduced. It feels fairly clear to me that that was not following statutes, but a lot of people simply did leave, and it doesn't seem like the Supreme Court is gonna do anything about it. The ways in which there was mass firings of probationary employees--a judge has ruled those to be illegal, but he's also said: Well, it's too late to fix it now. And so there is this sort of disturbing trend where things that really do appear to be illegal in terms of how federal employees are treated are allowed to move forward. And then maybe, down the line, the court will say, Well, that wasn't right. But at that point, the remedy has pretty much walked out the door. Too much time has passed. So, for example, USAID doesn't exist as an agency anymore. And so even if the courts were to say, That was illegal, there's no workable solution for the employees who were laid off or for the programs that they were trying to implement.

Applebaum: Coming up after the break: The attack on the civil service may be part of a bigger project: Trump's entourage wants to change our system so that they can stay in power.

Moynihan: He's  issued executive orders claiming authority over elections that constitutionally he doesn't seem to have,  but that doesn't mean that a weaponized Department of Justice couldn't sue or investigate or harass states or individual election officials for what they regard as improper behavior, which could be behavior that's actually trying to maintain a free and fair election.
 Applebaum: That's after the break.


[Break]

Applebaum: Don, talk about the practical impact of these firings. Of course they are felt by the people themselves, who've lost their jobs, but how will this affect the public at large?

Moynihan: I think there are two ways to answer that question. And so the first way is to think about the federal workforce as a group of employees who work for you. Do you want a group of employees that are knowledgeable, committed to their job, really dedicated to the goals that they're trying to implement? And I think, historically, in America, we've mostly said yes. We get to hire some very smart people in government, partly because they care a lot about the mission, partly because they like the stability of government work. And so we probably get people who are coming not just for the paycheck--because they could earn more in the private sector--but because they're really committed to the statutory goals of protecting the environment or emergency management. If you think of yourself as a mini-CEO overseeing this workforce, what we're seeing is a bunch of structural changes that is gonna make it less easy for you to attract and retain good employees. They don't appreciate the lack of stability. They don't appreciate the toxic work environment, or being demonized. And so a lot of those people will exit, or they will never join the public sector in the first place. The stock of human capital in the workforce just gets worse.

Then we get to specific public services. And here, it's harder to say, Planes are going to drop out of the sky tomorrow because there's a 5 percent cut of FAA employees. And this is something about public services that is sometimes maybe a little different from private services, which is that the erosion of quality can be slower and harder to observe. I do think there are places we are starting to see this. Social Security has been struggling to serve its customers. I think the IRS--the fact that they're hiring back people now is an admission that they simply don't have enough people to manage the inflow of tax forms that will come at tax season. I think emergency management, to me, is a huge red flag, where FEMA did not have an especially bad summer in terms of natural disasters, but with flooding in Texas, it clearly was not as able to respond, partly because of the cuts and services, partly because of the extra layers of red tape that the DHS leadership imposed upon it. And so I think there will be more stories like that, where failures occur in a visible way. And then if you look at those failures honestly, you can say, Well, partly, this is because the Trump administration chose to reduce the capacity of these agencies.

Applebaum: So if things do begin to erode and government services begin to decline and more accidents happen with pollution or food safety, do you think people will make the connection between those accidents, and that erosion, and the attacks on the civil service?

Moynihan: What I do think is true is that there is a moment here of opportunity for civic education between the citizens of America and the government that serves them, where we can explain to them: Here it is; here's what your government does. Here's how your taxpayer dollars are spent. And when you sort of pull out these capacities, here's how things start to collapse. We mostly don't have those moments of opportunities, because they're mostly moments of really bad outcomes. I think about Hurricane Katrina. That was an opportunity where we understood that putting unqualified people in charge of FEMA contributed to some very bad outcomes for the residents of New Orleans. So I think the work to be done there is to connect these failures that we see with choices made by the administration to undermine state capacity.

Applebaum: Earlier, you directly linked the civil-service firings with a decline in democracy, and you've also written elsewhere that President Trump is trying to build a more authoritarian political system. Let's talk more specifically about what that means. For example, direct control of some state institutions could give a ruling party or leader advantages. So if the president can use the IRS to steal data or information, and use it in campaigns, or to initiate investigations against his enemies for political reasons, then the next time we go to vote, the playing field isn't level. And that's why neutral institutions that are meant to serve all of us shouldn't be politicized.

Moynihan: Yeah. You need nonpartisan institutions to, I think, also create trust in government. And if we look at independent agencies, or, let's say, take the Merit Systems Protection Board. This was created with the 1978 Civil Service Reform Act. These were the actors put in place, where if some employee is saying, I've been fired because of my political affiliation, or I've been fired because I wouldn't do something illegal, they have the final sort of judgment on whether discrimination on political basis took place. But President Trump has basically taken control of that entity, removed any Democrats and put only Republicans on it. And so it's no longer a credible check on government abuses at this point.

Applebaum: All of us have begun to focus on the midterms, and, clearly, the administration is nervous about them. How does the absence of thousands of federal civil servants, or the politicization of the civil service--how could it affect the elections? Do mass firings create an atmosphere of fear that impacts voting? What's the connection between these two things?

Moynihan: One part of the authoritarian checklist that Trump has struggled most with is elections, and that's partly because the constitutional system delegates the actual running of elections to state governments. And historically, the federal government has had minimal involvement over these processes. And, you know, right now that seems like a very good thing. But that doesn't mean that a weaponized Department of Justice couldn't sue or investigate or harass states or individual election officials for what they regard as improper behavior, which could be behavior that's actually trying to maintain a free and fair election. It doesn't mean that the president might not deploy the National Guard to election sites, or put ICE around election sites, on the claim that mass fraud is taking place. It is, I think, the area where Trump has made the least progress. But he's clearly interested in this as a topic, and he's issued executive orders claiming authority over elections that, constitutionally, he doesn't seem to have--as he has done in other areas.

Applebaum: This seems, to me, to be the central point: the possibility of elections being shaped or manipulated by the executive. It's not necessarily going to happen, but it's also important that we take the possibility seriously. How do you think we should be thinking this? Should we be behaving differently; should we be acting differently?

Moynihan: We're currently operating under an administration where you probably can't retain a significant job if you don't go along with the idea that somehow the 2020 elections were crooked. It does mean that the leadership of these agencies, like the Department of Justice, are going to be very much driven by people with this conspiratorial worldview, who are perhaps less dedicated to constitutional principles.

So I think in the blue states, you will have attorney generals who will be anticipating these efforts and will be, in some cases, responding to Department of Justice investigations. In red states, you're gonna have this partisan alignment between the president and the actors in charge of individual states. And so I think, in both cases, public support for elections, public support for maintaining the integrity of elections, will become very important. Visible demonstrations by members of the public, if they can start to realize that there are real threats here, will become, I think, useful in reminding society as a whole that these elections do not run themselves.

[Music]

Applebaum: Don, thank you so much.

Moynihan: It was my pleasure. Thank you, Anne.

Applebaum: Autocracy in America is produced by Arlene Arevalo, Natalie Brennan, and Jocelyn Frank. Editing by Dave Shaw. Rob Smierciak engineered and provided original music. Fact-checking by Ena Alvarado and Sam Fentress. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Anne Applebaum.

Next time on Autocracy in America:

Stacey Abrams: We cannot be so naive as to think that this is just about who wins a race. This is about who wins America. We could win. But we are very, very, very likely to lose if we keep treating this as business as usual.


Applebaum: That's next time, on our final episode of the season.
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: The Same Old Story

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

by Drew Goins

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




Updated with new questions at 3:45 p.m. ET on January 29, 2026.

In Princeton, New Jersey, a short stroll from the university you have heard of, there lies a little campus home to the Institute for Advanced Study. It was founded in 1930 not to confer degrees nor--God forbid!--to make money, nor even to conduct research toward any end in particular. The institute proclaims that its purpose is "the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake."

Founder Abraham Flexner reckoned that brilliant minds, once freed to pursue "useless satisfactions," would stumble upon discoveries of "undreamed-of utility," as he wrote in a magazine a few years into the institute's work. It seems to have worked for Albert Einstein, who had an office there. J. Robert Oppenheimer, too.

Enjoy this week's "useless" satisfactions. I look forward to your theory of everything the week after.

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

Thursday, January 29, 2026

	The recently released police drama The Rip stars what Hollywood duo, who rocketed to best-friend fame after co-writing the 1997 film Good Will Hunting?
 -- From David Sims's story on what is missing from the pair's on-screen reunion
 	Confederate forces fired the first shots of the Civil War in 1861 at what sea fort off the coast of Charleston, South Carolina?
 -- From Isaac Stanley-Becker's interview with Tim Walz about a possible modern analogue
 	The protest song "Streets of Minneapolis" is the latest release from what musician known for other political music, including "The Ghost of Tom Joad," "The Rising," and one very famous song about the singer's birthplace?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's essay on the enduring weight of protest songs




And by the way, did you know that one of the first American protest songs was "Yankee Doodle"? In 1755, a British doctor put new words to a popular tune, mocking the American colonists as "doodles," or simpletons, and "dandies," or fops.

Once war broke out, British fighters taunted their American opposition with the song, but as the tide shifted, the Americans embraced it and began belting it back with proud defiance. And in 1781, when the British surrendered at Yorktown, some witnesses reported that the moment was set to the music of "Yankee Doodle."

Until tomorrow.



Answers:

	Matt Damon and Ben Affleck. The Rip, David writes, is "the kind of nostalgia-inducing star vehicle" that would be best served by leaning into its leads' easy chemistry. Alas, its director appears too intent on faithfully depicting a police procedural to let audiences have much fun with the Boston buddies' reunion. Read more.
 	Fort Sumter. Walz, the governor of Minnesota, worries that the recent violence there by ICE officers cracking down on protests might cause a similar "national rupture," Isaac writes. Walz also predicts that the chaos visited upon his state will spread to others soon. Read more.
 	Bruce Springsteen. The artist's new song is in the same tradition as his "Born in the U.S.A." and so many other protest songs from Springsteen, Bob Dylan, Woody Guthrie, and more, Spencer writes. "Who expected to be living this far in the future," Spencer asks, "and yet trapped in the same old story?" 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.



Friday, January 23, 2026

	What 2025 film holds the record for most Oscar nominations, including one for its star, Michael B. Jordan (yes, just one, despite his playing two roles)?
 -- From David Sims's article on how the Oscars are rewarding Hollywood's big bets
 	In 1848, President James K. Polk offered Spain $100 million to renounce its claim to what Caribbean territory--an offer the Spanish rejected, meaning that the United States never came to own the island?
 -- From Vivian Salama's article on contemporary echoes of manifest destiny
 	The doctrine of foquismo--that a small group of guerrilla fighters can create the conditions for a revolution--was developed by what fighter of the 1950s and '60s?
 -- From Jason Burke's essay on the lessons of the previous century's radicals




And by the way, did you know that the United States spent only $10,000 on the last land that it outright purchased? In 1944, the country bought Water Island, 500 volcanic acres in the Caribbean just south of St. Thomas; it had purchased the Virgin Islands (including St. Thomas) from Denmark a few decades earlier.

Water Island was not then owned by Denmark, but rather the Danish East Asiatic Company. By World War II, the United States wanted Water Island too, to support military operations on St. Thomas, so it scooped up the land for a bargain.

This, however, was not the last time the United States tried to purchase land, and not even that decade. Two years after the Water Island purchase, the Truman administration offered Denmark $100 million in gold to buy ... Greenland.

Have a great weekend!



Answers:

	Sinners. The feting of Sinners and other swings for the fences (such as One Battle After Another) is a pivot for the Academy, David writes, which is coming off a yearslong tilt toward international and art-house movies. This is not a year, he says, in which the Academy will be struggling for relevance. Read more.
 	Cuba. There's a clear parallel to Donald Trump's quest for Greenland--a proposed acquisition that now looks as though it's not going to come to pass either. Vivian notes that Polk's failure to annex Cuba turned Americans against expansionism for decades to come. Read more. 
 	Che Guevara. Burke argues that extremist movements always learn from their forebears; nothing comes from nothing. And history shows that absent a political outlet for radical change, violence will necessarily resurge, he writes. Read more.


How did you do? Come back next week 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.



Thursday, January 22, 2026

	What establishment is known as the "nation's attic" for its vast collection of American artifacts?
 -- From Lily Meyer's article on the long-running argument over that attic 
 	The Arabic word for "everything" is the name of what website that concerns itself with elections, sports scores, geopolitical happenings, and basically any other predictable event a user can think up?
 -- From Saahil Desai's article on the danger of this sort of site
 	What political-science term describes a country with a weak government, an exploited working class, and an elite-controlled economy that usually depends on one (possibly fruity) commodity?
 -- From Marc Novicoff's essay on looking for a label for Donald Trump's governance




And by the way, did you know that the vaunted Athenians, inventors of democracy, most commonly selected their political officeholders by chance? Bronze tokens representing the adult men of Athens would be slotted into a carved-stone device called the kleroterion, then dice would be repeatedly dropped into the contraption to rule out tokens until only the number required to hold office remained.

The proper poli-sci term for this is sortition, which also applies to how the United States selects people for jury duty today. But imagine the rest of U.S. democracy working like that: You're tossing out your junk mail when you notice a letter from the feds--congrats, the big government Plinko board has decided you're serving one year in Congress. Good luck!



Answers:

	The Smithsonian. The world's largest museum complex is, naturally, more than just dusty storage, and the "attic" moniker belies the power the Smithsonian Institution has to shape the narrative of the United States, Lily writes. The story matters more than all the stuff--so it's no wonder people fight over it, she says. Read more.
 	Kalshi. Like Polymarket, Kalshi is one of those sites that purports to be a "prediction market" and not a gambling platform--repeat, not a gambling platform. Except, Saahil writes, any forum for betting is definitionally manipulable; the media outlets that breathlessly report odds as determined by Kalshi had better beware. Read more.
 	Banana republic. The term, typically applied to Latin American countries, doesn't really fit the United States, Marc writes (although artificial intelligence certainly seems like the country's banana right now), nor does authoritarianism, fascism, or kleptocracy. Rather, Marc argues, the United States might right now be a kakistocracy. Read more.




Wednesday, January 21, 2026

	The strangely shaped juhyo--"monsters" made where the wind sculpts snow around evergreen trees--appear each winter on Mount Zao, in a rural prefecture of what country?
 -- From Alan Taylor's collection of photos of the phenomenon 
 	The Trump administration this month posted images of politicians and celebrities sporting a particular type of mustache--a campaign intended to encourage consumption of what dietary item?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's article on one of the food world's longest wars
 	In internet slang, what four-letter first name can be applied to any muscular, romantically successful "alpha male"? (Drop a letter, and you get a word for a man who behaves boorishly toward women.)
 -- From Thomas Chatterton Williams's essay on the crisis of "looksmaxxing" 




And by the way, did you know that--speaking of snow monsters--the U.S. State Department in 1959 issued guidance on yeti expeditions? It informed Americans who wished to hunt for the abominable snowman that they would have to comply with certain rules set by Nepal: They needed to pay for a permit, they had to share any photographic evidence they found, and they were allowed to capture the yeti alive but could kill it only "in an emergency arising out of self defence."

Alas, this did not mean that State officials believed in the monster. Rather, they were trying to show their support for Nepalese sovereignty--and thus keep the country out of the clutches of a boogeyman that scared Americans even more than the yeti: communism.



Answers:

	Japan. The monsters make for eerie skiing in the mountains of Yamagata prefecture, the site of one of Japan's oldest resorts. If a jaunt there is out of the question, the photos Alan compiled are a stunning substitute. See the pictures.
 	Milk. The dairy 'staches are a throwback to the "Got Milk?" campaign launched in the 1990s. Now the Trump team wants everyone drinking whole milk specifically, Yasmin says--possibly to recapture America's lost promise? The details are fuzzy. What's clear, Yasmin writes, is that "the idealized era of perfectly safe, perfectly wholesome dairy never really existed." Read more.
 	Chad. (And your drop-a-letter answer is cad.) The Chad is one of the more legible elements of the corner of the internet devoted to "looksmaxxing"--the "monomaniacal commitment" to improving one's appearance, as Thomas puts it. Reporting on this troubling, uncompassionate subculture, Thomas concludes that it might be the perfect distillation of the moral crisis young men face. Read more. 




Tuesday, January 20, 2026

	Whereas Swedish institutions select the winner of every other Nobel Prize, the award for peace is conferred by a committee from what country?
 -- From Anne Applebaum's analysis of Donald Trump's threatening Greenland letter
 	What 1986 sports movie follows the boys of tiny Milan High School to their state-championship victory over Muncie Central?
 -- From Keith O'Brien's article on the end of the underdog
 	The Barbz are--or were--the fan base of what "Anaconda" rapper, who recently alienated many of them when she appeared at a Turning Point USA event alongside Charlie Kirk's widow?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's essay on Trump's ever-stalled effort to win the culture war




And by the way, did you know that throughout the history of the Nobel Prizes, there have been years so turbulent that the Peace Prize committee determined not to confer an award, even as other categories went on?

This happened in a few of the interwar years as Nazi Germany rearmed, Italy invaded Ethiopia, and peace generally disintegrated. It was also the case for the years of World War I, with the exception of 1917, when the committee recognized the Red Cross for its humanitarian aid. (All of the Nobel Prizes were suspended during the early years of World War II.)

The circumstances were a bit different in 1948, when the committee ruled that "there was no suitable living candidate." The clear message was that the award--which by rule cannot be given posthumously--should have gone to Mahatma Gandhi, assassinated earlier that year.



Answers:

	Norway. Neither of those countries, you'll note, is Denmark, the Scandinavian state that Greenland is a part of. Still, Anne writes, in a letter to Norway's prime minister, Trump threatened invasion of the territory as a consequence of his not receiving a Nobel Peace Prize--never mind that Norway's government doesn't determine the winner, either. Read more.
 	Hoosiers. The real-life miracle that immortalized Milan, Indiana, is perhaps the underdog story in sports. Indiana University's win on Monday in college football's national championship is, likewise, a great story, O'Brien writes--but no matter how many Hoosier comparisons commentators make, the victory is not the tale of an underdog. That storyline, at least in college football, is kaput. Read more.
 	Nicki Minaj. Minaj's appearance at AmericaFest was certainly a "plot twist," Spencer writes, but it's also in keeping with conservatives' attempt to so disorient America that they can graft "a new zeitgeist" onto the culture. Alas--ask a Barb--culture is still too surprising and messy to control. Read more.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> hires David Brooks as a staff writer

New home for his writing, and to launch a video podcast

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




The Atlantic is announcing that David Brooks, who for years has contributed memorable Atlantic cover stories and essays on political and societal issues, is joining the magazine as a staff writer beginning next month. The Atlantic will be the home for all of David's writing, and he will also host a new weekly video podcast that will launch later this spring. David worked as an opinion columnist at The New York Times for 22 years.

In a note to staff, The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, writes: "David's work--his columns, his stories for us, and his many books--have made him known and acclaimed around the world. He is, among other things, America's best pop sociologist, someone with a reporter's curiosity and a writer's grace. He is an unparalleled diagnostician of the faults and weaknesses of governments, institutions, and social structures, as our readers know from such stories as "The Nuclear Family Was a Mistake," "Confessions of a Republican Exile," and "How the Ivy League Broke America."

The forthcoming podcast will explore the moral, social, and philosophical underpinnings of human decency--with a particular focus on the role that institutions play in shaping communities and ideologies. The podcast is produced by The Atlantic and made possible by support from Yale University, which is also announcing today that David will be a presidential senior fellow at Yale University's School of Global Affairs.

The Atlantic has been rapidly growing its podcast network, and this new video podcast will be the fourth to launch in the past 12 months. Last year, The Atlantic launched Galaxy Brain with Charlie Warzel and The David Frum Show, and is developing a new show with Adam Harris. The third season of Autocracy in America with Anne Applebaum is out now; The Atlantic's flagship show is Radio Atlantic, hosted by Hanna Rosin.

Press Contact: Anna Bross | press@theatlantic.com
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The New Shadowbanning Panic

Is TikTok censoring users on behalf of the Trump administration?

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Wed, 28 Jan 2026




Over the past several days, TikTok users have found themselves at a loss. Literally, I mean: They lost their audiences, and their view counts showed "0." Some people who attempted to upload content about anti-ICE protests or the killing of Alex Pretti alleged that the platform was intentionally blocking them from doing so. Others were able to get their videos uploaded, but alleged that TikTok was not distributing them. Still others noticed that they were unable to send the word Epstein in a direct message, a quirk so bizarre that it incited California Governor Gavin Newsom to repost a screenshot shared by an anonymous X account using the handle @intelligentpawg.



For many of these people, the explanation was obvious: "MAGA censorship." Newsom said in his post that he would be launching a review "into whether TikTok is violating state law by censoring Trump-critical content," and the concern isn't totally random. TikTok's U.S. business changed hands just last week, spinning off from the Chinese company ByteDance--as required by a 2024 law--and into a new organization called the TikTok USDS Joint Venture LLC. Major investors in the new entity include Oracle, which was co-founded by Larry Ellison, a Trump ally whose son is in charge of one of the country's largest media conglomerates and is also cozy--or attempting to be cozy--with the president. Is it so far-fetched to imagine they would tweak the platform in his favor?



Jamie Favazza, a spokesperson for TikTok USDS Joint Venture, wrote to me in an email that the app is being run as it was before and that American users will "continue to have the same experience they already know and love." The company has blamed the issues on a power outage at one of its data centers, which it said caused a "cascading" systems failure affecting all types of content (not just posts about Minnesota). The data center in question is operated by Oracle, which has managed TikTok's U.S. user data since 2022. The company was still working to fix some of the bugs as of today. Separately, the company said that there is no rule against saying Epstein and that this glitch was caused by a technical issue with its safety systems. (When I sent the word Epstein to my fiance at 8 yesterday morning, it went through fine.)



Unsurprisingly, a lot of people are not totally buying the explanation. Trump has joked that he would make the app's algorithm "100 percent MAGA" if he could, and it's true that aspects of the broader media ecosystem have shifted dramatically in Trump's favor: starting with Elon Musk's takeover of X, then major TV networks' capitulation to Trump, and now TikTok's transfer to Trump-friendly investors. And Trump has never been shy about applying pressure to companies in order to satisfy his own whims.



Then factor in the stakes of the moment. As federal agents threaten the basic principles of democracy in Minnesota, Americans are looking to their phones for up-to-date and on-the-ground information about a complicated, ongoing event. For better or worse, millions of Americans use TikTok for news: Any whisper of intervention or suppression is natural cause for concern. (With everything else going on, people haven't forgotten about the Trump administration's bizarre handling of the Jeffrey Epstein files.)



Jonathan Rauch: Yes, it's fascism



That's a perfect storm for paranoia about TikTok's actions, and the platform is not aided by recent history. In 2020, the company apologized in response to an outcry about inexplicably low view counts on videos about Black Lives Matter. It also cited a technical glitch in that case, and some people pointed out that other popular, politically neutral hashtags (such as #cat) were affected, too, but suspicion lingered. More recently, some American TikTok users have felt directly censored by their government--leading up to the legislation that forced the app's sale, several lawmakers blamed TikTok for, in their view, warping the minds of young people and making them overly critical of Israel, and cited this as a reason to regulate it.



Feed-based, view-based social-media platforms are central to American political discourse, which is why politicians so often fight over the details of their operation. In recent memory, it was more often Republicans calling for investigations of platform censorship, shadowbanning, and collusion between the White House and social-media companies. Back then, efforts by researchers to study the problem generally found that there was no blanket, pervasive bias against right-leaning viewpoints per se, although right-wing users were more likely to spread certain types of low-quality content, namely misinformation, which made them more likely to be penalized and therefore affirmed their feeling of being silenced.



Now we're in a counterintuitive and paradoxical stage of content moderation, where some spaces are more chaotic than ever and others are more restricted in highly specific ways. On the one hand, you have Musk's X, which has removed most guardrails from public discourse, up to the point of enabling users to generate nude images of their political foes; on the other, you have Meta's Instagram, which has been contorting its rules in response to pressure from parent groups and politicians to make the app safer for teens. The interface now accuses users of looking for child-sex-abuse material if they search the phrase hot girls.



Into the breach steps a celebrity who says she is being prevented from posting about "?" or a journalist who claims that "the new TikTok algorithm has ZERO, and I mean absolutely ZERO news or politics content, not one word about anything going on at all, not even the weather." In the replies to the latter post, others pushed back a bit, saying that they had actually seen plenty about the Minnesota protests and that the app was just performing weirdly in general. But the debate is unresolvable, because users have no objective way to assuage their own doubt or confirm their own fears. (I've also seen people start to question the visibility of political content they've posted on Instagram, despite the obvious fact that a ton of similar content has been highly visible there.)



Three years ago, after Musk acquired Twitter and before he turned it into X, he went through a phase of personally investigating users' claims that they had been shadowbanned by the prior ownership. At the time, I wrote that this wouldn't eliminate anxiety about the platform's secret machinations. For that story, I spoke with Laura Savolainen of the University of Helsinki, then a doctoral student and now a postdoctoral researcher, about how hard it is to drag people away from the folk theories that they come up with about how the algorithm is treating them and why their content is or isn't being seen as widely as they think it should be. "Algorithms are very conducive to folklore because the systems are so opaque," she said then.



The reason to be paranoid about platform censorship is always the same--whether it's happening or not, it could happen. When people feel especially reliant on social-media platforms not for stimuli, shopping, or slop, but for vital information and feelings of cohesion, support, and action, the possibility is never more real.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/01/tiktok-shadowbanning-trump/685798/?utm_source=feed
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Battles Are Raging Inside the Department of Homeland Security

Officials overseeing Trump's mass-deportation campaign are fighting one another for power.

by Michael Scherer, Nick Miroff

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




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

Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem appeared before a bank of television cameras in Washington, D.C., on Saturday night to blame the man who had been shot to death by federal agents in Minneapolis that morning for his own death, claiming without evidence that he had intended "to kill law enforcement" and had been "brandishing" a weapon. Behind her stood the commissioner of Customs and Border Protection, Rodney Scott, sending a silent message of unity.

But behind the scenes, the senior ranks of the Department of Homeland Security were divided. Until minutes before they walked in front of the cameras, Noem and Scott had not spoken to each other that day, even as Noem took charge of her department's response to the shooting and coordinated with the White House and other officials in Scott's agency, two people familiar with their interactions told us.

Donald Trump has said over the years that he welcomes and even encourages rivalries in his administration, and delights in watching aides compete to please him. But for the past year, the president has allowed a rift to widen within the team tasked with delivering on the mass-deportation plan that is his most important domestic-policy initiative. That has led to months of acrimony and left many veteran officials at DHS--including those who support the president's deportation goals--astonished at the dysfunction.

The president's crackdown has adopted an improvisational approach, not an institutional one, with blurred leadership roles and no clear chain of command. White House Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller has been holding daily conference calls pressuring DHS and other federal agencies to prioritize immigration arrests and deportations above all other objectives. Noem and her de facto chief of staff, Corey Lewandowski, who has been working at DHS as a "special government employee," have aggressively tried to meet Miller's demands and use the department's advertising budgets and social-media accounts to promote anti-immigrant messaging. They have worked around Tom Homan, the White House "border czar," who has had little role in operations, instead dispatching a second-tier Border Patrol official named Gregory Bovino to sweep through cities led by Democrats. Bovino told his superiors that he reported directly to Noem, not to Scott--who wanted his agents to go back to protecting U.S. borders, and has struggled to maintain control of his own agency.

This story about the infighting around Trump is based on interviews with 12 people familiar with the tensions inside DHS, including senior administration officials, most of whom requested anonymity to speak frankly about internal events. "The President's entire immigration enforcement team are on the same page," the White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson wrote to us in response.




Scott and Homan declined to comment. Tricia McLaughlin, a spokesperson for DHS, told us that Noem's Saturday comments on the shooting were based on CBP reports "from a very chaotic scene." McLaughlin added, "We are not going to spend time giving any oxygen to these anonymous accounts."

When Noem and Scott stepped before the cameras on Saturday, Noem appeared to have the upper hand. But the balance of power has since shifted. Frustrated by the bipartisan backlash to Alex Pretti's death, Trump announced on Monday that Homan would take over the operation in Minnesota. Bovino has been stripped of his "commander" role and sent back to his old job on the border in El Centro, California. Seemingly well aware of the divides around him, Trump announced that he was removing Noem from the chain of command in Minnesota. "Tom is tough but fair, and will report directly to me," Trump said.

When Homan spoke to reporters today, with Scott standing behind him, he tried striking a conciliatory tone and that he'd arrived to make changes in federal operations. "I didn't come to Minnesota for photo ops or headlines," he said. Homan urged Minnesota leaders to give ICE more access to detainees in local jails, and said he'd withdraw federal forces if cooperation improves.

Homan and Scott arrived in the state Monday with orders to de-escalate tensions in Minneapolis, which Trump has flooded with 3,000 federal agents--the largest Homeland Security deployment in history. That same day, Noem and Lewandowski went to the White House for a two-hour meeting with the president and some of his top aides, but not with Miller. The following day, Trump said that he had come to share the concerns of Scott and Homan, saying that it was normal for him to "shake up teams."

"You know, Bovino is very good, but he's a pretty out-there kind of a guy," Trump told Fox News. "And in some cases that's good; maybe it wasn't good here."

But the battle inside the agency continued. Scott sent an email to senior officials at CBP on Monday reminding them that he was in charge of the agency and that they report to him, according to two people familiar with the document. Yesterday, the DHS general counsel James Percival notified CBP employees to disregard the email because it had not gone through legal review, the people told us.

The split between the two factions is not ideological. Homan and Scott are no less hard-line on border and immigration enforcement than Noem and Lewandowski are. Homan--who was an architect of the family-separation policy during Trump's first term--wants to ramp up deportations with more ICE officers, detention capacity, and deportation flights, but without the social-media trolling and the show-me-your-papers approach to fishing for deportees in American cities.

Both men worked their way up through the ranks of their agencies. They represent an institutional wing of MAGA that wants to pursue the president's deportation goals using existing chain-of-command structures and the conventional division of labor, in which the Border Patrol guards the border and ICE handles immigration arrests in U.S. cities, usually aiming to minimize disruption. They also have the backing of many career officials at DHS who told us that they see Noem's approach as ad hoc, performative, and possibly motivated by her own political ambitions, with Lewandowski pulling the strings. At DHS headquarters in southeast Washington, staffers address Lewandowski as "chief" even though he doesn't have an actual title there, three current officials told us.

Allies of Noem, meanwhile, have decided that Homan and Scott are bureaucratic dinosaurs who are unable to achieve the president's objectives. They have tried to satisfy the demands of Miller, who runs immigration policy inside Trump's orbit and functions as the actual "czar" of the president's deportation campaign. Miller has set aggressive benchmarks for using the $170 billion in ICE and CBP funding included in Trump's budget bill last year, telling ICE officials to make 3,000 immigration arrests a day to hit the White House target of 1 million deportations a year. Noem put CBP officials in charge of ICE offices and diverted highly trained investigative agents from trafficking cases and drug cartels to make immigration arrests on city streets.

The killings of Pretti and Renee Good this month have been the two most politically damaging events in a wider, militarized show of force that has turned Trump's best-polling issue into a political liability. Noem has spent more than $200 million on advertising to promote the deportation campaign, but it has instead been defined largely by images of excess: toddlers being taken into custody, U.S. citizens being yanked from their cars, Bovino's masked commandos storming a Chicago apartment building after rappelling from a Black Hawk helicopter.

Read: Who wants to work for ICE? They do.

"Memes don't win the media narrative. Professionalism does," a veteran official critical of Noem and her team told us. Another former DHS official told us that Trump's mass-deportation goals have been held back in the process. "Look at the whole thing playing out in Minnesota," the former official said. "A lot of the controversy and negative optics could have been avoided--and are avoided in other locations--if not for Corey and the secretary."

Allies of Homan and Scott believe that a reckoning may be coming. "Lewandowski messed up by going to war with Rodney Scott and deploying Bovino to the interior," one senior DHS official told us. "There is no one at DHS with higher credentials than Scott, and sidelining him for petty reasons distracts from POTUS missions."




Critics of Scott who spoke with us argue that he lacks the focus and drive to achieve the president's priorities, spends too much time in meetings that don't end in decisions, and is failing to do enough to drive the president's top priority of finishing the border wall. They say that he had little involvement in the CBP deployment to Minnesota and other cities, and did not visit the state to meet with commanders on the ground until this week. "He is not a team player," one Homeland Security official told us of Scott. "I really think Rodney is kind of on an island."

During the meeting with Trump on Monday, Noem spoke at length about her concerns with the slow pace of border-wall construction, according to a person briefed on the conversation. Since the start of Trump's second term, only about 24 miles of wall have been built, including replacement sections, the person said. Noem has made clear that she holds Scott responsible.

"The president was very focused on the status of the wall," the official said. "The president is pissed."

The breakdown that led to this week's shift inside DHS dates back months. Noem lacks the ability to fire Scott, who was confirmed by the Senate, so she has had to get creative. Late last year, her deputies forced Scott to fire several of his senior staff, moves that were recently reported by the Washington Examiner. Scott's chief of staff was then promoted, and Noem's office selected a replacement. After Joseph N. Mazzara, an attorney working in Noem's office, was installed as CBP deputy commissioner, Scott attempted to reclaim control of his agency.

In a memo sent on January 6, described to us by four people familiar with its contents, Scott asked senior leadership at CBP to report to his office any contact they had with "special government employees"--a request that many interpreted as an effort to curtail the influence of Lewandowski. Within hours, the DHS general counsel James Percival had objected to the memo, as had the White House counsel's office. A White House official told us that the involvement of the White House counsel followed a normal practice of engaging with general counsels at government departments on "issues of common concern."

Despite the pushback, Scott's office issued a second memo later that day to senior CBP officials: They should log any communications with officials outside the agency, including senior DHS and White House officials. Both memos were ultimately rescinded after legal pushback from DHS and the White House counsel, these people told us. Scott's fumbled attempts to curtail outside influence on his agency raised further concerns at DHS headquarters about his leadership. "You don't get to this level where you jump on your horse and play cowboy like that," one person familiar with the events told us.

Days later, Scott found his credibility publicly under attack. Politico reported that top brass in Noem's office had objected to plans for a $2.1 million office refurbishment at CBP headquarters in Washington. (Renovation questions are known to get the president's attention. Just days earlier, the Justice Department had launched an investigation into the chairman of the Federal Reserve and a $2.5 billion renovation he was overseeing.) The Office of Management and Budget, in a move that has not been previously reported, began asking CBP about the plans, exploring whether they violated the Antideficiency Act, which prohibits spending that contradicts congressional appropriations, according to three people familiar with the outreach.

Read: The wrath of Stephen Miller

On the same day that the Politico article was published, Miller gathered agency leaders at the White House to discuss the administration's success in spending funds appropriated with the One Big Beautiful Bill Act. Scott told those gathered that starting on February 1, wall construction would speed up dramatically. Others in the department doubt he will be able to achieve his new goals.

A veteran official involved with the border-wall project told us that contracting rules imposed by Lewandowski last summer--which require Noem's signature on any contract or modification exceeding $100,000--have slowed the pace of construction. The funding bill provides nearly $50 billion for the border wall (10 times the amount that triggered a congressional shutdown in late 2018), and the official estimated that more than two-thirds of the contracts are worth $100,000 or more.




Noem's team says that this is false, contending that she quickly approves contracts and that CBP has not yet awarded all of the prime contracts for construction. "None of this is on Noem," the DHS official told us.

In recent weeks, DHS officials have discussed hiring a management contractor to oversee the planning and construction of the border wall, replacing senior officials at CBP. The idea has faced some resistance because it would echo an effort undertaken by former President George W. Bush in 2006, when his administration hired Boeing, a defense contractor and commercial-airplane manufacturer, to oversee $2.5 billion in spending on border security. By 2010, CBP's inspector general was reporting that the agency had failed to properly manage the contract, which was dogged by missed deadlines and cost overruns.

"Adults have arrived." That's how one DHS official deployed in Minneapolis described the appearance of Homan and Scott.

Homan began by meeting with Minnesota Governor Tim Walz and Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey. "While we don't agree on everything, these meetings were a productive starting point and I look forward to more conversations with key stakeholders in the days ahead," Homan announced on social media afterward. Trump officials have been targeting the two men and other Democratic leaders in the state with a criminal investigation and possible obstruction charges. Todd Blanche, the deputy attorney general, accused them of "terrorism" just two weeks ago.

Administration officials insist that the Minneapolis crackdown will continue, but they have started pulling Border Patrol agents out of the city. Homan is trying to compel Democratic leaders to ease local "sanctuary policies" and give ICE more access to local jails and immigrants with criminal records. Walz and other Minnesota leaders want the government to allow the state to conduct an investigation into Pretti's killing.

Read: The truth about ICE's recruiting push

Bovino's return to his old job on the border leaves the administration without a field commander for the rolling conquest of blue cities that has defined its strategy since May. The White House has not clarified whether that approach will continue or whether Homan will now be in charge of the president's wider removal campaign. But McLaughlin, the DHS spokesperson, announced that Noem is "very happy" to have Homan take over in Minnesota. "Her portfolio is really huge," McLaughlin said.

When the 2018 family-separation policy became a political debacle, Trump officials scrambled to distance themselves. The same impulse is again on display. After previously championing Bovino's efforts in Minnesota, Noem's team has this week privately pointed to the arrest quotas pushed by Miller at the White House as a cause of the problems. Miller called Pretti an "assassin" within hours of the shooting. But on Tuesday, he suggested that the failure of the CBP team in Minneapolis to follow White House guidance may have played a role in Pretti's death.

Bovino's Border Patrol agents were sent to U.S. cities in part because ICE didn't have enough deportation officers to meet Miller's goals. But since last summer, Noem has hired 12,000 new officers, agents, and other staff, more than doubling the size of the ICE workforce. Many of those officers are not ready for deployment, but they could hit the streets in full force over the coming months, giving Homan--or whoever is running the deportation campaign--the ability to ramp up ICE arrests in multiple cities at once. Without Bovino in charge, the effort could look very different, and produce even more deportations.
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Tim Walz Fears a Fort Sumter Moment in Minneapolis

The Minnesota governor warns of a national unraveling.

by Isaac Stanley-Becker

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

Minnesota Governor Tim Walz worries that the violence in his state could produce a national rupture. "I mean, is this a Fort Sumter?" he mused today in an interview in his office at the state capitol. The island fortification near Charleston, South Carolina, is where Confederate forces fired the first shots of the Civil War in 1861. Now it's federal forces that are risking a breach. "It's a physical assault," Walz told me. "It's an armed force that's assaulting, that's killing my constituents, my citizens."



He let his question about Fort Sumter hang without an answer.



Walz bowed out of his reelection race earlier this month. The 2024 vice-presidential candidate said that he didn't want politics to interfere with his work amid an intensifying federal probe into welfare fraud in his state. Two days later, his phone rang, and it was Jacob Frey, the mayor of Minneapolis. Renee Good had been shot and killed by an ICE officer, one of thousands of federal agents deployed to Minnesota as part of what the Trump administration declared the largest immigration-enforcement operation in history. "Get yourself prepared," was the mayor's message, Walz recalled to me. He had understood instantly that the kind of unrest not seen since the summer of 2020, in the aftermath of George Floyd's murder, could be returning to Minneapolis.



Barely two weeks later, federal agents shot and killed a second Minneapolis resident. Walz still doesn't know the names of the agents who unloaded their firearms into Alex Pretti, an ICU nurse. State authorities were blocked from investigating both killings. Instead, the governor was placed under federal investigation along with other Democratic officials. Meanwhile, the Justice Department is demanding access to Minnesota's voter rolls, couching the extraordinary election-year request as a quid pro quo for restoring "law and order."



This looks to Walz like an all-out federal assault on his state. When I asked him explicitly if he thought the United States was barreling toward an armed internal struggle, he hedged. "Well, I don't want to alarm people," he said. He switched into the third person, saying that some of his constituents think "Governor Walz should call in the National Guard and arrest ICE."



The governor isn't inclined to do this. He mobilized his state's National Guard, but to deliver doughnuts and hot chocolate to observers and protesters who have sought to document and contest ICE's presence. He saluted their commitment to nonviolence, saying that the restraint exercised by the vast majority of his constituents may be what averts an even deeper crisis. After invoking Fort Sumter, he brought up John Brown, the abolitionist who stormed a federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry, West Virginia, in 1859, fueling violent conflict over slavery that erupted in the Civil War.



"Guns pointed, American at American," he said, "is certainly not where we want to go."



President Trump called Walz "seriously retarded" in a Thanksgiving post on social media. Yet the president reported having a "very good call" with the governor on Monday, saying the two were "on a similar wavelength."



By the time of their conversation, senior advisers to the president had smeared Pretti as a "domestic terrorist" and "would-be assassin." Trump declined to echo those characterizations in interviews and other comments this week. But in their phone call, Walz told me, the president didn't say Pretti's name, didn't express condolences for his family, and didn't ask how residents of the state were doing.



Instead, Walz said, the president complained. "I just don't understand you Minnesotans," he said, arguing that ICE raids had "worked fine" in other places, including New Orleans and Louisville, Kentucky. The president pressed him to cooperate with immigration authorities, according to Walz. The governor told me that he would comply with federal law, but outlined strict limits on his cooperation. "I'm not sure I can do much more," the governor said. "I'm not going to send my police in to search preschools. I'm not going to have them walk down the street and ask brown people for their papers. I'm not going to do that, because that's not my job and I don't think it's constitutional."



He gave the president two conditions for their working more closely together: removing federal agents and allowing the state to take part in probes into the two killings. The president, meanwhile, promoted a change in his approach to Minnesota, saying that he was sending Tom Homan, his "border czar," to replace Gregory Bovino, the Border Patrol official who had become a public face of the administration's most confrontational tactics. The White House didn't respond to a request for comment.



Read: Greg Bovino loses his job



Homan arrived and called the governor right away, Walz said. "At least Tom Homan understood, 'Look, this is a mess. This was wrong,'" the governor told me. He and Homan have disagreements, Walz said, but the border czar made clear in their conversations that he understands how local law enforcement operates and how it responds to written requests to hold inmates for ICE to consider removal processes, known as "detainers." Bovino never even called, Walz said. Neither did Kristi Noem, the homeland-security secretary.



Walz said that he wants to see a major drawdown of federal agents and dramatically different tactics. He said he gave Homan a window of several days to reorient the operation. That window closes tomorrow. "If we don't see a massive change here," Walz told Homan, "I have no choice but to go back and tell my folks that you're not doing it."



"And look," the governor added, "the folks on the street are skeptical."



Walz is also skeptical. When we spoke, he couldn't yet determine whether there had been a significant change in ICE tactics in his state. Activists I asked couldn't say for sure either.



One thing the governor said he did know was that the damage had already been profound. "The disruption and the moral harm that they have done to our state is unimaginable," he said. He saw the fear up close recently when residents mistook the SUVs in his security detail for ICE vehicles and fled on foot. Children are staying home from school, he said. Families are fearful of going out for groceries. For people watching from outside Minnesota, the governor said, "it's worse than you think."



Minnesota may offer a glimpse of what's in store for other states. "That assault will come to your state soon," Walz warned. This is why he has been encouraged to see some red-state governors speak out. Kevin Stitt, the Republican governor of Oklahoma and the chair of the National Governors Association, joined his Democratic vice chair, Wes Moore of Maryland, in calling for a "reset" in immigration enforcement. Governor Phil Scott, a Republican from Vermont, called on Trump to pause the operations, saying simply, "Enough."



Walz wondered aloud if "there's a Republican governor who could look you in the eye and say, 'Would you have been okay with Joe Biden doing this?'" Walz said. "And I think that's where you get a governor like Kevin Stitt saying, 'No way in hell.'"



Read: Police and ICE agents are on a collision course



But there is something particular about Trump's vendetta against Minnesota, a state he falsely claims to have won three times only to have been bested by fraud. Members of his Cabinet have piled on. Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth, who is from Minnesota, wrote on X, "ICE > MN." Walz called the post "absolutely despicable."



Walz won't be on the ballot in November's election, but he thinks the contest is at the heart of the administration's tactics. The Justice Department's demand for Minnesota's voter rolls, he said, was the giveaway. The president's party, he predicted, will be "wiped out" in a free and fair vote--assuming there is one.



"But I hear Americans on this," he added. What they say is, "'What makes you think we can get to November?'"
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It Wasn't Democrats Who Persuaded Trump to Change Course

A flood of GOP statements sent an unmistakable message to Trump: <em>Enough</em>.

by Jonathan Lemire, Russell Berman

Tue, 27 Jan 2026




The statements from congressional Republicans after Saturday's shooting of Alex Pretti were relatively mild. Lawmakers said that they were "deeply troubled" or "disturbed" by the second killing of an American citizen by federal immigration officers this month; most called for an investigation into Pretti's death. But the statements kept coming, one after another, all through the weekend and into yesterday.

The reactions from across the GOP sent an unmistakable message in their volume, if not in their rhetoric, to Donald Trump: Enough. The defining characteristics of the Republican-controlled Congress during the president's second term have been silence and acquiescence. That so many in his party felt compelled to speak up after Pretti's killing was a sign that Republicans had finally lost patience with federal agents occupying a major American city--a deportation operation that has soured the public on one of Trump's signature policies and sunk the GOP's standing at the outset of a crucial midterm-election year.

Republican committee chairs in both the House and the Senate summoned top administration officials to public hearings--a rarity in the past year. From the right, the National Rifle Association and other gun-rights advocates criticized comments from senior law-enforcement officials, including FBI Director Kash Patel, that blamed Pretti for carrying a firearm and said that people should not bring guns to public demonstrations. (Videos showed that officers disarmed Pretti before they fatally shot him.) Few Republican leaders rushed to defend the unnamed agent who'd killed Pretti, nor did they echo the rhetoric of Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem and Stephen Miller, the White House deputy chief of staff, who referred to Pretti, an ICU nurse, as a "would-be assassin." In at least one case, the lack of comment from a top Republican was significant: House Speaker Mike Johnson--ordinarily quick to pick up talking points from the president and his top aides--has said nothing about the shooting.

The harshest Republican condemnation came from one of the party's candidates for governor of Minnesota, Chris Madel, who yesterday declared that he was quitting the race in part because of the federal deployment. "I cannot support the national Republicans' stated retribution on the citizens of our state," Madel said in his video announcement, "nor can I count myself a member of a party that would do so."

Watching all of this unfold was Trump, who already did not like what he saw. For the president, it was a rare winter weekend when he wasn't in Palm Beach or at the golf course. He never left the White House. And he was glued to news coverage that showed little besides another horrific shooting in Minnesota. Videos of Pretti's killing were inescapable on TV and social media, and the story broke through to nonpolitical media--drawing reactions from the likes of Charles Barkley and Bill Simmons--in ways that the fatal shooting of Renee Good on January 7 did not.

Read: Lethal force on a frozen street

Trump's first move was to defend the federal officers carrying out the immigration operations in the moments before the deadly clash. He reposted a Department of Homeland Security-supplied photo of the gun Pretti had been carrying, before again making claims about fraud in Minnesota's immigrant communities. But he otherwise remained publicly silent as more videos of the shooting cast doubt on the administration's statements about what had happened.

Trump began asking aides and outside advisers if it had been an "okay" shooting, trying to figure out whether the agents had made the right decision to fire, a White House official and two allies close to the West Wing told us. His top aides, among them Miller--including in a post that was amplified by Vice President Vance--immediately blamed Pretti for instigating violence (as the administration blamed Good after her death) and suggested, without evidence, that Pretti had been a "domestic terrorist."

But this time, fewer Republicans joined the chorus. And as the weekend wore on, more GOP lawmakers and conservative media voices began to call for an investigation into the shooting and to question the administration's assertion that an armed Pretti had violently resisted agents. Senator John Curtis of Utah called out Noem by name, saying that he disagreed with her "premature" response to the shooting.

Trump grew concerned at the response, the White House official and one outside ally told us. He again on Sunday demanded more cooperation from local officials and blamed Democratic lawmakers for violence in Minnesota--but he noticeably did not defend the officers who'd shot Pretti, in either his posts or in a brief interview with The Wall Street Journal. The president, who has long enjoyed near-total fealty from Republicans, took note of the lawmakers calling for a probe or quietly suggesting that federal officials roll back operations in the Twin Cities. (He was glad that the lawmakers did not blame him personally for the administration's response, one of the allies told us.)

Trump was particularly bothered by the NRA's strong reply to an assistant U.S. attorney in California appointed by the administration who said that if a person approaches law enforcement with a gun, there is a "high likelihood" that officers will be "legally justified in shooting you." Trump has long prided himself on the support he receives from those he calls "my Second Amendment people," and he has often been deferential to the gun lobby despite its waning influence.

When something becomes too controversial for Trump's liking--or when the blowback becomes too fierce--he has in many cases found a way to declare some sort of victory, even a far-fetched one, and then move on (as he did with Greenland last week). Aides wondered whether he was trying to do the same with Minneapolis. Yesterday, Trump appointed his designated "border czar," Tom Homan, to head the federal operation in Minnesota. Although most Democrats are deeply skeptical of Homan, he has not been involved in the Twin Cities operations and has been more consistently careful with his language than Miller or Noem. (After Good's killing, Homan said that he would reserve judgment on the matter until an investigation had concluded.) Trump later claimed, after a phone call, that he and Minnesota Governor Tim Walz are largely aligned in their goals for the federal operation--and even offered some faint praise for the governor, who is under investigation by the Department of Justice for allegedly impeding the operation of immigration agents.

White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt said yesterday that if local officials increased their cooperation with the federal government, Border Patrol agents would "no longer be needed to support ICE on the ground in Minnesota." The administration decided to pull some federal agents out of Minnesota, aides said, but did not suggest a sweeping overhaul to the mission in the state or to Trump's broader immigration agenda.

Trump's unease, along with pushback from Republicans, grew by the hour and forced a major change: As The Atlantic's Nick Miroff first reported, the administration yesterday ousted Gregory Bovino from his role as the Border Patrol's "commander at large" and removed him from Minnesota, where he had become the public face of the federal operation. Many in Trump's orbit saw Bovino as an easy scapegoat; he'd claimed, without evidence, that Pretti had planned to attack federal agents. (His choice of coat and interactions with Minnesotans in social-media posts had also generated an uproar.) Despite this, a senior administration official insisted that Bovino's transfer had been in the works before the announcement of Homan's new role. Not all of Trump's allies were happy with the change in Minneapolis. "You can't sugarcoat this," the Trump ally Steve Bannon said on his podcast. "It wasn't just a blink. It was a crater."

Read: Greg Bovino loses his job

Last night, the president met for two hours in the Oval Office with Noem and one of her top advisers, the former Trump-campaign chief Corey Lewandowski, but the senior official made clear to us that no additional leadership changes are imminent. Leavitt, in her briefing, also said that Trump continues to have confidence in Noem. For the moment, she remains at her job.

Marie-Rose Sheinerman and Isabel Ruehl contributed reporting.
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Greg Bovino Loses His Job

The Border Patrol chief has been ousted from his role as "commander at large," and will return to El Centro.

by Nick Miroff

Mon, 26 Jan 2026




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

Gregory Bovino has been removed from his role as Border Patrol "commander at large" and will return to his former job in El Centro, California, where he is expected to retire soon, according to a DHS official and two people with knowledge of the change.

Bovino's sudden demotion is the clearest sign yet that the Trump administration is reconsidering its most aggressive tactics after the killing Saturday of 37-year-old Alex Pretti by Border Patrol agents under Bovino's command.

Earlier today, President Trump appeared to signal in a series of social-media posts a tactical shift in the administration's mass-deportation campaign. Trump wrote that he spoke with Minnesota Governor Tim Walz--whom the White House has blamed for inciting violence--and the two men are now on "a similar wavelength." Tom Homan, the former ICE chief whom Trump has designated "border czar," will head to Minnesota to assume command of the federal mobilization there, Trump said.

Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem and her close adviser Corey Lewandowski, who were Bovino's biggest backers at DHS, are also at risk of losing their jobs, two of the people told me.

Read: The hype man of Trump's mass deportations

For the past seven months, Bovino has been the public face of a traveling immigration crackdown on cities governed by Democrats. Noem and other Trump officials gave Bovino the "commander" title and sent him and his masked border agents to Chicago, Charlotte, New Orleans, and then Minneapolis. Bovino became a MAGA social-media star as he traveled the country with his own film crew and used social media to hit back at Democratic politicians and random critics online. Veteran ICE and CBP officials grew more and more uneasy as Bovino worked outside his agency's chain of command and appeared to relish his role as a political actor.

In Minneapolis, the Trump administration used Bovino as its lead spokesperson, scheduling daily press conferences where he defended agents' rough tactics and cast blame on protesters and local officials. Border Patrol commanders typically avoid engaging in political arguments with elected officials.

Bovino's fall comes two days after Border Patrol agents in Minneapolis fatally shot Pretti, an intensive-care nurse who worked with veterans. Hours after the shooting, Bovino appeared at a press conference and echoed statements by the Department of Homeland Security alleging Pretti sought to "massacre" the federal agents. Bovino repeatedly claimed that Border Patrol agents, not Pretti, were the victims.

Videos of the encounter showed no evidence for his claims. Pretti, who was licensed to carry a concealed weapon, did not draw a firearm or attack the agents. The videos show one agent disarming Pretti in the moments just before another agent shot him in the back.

DHS and U.S. Customs and Border Protection officials did not immediately respond to questions about Bovino's departure from Minnesota and his current role. Asked about Bovino and Noem, a White House spokesperson referred to Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt's statement today that Noem has the president's "utmost confidence and trust."

In another post, Trump said he also spoke with Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey. "Lots of progress is being made!" the president wrote. "Tom Homan will be meeting with him tomorrow in order to continue the discussion."
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Welcome to the American Winter

In the frozen streets of Minneapolis, something profound is happening.

by Robert F. Worth

Mon, 26 Jan 2026




This article was updated on January 29, 2026, at 7:15pm ET.

The six-car ICE convoy came to a stop and instantly dozens of people swarmed it, cellphones in hand, while others ran out of nearby houses--I saw a woman in gym shorts in the 20-degree weather--and began surrounding the masked and heavily armed agents who had spilled out of their black SUVs. The fury in the crowd felt almost like a physical force, as real as the cacophony of whistles and honking cars and angry chants: "ICE out! Fuck you! Go home!"

The officers threw a protester to the slushy asphalt and piled on top of them, then cuffed them and dragged them away. The screaming only got louder. With their escape route blocked by protesters and their cars, the agents tossed out tear-gas canisters, the white clouds billowing up into the winter air. An injured man stumbled past me and vomited repeatedly into the snow.

From where I stood, a few yards back from the scrum last Wednesday afternoon, it looked, at best, to be a savage caricature of our national divide: On one side, militarized men demanded respect at the butt of a gun; on the other, angry protesters screamed for justice.

But behind the violence in Minneapolis--captured in so many chilling photographs in recent weeks--is a different reality: a meticulous urban choreography of civic protest. You could see traces of it in the identical whistles the protesters used, in their chants, in their tactics, in the way they followed ICE agents but never actually blocked them from detaining people. Thousands of Minnesotans have been trained over the past year as legal observers and have taken part in lengthy role-playing exercises where they rehearse scenes exactly like the one I witnessed. They patrol neighborhoods day and night on foot and stay connected on encrypted apps such as Signal, in networks that were first formed after the 2020 killing of George Floyd.

Again and again, I heard people say they were not protesters but protectors--of their communities, of their values, of the Constitution. Vice President Vance has decried the protests as "engineered chaos" produced by far-left activists working in tandem with local authorities. But the reality on the ground is both stranger and more interesting. The movement has grown much larger than the core of activists shown on TV newscasts, especially since the killing of Renee Good on January 7. And it lacks the sort of central direction that Vance and other administration officials seem to imagine.

At times, Minneapolis reminded me of what I saw during the Arab Spring in 2011, a series of street clashes between protesters and police that quickly swelled into a much larger struggle against autocracy. As in Cairo's Tahrir Square, Minneapolis has seen a layered civic uprising where a vanguard of protesters has gained strength as many others who don't share progressive convictions joined in feeling, if not always in person. I heard the same tones of outrage from parents, ministers, schoolteachers, and elderly residents of an affluent suburb. Some of the quarrels that divided Minneapolis city leaders only a few weeks ago, over policing or Gaza or the budget, have faded as people have come together to oppose ICE.

"Overall, this community has exercised enormous restraint," Allison Sharkey, the executive director of the Lake Street Council, which represents many minority-owned businesses that have been hit hard by the ICE raids, told me. "But we have been pushed, probably intentionally, towards civil unrest."

And as with the Arab uprisings, there is profound unease about where it is all leading--especially now that two people have been shot dead in scenes like the one I witnessed--alongside an undertow of hope that Minnesota can provide the rest of the country with a model of democratic resistance.






Over the past year, a three-story brick building in south Minneapolis has become a magnet for people who feel they--and their neighbors--need protection from their own government. The nonprofit that runs training sessions there asked me not to identify its location. When I visited, an ebullient labor organizer named Emilia Gonzalez Avalos was standing onstage in front of a packed auditorium, talking about the facial-recognition technology used by ICE agents, who routinely photograph protesters. "Everyone is at risk now," she said. Behind her, a screen offered bullet points on how to legally observe ICE raids.

Avalos told me that 65,000 people have received the training, most of them since December. "We started in a very different tone; it was preventive," she said. Now, after Good's death, "people are understanding the stakes in a different way."

I went upstairs to see breakout sessions where people were being trained by a different organization for direct confrontations with ICE. Inside a classroom, several dozen people ranging in age from 14 to about 70 faced off against three trainers playing ICE agents, in a loud fracas that lasted several minutes. Afterward, the trainers offered the volunteers a critique. One gray-haired lady said she had found the exercise difficult, "not being a 'Fuck you' person." Others got tips on how to brace themselves more effectively so that the agents could not easily knock them down.

Before I left, I watched the trainers put the group through two more simulations: an unexpected ICE raid on a neighbor's home and a planned demonstration at an airport that ICE is using to deport people. The second scenario appeared to come to life a few days later, when about 100 clergy members were arrested for protesting at the Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport.

The participants I spoke with did not seem like typical protest types. One of them, a driver's-ed teacher who asked me to identify him only as Dave, told me, "I do not like confrontation at all, and that's another reason that it's weird I went to the training." But in light of what is happening around him, he felt he needed what the trainers had to offer. His 14-year-old daughter, who attended the training with him, told me, "It was kind of overwhelming. But I don't think it could be too much, because they're just being realistic."

The nonprofit groups that run these training sessions are not organizing or directing the anti-ICE protests taking place in the Twin Cities. No one is. This is a leaderless movement--like the Arab Spring protests--that has emerged in a spontaneous and hyperlocal way. The people who follow ICE convoys (they call themselves "commuters," a verbal gesture that is part joke and part effort to elude government surveillance) have organized on a neighborhood basis, using Signal groups. The man who drove me to the ICE raids I witnessed--a lawyer, activist, and social-media figure named Will Stancil--had a cellphone fixed above the windshield of his car, and I could hear people tracking the location of the ICE convoy as it passed through their neighborhoods on a Signal audio chat. It was like being inside a police car that is getting updates by radio from a dispatcher.

You do not have to get tear-gassed to observe all of this self-organization; it is visible to anyone walking through Minneapolis. One bitterly cold morning, I approached a man standing across the street from an elementary school, a blue whistle around his neck. He told me his name was Daniel (he asked not to be identified further, because his wife is an immigrant) and that he stood watch every morning for an hour to make sure the kids got into school safely. Other local volunteers come by regularly to bring him coffee and baked goods, or to exchange news. These community watches take place outside schools throughout the Twin Cities, outside restaurants and day-care centers, outside any place where there are immigrants or people who might be mistaken for them.

"It's kind of unorganized-organized," Daniel said, when I asked how the school monitoring worked. "George Floyd connected everybody."

The local networks that formed after Floyd's killing were not just about fighting racism. During those febrile weeks in May and June of 2020, there were looters and provocateurs of all kinds on the streets, and so much anger had been directed at the police that they pulled back from parts of the city. Many neighborhoods began organizing local watches simply to defend themselves.









I had been talking with Daniel for only a few minutes when a tall man walked up, said he was a parent observer for the school we stood across from, and asked me to identify myself. When I showed him my press badge, he seemed friendlier, but still wary. He explained that he had heard reports of ICE agents impersonating journalists. I asked about the parent patrol, and he apologized, saying he couldn't give out any information.

Inside the schools, many administrators have been making their own preparations over the past year. Amanda Bauer, a teacher at a Minneapolis elementary school that has a large portion of immigrant students, told me that administrators informed parents last fall about their emergency plans for ICE raids by phone or in person, because they were already concerned about leaving email chains that could be mined by a hostile government.

Bauer, who is 49, struggled to maintain her composure as she described the day early this month when ICE showed up in force outside her school. Agents had been circling the school since December, seemingly learning its routines, and they arrested some parents just before the winter break. But this time, agents leaped out in riot gear and began entering the apartments just across from the school, where many students live.

"We had to lock down and keep the kids inside, and parents linked arms to block the school entrance," Bauer said. "We had a student who was looking out the window and saw them break into his apartment and just sobbed, 'That's my house. That's my home.' And we shut the blinds, but it was too late."

Bauer has been a teacher for 25 years, a period that has included a rise of school shootings and the drills that have become common to protect against them. "But I never thought it would be our own government we had to protect the kids from," she told me. "We kept them physically safe, but they saw what happened."

As she spoke, Bauer's hands were trembling. She held them up and smiled weakly. "I don't think I've stopped shaking for two weeks," she said.

Children were a moral fault line for many of the people I met in the Twin Cities--not just the children of immigrants, who are at risk of losing their parents or being deported themselves, but also their white peers in schools and day-care centers.

I met a couple in their 70s who told me they had never considered joining a political protest until ICE came to town, and they realized that their granddaughter was at risk of witnessing a violent immigration raid just by going to school. Dan and Jane (like many others, they asked that I shield their full names) live in a large house in a comfortable suburb, where they welcomed me with tea and cookies.

"When a child witnesses violence or crime, it's profoundly different from adults," Dan said. "It leaves scars."

Dan and Jane resisted the idea that they had become political. A better word, Jane said, was humanist. Their anger was unmistakable as they told me that the Trump administration was violating basic Christian principles. "It became clear very quickly that ICE is the Proud Boys, the Boogaloo boys. They've given them uniforms and let them run wild," Dan said. He attended a legal-observer training--which happened to have been on the day Good was killed--and now the couple delivers groceries regularly to immigrant families in Minneapolis. This past Friday, Dan joined thousands of others at a protest in Minneapolis, where his fingers were frostbitten in the -9 degrees Fahrenheit weather.









I arrived in Minneapolis 11 days after an ICE agent shot Good in the face. Her picture was hanging like a religious icon on windows and walls all over the city. To many who had not already become involved, her death was a call to action.

One of those latecomers was a 46-year-old documentary filmmaker named Chad Knutson. On the morning after Good was killed, he was at home with his two hound dogs, watching a live feed from the Whipple Building, where ICE is based, a five-minute drive from his house. A protester had laid a rose on a makeshift memorial to Good. As Knutson watched, an ICE agent took the rose, put it in his lapel, and then mockingly gave it to a female ICE agent. They both laughed.

Knutson told me he had never been a protester. It seemed pointless, or just a way for people to expiate their sense of guilt. But when he saw those ICE agents laughing, something broke inside him.

"I grab my keys, I grab a coat, and drive over," Knutson told me. "I barely park my car and I'm running out screaming and crying, 'You stole a fucking flower from a dead woman. Like, are any of you human anymore?'"

His voice was so thick with emotion that it felt almost as if he were telling a story of religious conversion. It reminded me again of the Tahrir Square protests in 2011, when so many people seemed to have reached a moral and political turning point.

Knutson now goes to the Whipple Building almost daily, bringing thermoses of hot coffee for the people who hold up signs and bellow at the ICE agents and convoys as they drive in and out. He has been tear-gassed so many times, he said, his voice has gone hoarse. When I met him at his house in St. Paul, a row of megaphones was on the counter. He hands them out along with the coffee. He once brought an ice-fishing clam, a portable shelter, to the Whipple to help the protesters withstand the subzero temperatures.

Knutson mentioned in passing that his neighbor had "an adopted brown kid down there; they hid her in the basement yesterday." This kind of thing no longer sounds weird in Minneapolis. Many people are hiding indoors--so many that, in a city with a substantial minority population, I hardly saw any Black or Latino faces on the street.

All this sheltering has created an economic crisis that has grown worse by the day. Many immigrant-owned businesses have seen their sales drop by as much as 80 percent, said Allison Sharkey, of the Lake Street Council. Large numbers have shut their doors entirely, fearing for themselves or their employees. Sharkey called it "an assault on our entire Main Street."

The Karmel Mall, a maze-like shopping hub for tens of thousands of East African immigrants in the Twin Cities, is usually packed with people drawn to the aromas of stewed goat and coffee and sambusa pastries, but when I visited, the place was silent, and most of the stalls were empty. At the far end I found some businesses still open, with a handful of customers. Several people looked frightened when I tried to ask questions, saying they didn't speak English well or that the owner would be back in an hour.

One man willing to chat, a 42-year-old named Ziad who was sipping coffee by himself, quickly showed me his passport card, saying he had come to the United States from Somalia decades ago. He has a master's degree in public health and was working in a community center, he said, but now it's closed. "Nobody's being paid," he said. "Everybody is scared." His children are attending school online, as they did during the coronavirus pandemic, and his wife almost never leaves home. The visits to the mosque and to family members and friends that sustained their emotional lives are on hold.

But Donald Trump "will go and we will stay," he said. "We Somalis know how to survive. We've been through a lot--civil war, refugee camps."







The Somali refugees who began coming to the Twin Cities in the early 1990s did so with the help of religious organizations and churches, especially Lutheran and Catholic parishes, that have a history of welcoming people fleeing war and famine. Those groups have been at the forefront of the resistance to ICE, and some of their leaders have been asking difficult questions: When does protest cross the line into violence? When is it morally acceptable to break the law? How do you retain the trust of people who are uncomfortable defying the authorities?

"We're going to have to live with our discomfort in making other people uncomfortable," Ingrid Rasmussen, the lead pastor at Holy Trinity Lutheran Church, who has been one of the most outspoken clergy members in the city, told me.

Last June, federal agents raided a taqueria near her church. She ran to the scene, she told me, and found a crowd of protesters facing off against heavily armed agents being protected by local police. Rasmussen was wearing her clerical robes and was thrown to the ground by a sheriff in plainclothes. Some in the crowd threw trash, bottles, and tires at the federal agents, according to a local news report. Video footage spread of Rasmussen shouting at the Minneapolis police chief: "You stand in my church ... You promised me a better relationship."

"It was like nothing I had ever seen before in Minneapolis," Rasmussen told me.

That was a remarkable thing to hear, because Rasmussen's church was near the center of the riots that took place after the killing of George Floyd in 2020. "Everything to the west of our building burned," she told me. During that period, her church became a medical site for injured people. She and her congregation worked for years to help rebuild the neighborhood.

The new round of ICE raids has struck even closer to home for the church, whose congregation includes a large number of immigrants. Rasmussen, who has young children, has continued to put herself in harm's way. She was among the 120 clergy members who took part in a sit-in at the corporate headquarters of Target on January 15, in an effort to get the company to take a stronger stand against the federal raids. And on January 23, she was among those arrested during the protest at the Minneapolis airport.

On the morning of January 24, Rasmussen got word that a man had been shot by ICE agents. She put on her warmest winter clothes and went to the scene, on Nicollet Avenue and West 26th Street, figuring she might be outside for hours.

By the time she got there, Alex Pretti, an ICU nurse, was dead. The federal agents who had wrestled him to the ground and then shot and killed him were throwing tear gas and flash-bangs at a crowd of furious protesters chanting "Shame!"

Rasmussen attended another protest that afternoon. When we spoke hours later, her voice sounded weary, as if she wasn't sure what such gestures of defiance would accomplish. She found it "almost unbearable" to witness such brutality from her government day after day, she told me. And it was galling to hear people in power say that they were acting in defense of freedom. The streets still looked like a war zone, with flash-bangs detonating and clouds of tear gas in the air.
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The Logical End Point of Trump Saying He Could Shoot Somebody on Fifth Avenue

His administration is trying to distort the reality of Alex Pretti's killing.

by Jonathan Chait

Sun, 25 Jan 2026




On January 23, 2016, Donald Trump notoriously declared, "I could stand in the middle of Fifth Avenue and shoot somebody, and I wouldn't lose any voters." That statement was understood at the time as a metaphorical expression of the depth of Republican voters' commitment to him. Ten years and one day later, his administration's agents shot a disarmed man on the street in full view of the public. Perhaps we should have taken him not only seriously but also literally.

The dynamic Trump observed is that he had created a bond with his supporters that no outside facts could break, even something as blatant as a cold-blooded killing on an American street. And that is the nub of the crisis into which we have plunged over the past decade. All politicians spin and distort to some extent, of course. Trump's innovation was to grasp that, because the conservative movement had trained its devotees to ignore mainstream media and rely completely on information supplied by its own loyalists, his ability to control his supporters' perceptions effectively had no limit. And because his supporters would believe anything, he could do anything.

After Customs and Border Patrol agents shot and killed Alex Pretti in Minneapolis yesterday, the Trump administration immediately branded him a "domestic terrorist." The specific allegation it employed to support this hyperbolic charge was that, because Pretti was carrying a firearm while filming and then clashing with agents, he intended to massacre federal officers. Even if that were true, it still would not remotely justify the fact that, according to multiple videos of the incident, agents shot Pretti after they had pinned him to the sidewalk and disarmed him.

Until very recently, conservative rhetoric has valorized gun ownership as a bulwark against tyrannical government, to the point of fetishization. Conservatives defended Kyle Rittenhouse as a hero for bringing a rifle to a chaotic protest in Wisconsin during the summer of 2020, as well as armed bands of protesters who marched into state capitol buildings during the COVID lockdowns.

Tyler Austin Harper: Minneapolis is a Second Amendment wake-up call

For Trumpists to infer homicidal intent from the exercise of a right they have fetishized is a Fifth Avenue-level mental reversal. Their view of the Second Amendment turns out to be no different from their view of the First: one whose protections apply exclusively to themselves.

The administration's immediate use of the terrorist label should be understood not just as a hyperbolic accusation of intent but as an umbrella term it applies to political opposition generally. "There is a large and growing movement of leftwing terrorism in this country," White House Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller has written. "It is well organized and funded. And it is shielded by far-left Democrat judges, prosecutors and attorneys general. The only remedy is to use legitimate state power to dismantle terrorism and terror networks."

Miller wrote that message in October. His definition of terrorism does not require imputing specific motives to protesters who own a gun or, like Renee Nicole Good, drive a car. He has called forth state power on a scale that is coming to resemble the piecemeal extension of martial law. The more abusive the power of the state, the angrier people will become, which the administration then uses as a pretext to crack down harder.

The administration's allies, not all of whom wish to directly endorse summary executions, have played along with his logic, treating protesters' reaction to the crackdown as though it were its cause.

"For months, radical progressive politicians like Tim Walz have incited violence against law enforcement officers who are simply trying to do their jobs," the National Rifle Association wrote in a statement yesterday. "Unsurprisingly, these calls to dangerously interject oneself into legitimate law-enforcement activities have ended in violence, tragically resulting in injuries and fatalities."

Read: The truth about ICE's recruiting push

"The Left is in a cycle of constant self-radicalization--the resistance to ICE creates the predicate for tragedies that are used to justify ever-more resistance and the demand for the de-facto nullification of federal immigration law in Minneapolis," National Review's editor in chief, Rich Lowry, wrote on X.

In reality, Minnesotans are taking to the streets to warn passersby of ICE's actions and to record them because, as multiple reporters have documented, federal immigration agents appear to be routinely violating the law. Democratic Party leaders in the state have urged residents to record activity in order to produce a record of these acts. That is why Pretti was holding his phone, not his gun, when he intervened to protect a woman being tear-gassed by CBP agents, who then killed him.

The phone, not the gun, is the weapon the administration fears. The phone produces evidence of its agents' misconduct, which is what the administration seems determined to destroy. Officials' insistence that citizens who record agents are provoking violent retribution is a justification for what is becoming a very literal war on truth.

If Trump himself, and not just one of his agents, actually shot somebody on the street, we can guess what would happen. He would call the victim a terrorist. His allies would say the victim had provoked their own death and blame Democrats for inciting the violence. A decade ago, Trump intuited at some level that the end point of his power to command the minds of his followers would be a killing on the street. What was once seen as a joke has attained the status of a prophecy.
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The Truth About ICE's Recruiting Push

Trump officials are touting 12,000 new hires in four months. Getting them onto U.S. streets may take longer.

by Nick Miroff

Sat, 24 Jan 2026




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

In the second Trump administration, immigration policy is made with big round numbers. There's a formula: First the White House sets an ambitious goal--1 million deportations a year, 3,000 immigration arrests a day. Then it presses the federal workforce to meet the target. Last year, Trump officials pledged to double staffing at ICE by adding 10,000 new deportation officers by January 2026. Stephen Miller treated the recruitment drive as a priority on par with the deportation push, demanding daily updates on the pace of hiring. Immigration and Customs Enforcement held job expos in multiple cities and dangled $50,000 bonuses, student-loan forgiveness, and other perks before potential recruits.

Just after New Year's Day, the Department of Homeland Security declared victory, celebrating an ICE hiring spree that "shattered expectations" and achieved a "120% Manpower Increase." DHS said it received more than 220,000 applications (many candidates applied for three or four different jobs) and signed up 12,000 new officers, agents, and legal staff in about four months. No federal law-enforcement agency has ever expanded this fast.

The percentage of new deportation officers who are actually ready to go out on the streets, however, is much lower than what the administration has been claiming, according to five DHS and ICE officials I spoke with. About 1,200 recruits have completed courses at ICE's training academy, and another 3,000 have finished online training courses for new hires with previous policing experience. ICE has also brought back about 800 retirees who can earn a salary on top of their pension. These roughly 5,000 new deportation officers are considered "operational," and have been given a badge and a gun, though some have yet to deploy due to administrative and logistical reasons. Three of the officials told me they estimate that it will likely take five or six months for the target number of new deportation officers--10,000--to be fully ready.

ICE veterans I've spoken with have concerns about the qualifications and aptitude of their new colleagues, especially those with little or no previous law-enforcement experience. Some academy classes have had dropout rates near 50 percent because so many failed the physical-fitness requirements. The Trump administration slashed the length of the training course from about five months to 47 days last summer--because Trump is the 47th president, three officials told me at the time--then cut it further. Now it's 42 days.

Read: ICE's 'athletically allergic' recruits

As new employees have started showing up at ICE regional offices around the country, some have been greeted with wariness by veteran officers. "These are people who have no business setting foot into our office," one senior ICE official told me, describing new recruits who appeared physically unfit for the job and "who would have been weeded out during a normal hiring process." The DHS and ICE officials I spoke with did so on the condition of anonymity because they are not authorized to speak to reporters.

Tricia McLaughlin, the chief spokesperson for DHS, declined to say how many of ICE's 12,000 new hires have hit the streets full-time. "We are not going to disclose the specifics for operational security purposes," McLaughlin wrote to me. She attached a department statement denouncing "mendacious politicians and the mainstream media," who "continue to smear ICE officers, lying to the American people, and falsely claiming that they are untrained for the job at hand."

The statement said the 42-day ICE academy course provides training in arrest techniques, conflict management and de-escalation, firearms safety, and proper use of force. I asked one veteran ICE official how much time new hires are spending on de-escalation tactics, especially after the fatal shooting earlier this month of Renee Nicole Good in Minneapolis. The principles of de-escalation are sprinkled throughout use-of-force classes and arrest training, the official told me. But he said the amount of time dedicated specifically to de-escalation is about four hours.

This morning, a 37-year-old man in Minneapolis was fatally shot after a group of federal officers and agents wrestled him to the ground. The circumstances of the killing remain hazy. On social media, DHS officials claimed the man had approached Border Patrol agents with a gun and violently resisted arrest. The department published an image of a 9-mm pistol that it said the man was carrying, and said his death "looks like a situation where an individual wanted to do maximum damage and massacre law enforcement."
 
 Bystander videos that apparently captured the moments leading up to the altercation showed the man, identified as Alex Pretti by The Minnesota Star Tribune, standing in the street and holding up a phone, not a weapon, likely to record the federal forces. In the videos, he makes no attempt to attack authorities. As one agent approaches Pretti, another begins shoving him back toward the sidewalk.

The reporter Laura Jedeed published a first-person account in Slate this month describing how she landed a job offer from ICE last fall, suggesting that the agency failed to conduct basic internet research that would show she is a journalist and an outspoken Trump critic. DHS dismissed Jedeed's account as "a lazy lie" and claimed that she was never offered a position. But Jedeed posted a subsequent video on social media that appeared to show ICE's hiring portal with her final job offer and an onboarding date at the agency's New York City field office. "Welcome to ICE," it said. Jedeed didn't take the job.

Her story is hardly the only sign that the ICE hiring surge may be cutting corners to achieve the White House's political objectives. Some ICE regional offices where staffing levels are poised to double don't have enough desks, body armor, and parking spaces for everyone, agency veterans told me. DHS has emphasized that it will assign new hires to work alongside experienced officers, but those pairings require additional planning at a time when the ICE workforce has been under relentless pressure to ramp up arrests and deportations.

"ICE officers go through a rigorous on-the-job training and mentorship," DHS said in its statement to me. "New hires take what they learn" from the ICE academy "and apply it to real-life scenarios while on duty, preserving ICE's reputation as one of the most elite law enforcement agencies not only in the U.S., but the entire world."

Read: 'Maybe DHS was a bad idea'

The ICE staffing surge is crucial to the Trump administration's bigger goal of 1 million deportations a year. ICE deported about 400,000 people during Trump's first year in office, well below the president's target. Trump officials claim that more than 2 million people have voluntarily left the United States during the past year-- counting them as deportations--even though that figure is based on academic estimates of census surveys.

ICE has an annual budget of about $10 billion, but the agency received three times that much in the One Big Beautiful Bill Act to fund the hiring boom. The bill also provided about $45 billion to expand ICE's network of detention centers. When Trump took office, about 39,000 detainees were facing deportation in ICE custody. Today there are more than 70,000, and Trump officials want to boost detention capacity to more than 100,000 this year. When I attended an ICE hiring expo outside Dallas last summer, recruiters explained that the state with the highest number of open positions was Louisiana, the operational hub of Trump's deportation campaign.

The administration also wants more ICE officers on the streets. Trump officials have brought in Border Patrol agents to act as reinforcements in cities such as Los Angeles, Chicago and now Minneapolis. Trump's rolling campaign has generally targeted one location at a time, but the new hiring surge will give the administration enough personnel to target multiple cities at once.

Trump officials say they are filling the jobs by hiring experienced law-enforcement officers from other federal agencies or state and local police departments. Many of the new hires are anxious about their career prospects at ICE once the burst of onetime funding runs out, officials at ICE and DHS told me, especially if Democrats take control of Congress.

One ICE official I spoke with told me that some of the new hires, especially rehired retirees, are having second thoughts. Hundreds of the returning officers have been ordered to Minnesota, two officials said, where the administration is conducting the largest-ever DHS crackdown. Some officers have been so cold and miserable that they've already quit, and ICE officials have held calls to figure out how to deal with the sudden resignations.

Returning officers who have come back from retirement are finding themselves in unfamiliar roles. They spent much of their careers trying to conduct low-key "targeted enforcement" operations in which they planned arrests in advance and sought to take suspects into custody in the safest and least dramatic way possible. Now they're out in the streets wearing masks, with protesters yelling at them and video cameras rolling. ICE has changed, and the job isn't the same.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/01/ice-new-hires-training-minneapolis-shooting/685745/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Police and ICE Agents Are on a Collision Course

After another fatal ICE shooting in Minneapolis, the rift between local police and federal agents is becoming a rupture.

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Sat, 24 Jan 2026




Updated on January 24 at 4:33 p.m. ET

In 2023, the Department of Justice released a blistering report on the patterns and practices of the Minneapolis Police Department. The police force responsible for George Floyd's death three years earlier, the DOJ wrote, regularly "uses unreasonable deadly force," "unlawfully retaliates against people who observe and record their activities," and "fails to adequately discipline police misconduct." The department also engaged in the "inherently dangerous and almost always counterproductive" practice of shooting at moving cars. In one case, an officer who had the time and space to move out of the path of an escaping vehicle instead fired four shots at it. The officer's use of force, the report said, "was reckless and unreasonable."



Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.



The Justice Department this month opted against conducting an investigation into the death of Renee Nicole Good, who was killed after an ICE officer fired shots into her moving Honda Pilot. The government is instead reportedly pushing to probe the actions of Good's wife, who recorded the incident on her phone. For local police in Minneapolis--who have spent much of the past five years aiming to overhaul their tactics and restore community trust by embracing an ethos of deescalation--watching thousands of federal agents rush into their city with a very different mandate has been disorienting, current and former law-enforcement officials told me.

"Look at how much things change," Minneapolis Police Chief Brian O'Hara told me when I asked him about the 2023 DOJ report and the current federal operation. "Now we're the ones trying to honor people's rights, honor people's ability to yell at us, to protest, to record the police and say nasty things without escalating, trying to protect people's human dignity in interactions. It's incredibly ironic."

O'Hara has had little time to dwell on the irony, as his force of about 600 officers faces a crisis spurred by President Trump's decision to deploy some 3,000 federal agents to Minneapolis. (Earlier today, federal agents shot and killed a 37-year-old man in yet another videotaped incident that has inflamed tensions between law enforcement.) In a city that has long been beset by strained relations between residents and law enforcement, the largest operation in the history of the Department of Homeland Security is upending what had begun to feel like a fragile truce.

Police now say they fear that Minneapolis may be on the verge of repeating the downward spiral that began in 2020, when a videotaped killing of an unarmed man by law enforcement led to mass protests that turned violent. A spike in crime and an exodus of hundreds of burned-out officers from the force followed. O'Hara told me that his effort to rebuild is being stymied by the "undisciplined," "unsafe," and "unprofessional" policing of federal agents who seem hell-bent on antagonizing anyone objecting to their presence in the city.

Border Patrol Chief Gregory Bovino complained on Thursday that Minneapolis police have been "missing in action," failing to show up when protesters have amassed to hamper federal operations. Vice President Vance visited Minneapolis hours later and blamed local authorities for the chaos gripping the city. (After the shooting today, O'Hara told reporters that federal officials had tried to order city police to leave the area, but he instructed his officers to remain on site to preserve the scene.)

It is rare for law-enforcement officers to turn on each other so publicly, and Minneapolis may represent the beginning of a broader rupture between local police--many of whom have years of experience dealing with the public--and federal officers bolstered by a corps of hastily trained recruits.

Read: ICE's 'athletically allergic' recruits

"Folks, that's bush-league policing," Sheriff Kevin Joyce of Cumberland County, Maine, told reporters on Thursday after one of his corrections officers was arrested by a group of ICE agents, who left the man's car open and unlocked on the street. "We don't do that as law-enforcement officers."

In Minnesota, police have also begun to speak out against the aggressive tactics that have become synonymous with Operation Metro Surge, the nickname for the federal deployment many residents have said has begun to feel like an invasion. Police chiefs from the Twin Cities and surrounding communities held a press conference this week to accuse ICE agents of unprofessional and unconstitutional practices. They asserted that their own off-duty officers had been accosted by masked federal officials and asked to prove that they were U.S. citizens. Area 911 switchboards are receiving dozens of daily calls related to the federal surge, both from residents seeking protection from federal agents and from ICE officials asking for help amid protests. The tension could increase if Trump follows through on his threat to invoke the Insurrection Act and send active-duty troops into the city.

The Pentagon put 1,500 members of the 11th Airborne Division, based out of Fort Wainwright, Alaska, on prepare-to-deploy orders Sunday morning, with plans to possibly send them to Minnesota, a U.S. defense official told my colleague Nancy A. Youssef. This person also said that the U.S. Army has ordered several dozen additional active-duty military police based out of Fort Bragg, North Carolina, and troops from the 4th Infantry Division in Fort Carson, Colorado, to prepare for a possible deployment to Minneapolis. The orders are the penultimate step to a Minnesota deployment, but the troops have not been ordered to go anywhere just yet. Vance said Thursday that Trump has not felt compelled to use the Insurrection Act so far and that the administration's goal is to lower the temperature. (That goal seems further out of reach after today's shooting, which led to angry clashes between protesters and federal agents, who deployed chemical irritants as residents accused them of murder. DHS said in a statement that the man who was killed had a gun and suggested that he wanted to "massacre law enforcement," although O'Hara said the man was a lawful gun owner without a criminal record. The bystander videos that have emerged so far do not appear to show him brandishing a weapon. DHS has a record of making false or exaggerated statements after use-of-force incidents that later fall apart amid scrutiny in courts or in light of video evidence.)

Tensions in Minneapolis have escalated significantly since January 7, when Jonathan Ross shot and killed Good. The 37-year-old mother of three had stopped her car on a street when Ross and other ICE officers approached her. Video shows that she'd turned her steering wheel away from the officers in an apparent attempt to leave when the shots were fired. Trump-administration officials promptly accused Good of "domestic terrorism" and said she had been trying to run over Ross.

Despite videos and eyewitness accounts of the incident that contradict those claims, Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche told Fox News recently that no investigation into Ross's actions would be conducted. That's a break with precedent; fatal law-enforcement shootings are typically reviewed. Federal officials also boxed out Minnesota investigators from examining the evidence independently, a move that local activists have said amounts to a cover-up. In Minneapolis, where demonstrators saw the successful prosecutions of the officers who'd killed Floyd as the culmination of years of public pressure on a police force that often seemed impervious to accountability, the handling of the Good shooting feels like an unacceptable regression.

"The longer this takes to get answers around whether there will be accountability, the worse things will get," Nekima Levy Armstrong, a local activist and the former head of the Minneapolis NAACP, told me last week. "ICE agents will continue to feel that they can attack people in our community with impunity." On Sunday, Armstrong participated in a protest at a Minneapolis church where an ICE official apparently serves as a pastor. On Thursday, she was arrested by federal agents, and Attorney General Pam Bondi suggested that the protest broke a law protecting houses of worship. Armstrong's attorney, Jordan Kushner, called the prosecution "a farce."

Read: Why they mask 

Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey, who called for Armstrong to be released immediately, has been warning that the federal officials' aggressive tactics are creating a sense of chaos. Last week, he told reporters that some residents were asking local police to fight ICE officers on the street. "We cannot be at a place right now in America where we have two governmental entities that are literally fighting one another," he said, adding that the situation is "not sustainable."

But in the current environment, the idea of cops and agents coming to blows may not be far-fetched. In Brooklyn Park, Minnesota, just outside Minneapolis, an off-duty police officer was stopped by ICE agents while driving and was asked to show papers proving her legal right to be in the U.S., Police Chief Mark Bruley said recently. An agent knocked a phone out of her hand when she tried to record, he said. The federal officials, who had their guns drawn during the encounter, left only when the officer told them that she was also in law enforcement, Bruley said. He added that similar things had happened to several other officers on his force, and that "every one of these individuals is a person of color." (DHS has said that there is no record of ICE or Border Patrol stopping and questioning an officer and that it does not racially profile.)

The corrections officer in Cumberland County, Maine, was roughed up by at least three federal agents as he shouted that he worked for the government, according to video of the arrest posted by the Portland Press Herald. Janee Harteau, a former police chief in Minneapolis, told me that she had recently traveled from Florida to Minnesota to protect her daughter, a 27-year-old Hispanic U.S. citizen, from racial profiling by ICE. Her daughter had "grown up around cops" but now feared leaving her house after seeing videos of federal officials aggressively confronting minorities, Harteau said.

In 2021, Minneapolis officers began a training program called "Active Bystandership for Law Enforcement," which teaches police how to intervene when their colleagues are abusing people. Shortly before Operation Metro Surge began, MPD revised its policy to clarify that officers who see federal agents using "clearly excessive force" against residents "shall verbally or physically intervene" as soon as they can do so safely.

In recent days, videos and images of actions by federal agents have circulated widely. In addition to the latest killing today in Minneapolis, the incidents include a woman being yanked from her car and carried away while saying she is disabled and trying to get to a doctor's appointment, a U.S. citizen being pulled from his house in his underwear despite snowy conditions, and a man taken from his home after gun-toting officers used a battering ram on his door. (They did not produce a judicial warrant before entering, his lawyer said.) The front page of yesterday's Minnesota Star Tribune features a photo of two agents pinning an activist down while another masked officer sprays an orange chemical irritant directly into the person's face.

"Their tactics are unsound," Harteau said. "I question their training, if any. We don't train people to just push people, grab their phones, mace them because they're standing on the corner talking or yelling."

The Trump administration has responded by defending the federal operations as flawless and labeling critics as lawless agitators and supporters of domestic terrorism. Marcos Charles, a top ICE official, recently told CBS's 60 Minutes that no one from his agency had been disciplined for any actions that have taken place during the operation. Trump and Vance have each softened their tone in recent days, acknowledging that some "mistakes" have been made by federal forces.

When I asked the White House about some of the complaints from local law-enforcement officials, the spokesperson Abigail Jackson did not address those concerns, instead pivoting to blame Minnesota Governor Tim Walz and Frey for "lying about federal law-enforcement operations" and "fueling divisions." The Department of Homeland Security did not respond to a request for comment.

Vance said on Thursday that he had personally looked into some of the situations showing ICE personnel involved in questionable conduct and found that crucial context exonerating the officers was often missing. He blamed local leaders for not allowing Minneapolis police to assist with the federal surge.

"The reason why things have gotten so out of hand is because of a failure of cooperation between the state and local authorities and what these guys are trying to do," he said, standing in front of 10 immigration agents. Although Vance said he had "some hope" that cooperation would improve in the coming weeks, there's reason to believe that such optimism is misguided.

After interviewing dozens of Minneapolis residents, politicians, and police officers for our book about the life and legacy of George Floyd, my co-author, Robert Samuels, and I came to understand just how fraught the relationship between the community and MPD had become in the years leading up to the fiery summer of 2020. Long before the Justice Department documented the civil-rights abuses and unconstitutional policing practices MPD had become notorious for, we heard about them from residents. The city's poorest and most ethnically diverse neighborhoods, where ICE is now conducting many of its deportation operations, tended to be the most likely to have stories of the cops roughing up people without justification.

Having heard so many accounts of residents who had endured or witnessed such abuse, I understood why so many protesters flooded the streets of Minneapolis in the hours after Floyd was killed. Some of them watched with a sense of satisfaction on May 28, 2020, as flames engulfed the building housing MPD's Third Precinct, which was especially notorious for aggressive policing techniques that resemble the tactics ICE agents are now using. And in the years since, Minneapolis police have worked to address that anger and to change the culture of their department.

With crime settling at historic lows, local leaders are reluctant to return to the aggressive approaches that soured relations with the community. Bruley, the Brooklyn Park police chief, said that local officials have recently begun handing out pamphlets to residents showing them how to tell the difference between an ICE agent and a municipal officer--lest the federal deportation push tarnish "our brand of how hard we work to build trust."

Read: 'Maybe DHS was a bad idea'

Leaders in the Twin Cities are well aware that Operation Metro Surge will wind down at some point and that ICE, flush with billions of dollars from Congress and a mandate to hire thousands of new deportation officers, will shift its focus to another location. For O'Hara, whose police force lost roughly 300 officers after the George Floyd protests and continues to struggle with staffing and recruitment, the prospect of another conflagration in the streets stemming from ICE's operation is unnerving.

"We've tried to heal, and we've tried to rebuild," he told me. "I'm just afraid that we're in that pandemic phase now, just waiting for the next time to go completely over the cliff. And we just cannot sustain if that happens again."

Nancy A. Youssef contributed reporting.
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The Four Types of Trump Supporter

The president's political power depends on his ability to play different roles for different parts of his coalition.

by Daniel Yudkin, Stephen Hawkins

Sat, 24 Jan 2026




The first year of Donald Trump's second term has made two things clear. First, the MAGA coalition is not breaking up any time soon. Even after the especially chaotic events of the past few weeks, Trump supporters are sticking by their man. Second, faith in Trump's leadership is not driven by his adherence to a coherent political ideology. Trump, who, as part of his "America First" policy, once declared that he would be "getting out of the nation-building business," has now declared that the U.S. "will run the country" of Venezuela for the foreseeable future. An administration that promised to look out for the "working man" has handed billions of tax dollars back to America's wealthiest households while stripping health care from the most vulnerable.

If ideological consistency can't explain the enduring loyalty of Trump's base, what does? A new study by More in Common, the nonprofit research organization where we work, finds that Trump's coalition is not monolithic. It consists of four groups, each with a distinct profile and perspective. Trump's political power depends on his ability to connect with these groups on different emotional and psychological grounds.

Over the course of 10 months, we surveyed more than 10,000 people who said they voted for Trump in 2024, and conducted extensive focus groups, conversations, and in-depth interviews. We then identified groups of Trump voters with similar attitudes and beliefs.

About 29 percent of 2024 Trump voters are what we call the "MAGA Hardliners." These are the fiery core of Trump's base, mostly composed of white Gen Xers and Baby Boomers, who are animated by the belief that God is on their side in America's existential struggle between good and evil. Then there are the "Anti-Woke Conservatives" (21 percent): a more secular and affluent group of voters deeply frustrated by what they perceive as the takeover of schools, culture, and institutions by the progressive left. Another 30 percent are the "Mainline Republicans": a more racially diverse group of middle-of-the-road conservatives who prioritize border security, a strong economy, and cultural stability. Finally, we have the "Reluctant Right" (20 percent). Members of this group, unlike the other three, are not necessarily part of Trump's base; they voted for him, but have ambivalent feelings toward him. Only half identify as Republicans, and many picked Trump because he seemed "less bad" than the alternative.

Yair Rosenberg: The biggest myth about Trump's base (and why many believe it)

Our research suggests that Trump's ability to play different roles for his coalition yields an emotional payoff that exceeds the value of philosophical or logical consistency.

The first role that Trump plays, which resonates for all four groups, is that of a "builder." Trump's social-media rants and diatribes against "corrupt" institutions create a common misperception that his appeal centers on tearing things down. In fact, his voters see him primarily as a constructive force. When asked to choose from a set of roles that they associate with Trump, 58 percent of survey participants selected "a builder trying to fix a broken system"--the highest share of any option offered. For the Reluctant Right, this sense of construction is paired with an image of managerial competence: They are more likely than any of the other groups to describe Trump as a "businessman" or a "CEO running a company." The perception of Trump's positive, constructive role helps explain why "hope" is the emotion that Trump supporters most commonly associate with his presidency.

Trump's second role is that of "redeemer": someone who can restore his supporters' status and respect in a society that they feel has long looked down on them. Most Trump voters in our study believe that America's cultural institutions have been dominated by those who scorn their values and way of life. Seventy-six percent agree with the statement "The woke left has ruined American education, news, and entertainment." Accompanying this diagnosis is a sense of disrespect from political elites and Democrats. Only a quarter of Trump voters feel respected by Americans who voted for Democrats, whereas 84 percent believe that "President Trump respects people like me." (The important exception to this is the Reluctant Right, who feel respected by neither Trump nor Democrats.)

The third role is that of an energizing "blasphemer"--a violator of progressive norms. This identity resonates most strongly with MAGA Hardliners and Anti-Woke Conservatives, who believe that the political left has become a sanctimonious elite imposing its worldview on everyone else. About 90 percent of MAGA Hardliners and Anti-Woke Conservatives agree that the "left actually hates America." This generates a desire not just for redemption but also for retribution. Trump presents himself as a norm-breaker who delights in poking his finger in his critics' eyes: More than three-quarters of MAGA Hardliners and more than half of Anti-Woke Conservatives believe that "President Trump should make the left pay for its mistakes and lies." This sense of transgression fuels a gleeful energy that runs through much of Trump's public communication. As Gina, a 50-year-old white woman who lives in Florida, told us, Trump is "a gigantic orange flashing middle finger, and I love it."

The final role--one that appeals especially to MAGA Hardliners--is what we call the "grand narrator." Trump's appeal can be understood only in the context of a decades-long collapse of trust in American institutions including Congress, the press, academia, and the scientific establishment. MAGA Hardliners--and, to a lesser extent, Anti-Woke Conservatives--overwhelmingly view the media as dishonest and believe that the "deep state" is setting the course for the whole nation. Even with unified Republican control of the White House, Supreme Court, and Congress, a majority of both groups still distrusts the federal government. In this uncertain epistemic landscape, Trump has emerged not just as a decisive leader but as a central purveyor of truth: 93 percent of MAGA Hardliners and 72 percent of Anti-Woke Conservatives say they trust him more than "all" or "most other sources." In other words, Trump has positioned himself as both the narrator and the hero of his own story.

David Brooks: Why do so many people think Trump is good?

Politicians typically try to appeal to voters by aligning their policies with voters' preferences. Trump satisfies deeper needs. For those despairing about our country's direction, he offers hope; for those who feel disrespected, validation; for those who feel doubtful, clarity.

Trump's political skills were forged in WWE arenas, on reality-TV sets, and in the luxury real-estate business--industries that live and die by their ability to capture attention, simplify narratives, and deliver emotional impact. These experiences taught him how to establish emotional bonds with audiences that far outweigh any connection based on shared ideology.

Trump's detractors may dismiss these bonds as empty or irrelevant. But for the people who experience them, they are very real. The relationship Trump has established with tens of millions of Americans offers them something they cannot attain through conventional politics. In his various roles, he embodies the reality that they want. This is the source of his power.
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Teenagers Are Pushing Himmler's Favorite Myth

If you are older than 25, you probably haven't heard of "Agartha."

by Ali Breland

Fri, 23 Jan 2026

Heinrich Himmler and other Third Reich occultists in the 1930s latched onto the strange idea that the Aryan race was not the product of evolution but descended from semidivine beings who left the heavens and established a secret civilization on Earth, possibly beneath Central Asia. Himmler, the head of the SS, was so enthralled by the possibility of what he considered celestial proof of the superiority of the white race that he provided funding for an SS expedition to Tibet in 1938 in the hope of locating his utopia, according to Black Sun, a 2001 history of Nazi occultism by the British historian Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke.

Almost a century later, this idea of a lost Aryan civilization, called Agartha, has caught on again, this time with teenagers posting memes online. If you're older than 25, you likely missed it. But over the past year, memes about Agartha--a mystical, underground city in the center of the Earth full of flaxen-haired, blue-eyed people--kept going viral and have become a staple of the youth internet. If you search for Agartha on Instagram, you'll find dozens of videos with view counts in the millions, and many more in the tens of thousands and hundreds of thousands. (Searches for hyperborea and vril, myths that overlap with Agartha, yield similar results.)

Before Christmas, the White House shared a Department of Homeland Security meme that has many of the attributes of the Agartha phenomenon but with a festive theme: Santa in front of a subterranean snowy workshop with Earth's core in the background, overlaid with the text Christmas After Mass Deportations. Jon Lewis, a researcher at George Washington University's Program on Extremism who has written about neo-Nazism, told me he saw the image as a clear reference to online Agartha content.

When I asked whether this was an Agartha reference, the White House press office responded by email that "4 people had to Google what Agartha is and we're still not sure. What are you talking about?" and sent me a GIF of a character from the cartoon Bob's Burgers, suggesting I was grasping at straws.

I then typed the prompt "show Santa looking at his workshop" into ChatGPT, and got the image below on the left. When I typed the prompt with the added words in Agartha, ChatGPT created the image on the right that bears a resemblance to the one sent out by the administration.

Agartha memes usually feature supercuts--a video of short clips--comprising UFOs in the Antarctic, pyramid-laden civilizations, digitally altered images of Charlie Kirk with blond hair and chiseled features, stereotypical Nordic-looking people, and sugar-free Monster Energy drinks in white cans. The memes are almost always set to the same pulsing drum-and-bass electronic dance remix of the 1981 Men at Work song "Down Under." Others feature the extremely anti-Semitic "happy merchant" depiction of a Jewish person. But all of the Agartha memes share in common the concept of the subterranean Aryan paradise that Himmler yearned for.

Many of the posters pushing the memes are avowedly racist and anti-Semitic. Others are not. The 25-year-old creator of an Agartha memecoin (a cryptocurrency with a fluctuating value that can correspond to a meme's salience in culture) told me the images resonated with him because he is right-wing and likes "blonde aryan sigma vibes." He declined to give me his real name, but said he was blond and white, and lives in Europe. (Sigma is a category of memes about successful loners who operate outside the concept of "alpha" and "beta" males.) When I asked him about Agartha's far-right associations, he said, "I don't think it's that deep." Still others, including a teenager I spoke with who runs an Instagram account that posts Agartha memes, told me that he thinks the memes are funny but not inherently a problem.

Whatever the motivation, the result is the same: Agartha memes and the bigotry they encode are spreading fast.

Agartha was first developed as a mythical fantasy by French writers in the late 1800s but had no far-right associations at the time. After Himmler co-opted Agartha, neo-Nazis carried it and other Third Reich racist myths into the postwar era by creating a new philosophy and value system called "esoteric Hitlerism," a fusion of racialist ideology and wacky mysticism. In the early 2020s, white supremacists turned those myths into internet propaganda.

The memes have become so pervasive that some people online have started making their own Agartha-like posts to mock white supremacists. Others appear to have simply adopted the style to make their own memes about teachers at their high school or college. (Some are innocuous; some are not.) There are even accounts that post Agartha memes about college and professional football.

Read: The Trump administration is publishing a stream of Nazi propaganda

I reached out to more than a dozen Agartha social-media accounts. Outside of the Agartha-memecoin creator, only one other, "Westhoughton High Friends of Agartha"--a satirical meme page for a high school in the United Kingdom--responded. The person behind the account told me by direct message that they saw the content merely as "absurd brainrot humour," and that they "can't imagine many people take this seriously." When I noted the Nazi associations of Agartha, they said that "It's absurd humor ?" and clarified that they themselves are "extremely left wing" and that they "hate all far right people."

One way to read that is as a sign of the integration of Agartha content into mainstream culture, where its noxious antecedents are no longer meaningful. Who knows how many people sharing the word Agartha online are aware of its history? How many would care if they were? This sort of transformation has happened before. Pepe the Frog and Wojak (the bald, numb-looking cartoon character used to express ennui) were incubated in extremist circles on the image board 4chan. They eventually became ubiquitous on the wider internet, with little indication of their origins.

But another way to interpret the "Westhoughton High" Agartha account and others that might consider themselves harmless is as a cultural victory for the far right. Even if a viewer doesn't understand the underlying ideology, the memes can lead to more, and more overt, neo-Nazi dreck.

"Now you have normies playing with what was fringe, esoteric Nazi memes," George Washington University's Lewis said. "It just broadened the aperture of people clicking on the video and the sound, who will consume even worse neo-Nazi content."

The spread of Agartha memes is consistent with broader trends among young people. Recent polling found that 18 percent of 18-to-22-year-olds believe that Jewish people have a "negative" impact on the United States, a level 10 percentage points higher than the response among all age groups. The same poll found that 27 percent of 18-to-22-year-olds agree with the statement that "Jews in the United States have too much power," compared with 16 percent of all age groups. As my colleague Yair Rosenberg recently wrote, "The research collectively suggests that America is becoming more anti-Semitic because its young people are becoming more anti-Semitic."

At the same time, the word goy is becoming normalized in youth slang. Goy is a Hebrew and Yiddish term for "gentile," but 4chan users co-opted it in the 2010s. Posters on the platform often used the term in anti-Semitic ways, such as in the terms goyslop (unhealthy foods that these conspiracy theorists believed were a Jewish plot to hinder gentiles) and goycattle (the unthinking masses who are constantly being manipulated by Jewish people). Like Agartha, such variations of goy have moved from the fringes of the internet in the past year, and posts using the term have accrued millions of views on TikTok and Instagram.

Nick Fuentes, the white-supremacist influencer, has also made a name for himself with anti-Semitic statements, including calling Jewish people a "transnational gang." After operating on the fringes for years, his content now routinely collects millions of views across social media, and he casts a long shadow of influence over young right-wingers in politics. The ascent of Agartha memes and terms like goy suggests that anti-Semitic ideas now have purchase beyond Fuentes's fellow travelers.

When I sought out and interacted with Agartha meme accounts, social-media algorithms started directing me to far-right accounts that posted other racist and anti-Semitic content. "What comes with Agartha is its provenance within a racist, anti-Semitic community," Cody Zoschak, a researcher at the Institute for Strategic Dialogue Global, an anti-extremism think tank, told me. Zoschak, in his research, has observed that whenever he sees an Agartha meme, even from someone who isn't obviously on the far right, he "can trace a line back to what is almost certainly a neo-Nazi community."

White supremacists seem to think that this is a win for them. Lewis said that neo-Nazi and white-supremacist groups he monitors were elated after they saw the Trump administration sharing the Christmas Agartha meme: "They would write 'Hail victory.'"

In November, Martin Sellner, an Austrian ethno-nationalist and prominent figure in far-right European politics, noticed that Agartha was going viral. In a later thread on X, Sellner called the memes a "metaphysical homeland for a 'lost generation' of isolated disenfranchised white boys." Agartha, as depicted in memes, Sellner wrote, "is a place without immigrants, white guilt, a 'white Wakanda,' that symbolizes destiny and ancestral ties." (Sellner added that he tried to make sure any illegal Nazi symbols were removed from Agartha meme examples in his thread, in compliance with German and Austrian law.)

Sellner positioned the memes as something that could be taken in jest. "Irony is the glue that holds this whole meme-universe together. Anyone who takes things deadly seriously or gets triggered has lost," he wrote. This is the tone that a lot of people online have taken regarding the Agartha memes. No matter the underlying content, you're not supposed to take the joke seriously, and if you do, the joke's on you.

Read: The firewall against Nick Fuentes is crumbling

It's a well-worn tactic, but also a common excuse used to launder noxious content. It's not ironic or satirical for ethno-nationalists to joke about a mythical ethno-state when that fantasy is reflective of their extreme beliefs.

In November, a teenager set off bombs inside a mosque at a high school in Jakarta, injuring 96 people. The bomber was carrying a toy gun with neo-Nazi references written all over it, including the words For Agartha scrawled across the barrel, according to investigators. The Agartha reference looked like an example of "memetic radicalisation" according to a report from the Global Network on Extremism and Technology. In other words, the bomber may have been inspired by the memes of chaos, nihilism, and wanton destruction he saw online, even if he didn't fully understand their origin or significance.

"There's unfortunately no shortage of angry, largely white men who are looking for justifications to commit violence; we've seen anti-Semitism be that driver so many times," Lewis said, recalling several mass shootings in the past decade--Buffalo, Charleston, Pittsburgh--that were carried out by white supremacists who had been at least partially radicalized online.

Nearly everyone posting about Agartha knows it's not a real place. A certain subset, though, want Agartha to be more than a myth, as Himmler did, and for the United States to be the white ethno-state of their fantasies. Regardless of the politics of any individual poster, that's the ultimate point--to finally make Agartha real.

Will Gottsegen contributed reporting for this story.
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Doomsday-Prepping for Trump's Third Term

Dmitri Mehlhorn has created a fictional world to game out constitutional collapse.

by Michael Scherer

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

Betting money puts the odds of constitutional collapse in the United States at about one in 25. Anyone can wager three or four cents on Polymarket, Kalshi, or PredictIt that will pay out $1 if Donald Trump wins a third term in the 2028 election--an impossibility, according to the plain text of the Twenty-Second Amendment: "No person shall be elected to the office of the President more than twice."

Dmitri Mehlhorn, a former Democratic strategist, thinks that the chance of political apocalypse is about 20 times higher--and that Americans need to start preparing now. He recently secured dual citizenship for his family on the Caribbean island of St. Kitts and is obsessively thinking through how people should respond if Trump tries to maintain power with the threat of force. He styles himself a doomsday philosopher of this worst-case scenario.

On a Tuesday last month, this effort brought him to a co-working space in Manhattan's SoHo neighborhood to play a war game of sorts with about 15 finance professionals, nonprofit leaders, technology executives, and former Democratic-campaign advisers--and me.

"Let's just use fiction to just imagine things so that we're not all bogged down in prose," Mehlhorn told the assembled players as the first glasses of wine were poured. The end of the enlightened order, it turns out, is best contemplated with libations and crudites. "Just imagine a world where certain assumptions are true."

The assumptions were these: It is December 2025, and a term-limited U.S. president is rapidly consolidating control over the military and law enforcement, and pardoning criminal allies. To win, "President Buzz Windrip" and his team must increase their own wealth and maintain power or secure legal amnesty through 2030. They are competing against two other teams: one representing the business community, which seeks to protect and grow its capital and avoid prison, and one representing the defenders of the U.S. constitutional system and the rule of law. The game plays out over several 30-minute rounds, as players submit their actions so that AI agents--the game masters--can calculate the impact of each move and present new challenges. The premise of the game, like a round of Dungeons & Dragons, encourages players to check their personal politics and morality at the door--and to try to think more radically.

"  You have a man who breaks the law, and that man is the strongman. Which bends, the man or the law? That's the question," Mehlhorn told me when we first met to discuss his project. "If the president has proven in his first term that he will ignore subpoenas and ignore congressional budget authorizations and pardon anybody who also does, then suddenly, there's no power. What are the remaining checks? Every check is gone."

Read: Trump's plan to subvert the midterms is already under way

Mehlhorn's ideas exist well outside the Democratic mainstream, which remains focused on the midterms and 2028 election--contests that he believes will have little meaning. He assumes that federal law enforcement will operate at Trump's whims and that Democrat-run states need to build deterrence--threats of federal-tax boycotts, an expansive embrace of states' rights, a new understanding of the importance of gun ownership, to name a few. His defenders see him as a colorful provocateur who is forcing uncomfortable conversations. His critics in Democratic politics consider his obsessions dangerous distractions, built on fanciful thinking, from the difficult work of winning elections and regaining power.

The game--held in a neighborhood better known for $5,000 handbags than fantastical End Times--is a test of Mehlhorn's most outlandish ideas. The three teams prepared to split up and move into separate conference rooms to plot their strategy. "It can be zero or one or two winners," Mehlhorn announced, "but it cannot be three winners." He didn't say what soon became clear: The zero-winner scenario means that the nation has collapsed into civil war.

If Mehlhorn is inclined to imagine a president discarding settled norms and restraints, perhaps it's because he's so often done so himself. He experienced Trump's 2016 victory as a century-defining challenge to the American experiment. He responded by transforming himself from a venture capitalist into an iconoclastic Democratic strategist. His ticket was a friendship with Reid Hoffman, the billionaire co-founder of LinkedIn, whom Mehlhorn told me he knows from their time together at Stanford. As Hoffman's donor-adviser, Mehlhorn helped direct more than $1 billion in anti-Trump spending from 2017 to 2024, particularly by rallying other wealthy liberals who had ties to Silicon Valley.

Their projects were often unconventional and frequently controversial. They backed prescient planning in 2020 for the possibility that Trump would resist the peaceful transfer of power, and two years later, they warned that "MAGA leaders intend to use 2022 midterm wins to install Trump in 2024 regardless of the vote." They spoke openly of their efforts to dampen voter enthusiasm in Republican communities, the sort of vote suppression that other Democrats have long tried to combat.

Once it became clear that Trump would run for president again in 2024, Mehlhorn said that he and Hoffman helped fund the failed challenge to Trump's candidacy under Section 3 of the Fourteenth Amendment, which prohibits federal officials who have "engaged in insurrection or rebellion" from holding office again. (The Colorado Supreme Court ruled in their favor, only to have the decision overturned by the U.S. Supreme Court.) They helped pay the legal bills of E. Jean Carroll, a writer who successfully won a civil judgment against Trump for sexual abuse and defamation. They supported the Republican candidacy of former South Carolina Governor Nikki Haley during the 2024 primaries, in an effort to weaken Trump. They were early backers of anti-Trump groups such as the Courier Newsroom and Republican Voters Against Trump, and of efforts aimed at turning out young urban voters through giveaways and parties. Frustrated with Democrats' dependence on television advertising, they funded apolitical Facebook communities that were designed to attract audiences of less likely Democratic voters, who would find themselves bombarded with get-out-the-vote messages.

"The people who had been funding elections through 2016 were extremely conservative and cautious tactically," Michael Podhorzer, a former strategist for the AFL-CIO who worked with Mehlhorn during the 2020 election cycle, told me. "What he brought from a Silicon Valley perspective was the idea, as he put it, that he would be happy if he funded 10 things and nine failed."

Mehlhorn was also the rare political operative who did not mind making enemies--or opposing liberal causes, such as voting-rights reform in 2021, which he fought because he thought that it would distract from economic issues important to voters and lacked a path to becoming law. I spoke with one of Mehlhorn's admiring colleagues, who requested anonymity to speak frankly and described him as "an asshole to a bunch of people who never have people tell them hard things." Other Democratic strategists who know Mehlhorn were less admiring. Several declined to comment, because they did not share his eagerness to fight with allies. Others remain scarred by public and private feuds with him over strategy, experiences that Mehlhorn acknowledges as "bullying my own allies."

In 2017, Mehlhorn secretly helped fund a deceptive social-media botnet campaign, which mimicked foreign-interference tactics and was designed to hurt a Republican Senate candidate. The backlash was swift. Hoffman later apologized for how his money had been used, saying that he had not been aware of the project. Mehlhorn said that he would no longer fund such efforts.

Then, in the summer of 2024, Mehlhorn crossed an even brighter line, suggesting in an email to a small network of politicos that the assassination attempt against Trump could have been a false-flag attack in the tradition of authoritarian regimes, such as the one run by Russian President Vladimir Putin. "I know I am prone to bias on this, but this is a classic Putin play and given the facts seems more plausible," Mehlhorn wrote. "Look at the actual shot. Look at the staging. Look at how ready Trump is to rally." He pressed recipients to investigate whether the shooting might have been staged so that Trump could benefit from the photos and the backlash.

When the conspiratorial email was published by Semafor, it ignited bipartisan outrage. Mehlhorn apologized. Within a week, Hoffman cut ties. Even as many Democrats distanced themselves, Mehlhorn quickly launched his own effort to support Kamala Harris's bid for the presidency. But after Trump won, he announced that he was done with electoral politics. Mehlhorn didn't think that Trump intended to allow free and fair elections again anyway. "This moment demands recalibration, resilience, and resolve," he wrote to friends weeks after the election. "Even as authoritarian forces ascend, history shows that ingenuity and collaboration can prevail."

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

He set about reinventing himself again, this time as a political thinker. He was, he said, no longer fighting the war but working "in the war college." When we first met for this story, he gave me a list of 30 authors who have shaped his thinking, including the philosophers John Locke, Karl Popper, and Hannah Arendt; the astronomer Carl Sagan; and the retired federal judge J. Michael Luttig. But he felt that the world had already spun beyond the bounds of what traditional white papers could anticipate. So he decided to start working in fiction.

Mehlhorn has written a science-fiction book imagining America's collapse into autocracy, and he programmed an AI to create a set of fictional Substack authors who write about parts of his political vision. Mehlhorn also founded a new group called the Atoll Society, named for the ring of islands that forms after an underwater volcanic eruption. In this metaphor, Mehlhorn casts the United States as we know it as the exploded volcano, a void. The surrounding islands--a national and an international "archipelago of light"--will have to form the new resistance.

In any role-playing game, the rules shape reality. Players are given win conditions that define their motives, and the game masters are given the ability to throw any obstacle in their way. As the cheese plates arrived in SoHo, the three teams found themselves in uncharted territory. (To get the full, immersive experience, I participated in the game as one of five players on the fictional president's team. As a condition of my joining, I agreed not to identify or quote the other participants.)

The AI game masters told the players that an Oregon sheriff had started organizing local law enforcement in support of the Constitution and against the president's consolidation of federal forces. The president's team moved quickly to prosecute the sheriff for treason. The business community bought up national-media properties in the hope of increasing its leverage with the administration. The constitutional defenders began recruiting retired generals to counteract the president's consolidation of power. Both the president's team and the rule-of-law defenders launched back-channel negotiations with the capitalists.

Conditions deteriorated rapidly. The National Guard in blue states began to defect after being federalized by the president, loosening his hold on the military. Wary of the economic instability, the business community tried to relocate money outside the country, prompting the federal government to seize $600 billion. Then the president's team launched a false-flag cyberattack on electricity infrastructure and pinned it on North Korea.

The exercise quickly descended into the realm of dystopian fiction, as the players wrestled with the same ideas that Mehlhorn has been developing. The constitutional defenders, operating through Democratic state leaders, found themselves leaning into the "states' rights" powers of the Tenth Amendment. By the later rounds, the blue states had launched a tax boycott, worked to win over the military, embraced the Oregon sheriff as a champion of liberty, and abandoned the long-standing liberal aversion to guns.

"There are a lot of people with guns and military experience in this country. A lot of them. The Democratic Party does not have relationships with them at all," Mehlhorn said. "You start to have alliances built around the Bill of Rights and start having a notion that the tax, the golden goose of all this wealth creation, is not just going to keep on paying if the federal Constitution is clearly in breach. That set of conversations can create a set of incentives where you actually deter the far-worse outcomes."

Listening to Mehlhorn, I found it hard not to wonder how he would react if a similar exercise were conducted by Trump supporters--gaming out how to combat a dastardly Democratic power grab by rallying an armed coalition to stop it. Many in the president's coalition are already warning about a wave of what the White House adviser Stephen Miller calls "domestic terrorism" to obstruct federal authority--a catchall term that Trump aides use sometimes to describe activity protected by the First Amendment, and sometimes to describe the physical obstruction of law-enforcement efforts. Meanwhile, Trump supporters, such as the lawyer Alan Dershowitz and the former Trump adviser Steve Bannon, have been busily preparing their own outlandish scenarios for the president's indefinite rule. In important ways, the political debate has begun to shift away from what is happening to focus on the darkest visions of what might happen next.

Trump started selling Trump 2028 hats three months after taking office last year. Eight months in, he gathered military leadership to focus on the "war from within." When Democratic lawmakers released a video reaffirming that the military code does not permit carrying out illegal orders, Trump accused them of seditious behavior "punishable by DEATH."

Trump has been, for many of his most devoted supporters, delightfully ambiguous about whether he will actually try to run again in 2028. Trump said in March that "there are methods" for getting around the Constitution's third-term prohibitions. When asked in August, he said that he would "probably not" seek another term but then added, "I'd like to." He told reporters in October that the Constitution is "pretty clear" that he's "not allowed to run," only to have a White House spokesperson say last month that the nation would be "lucky" for such a thing to happen. His chief of staff, Susie Wiles, told Vanity Fair that he would not run again. "But he sure is having fun with it," she added. "When you think of it, we shouldn't even have an election," Trump told Reuters about the 2026 midterms last week. (The White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson provided a statement attacking The Atlantic when she was asked about Trump's plans.)

Dershowitz, a Harvard Law professor who has worked for both Trump and Jeffrey Epstein, told The Wall Street Journal last month that he had given Trump a draft of a book he wrote that includes suggestions for working around the Twenty-Second Amendment. In one such scenario, Dershowitz told the Journal, he suggests that Republican electors representing Trump, if he were to win, would decline to cast a vote in the Electoral College, which would pitch the decision to Congress, which would then appoint Trump. "They then select, and not elect, the president," Dershowitz told the Journal, adding that he does not think Trump will pursue this path.

Mehlhorn believes that the most likely scenario is simpler: Trump would announce his candidacy for president late, leading the Republican Party to easily nominate him. The Supreme Court then would either split on the question of whether this is legal or rule against Trump with no effect. (J. D. Vance has repeatedly endorsed the idea of the president defying Supreme Court rulings.) As the votes are being counted, Mehlhorn imagines, Trump and federal law enforcement would declare rampant fraud in urban centers and move to disqualify residents of those districts' votes. In January 2029, Vance would do what Mike Pence did not do in 2021: use his power to throw the election to Trump. If there is resistance, another pro-Trump mob--including many who have already been pardoned for the January 6, 2021, attack--could provide backup.

"As president, who stops him?" Mehlhorn asked me as he described the scenario. "Who prevents that from happening? What person? What combination of people?"

Read: Trump Exhaustion Syndrome

Even if you accept the premise that Trump would take such radical steps to achieve a third term, though, there are several answers to this question. The first is that Trump will turn 82 before the 2028 election, making him older than Joe Biden was in 2024. (Mehlhorn agrees that health could be a factor.) The strongest internal check might be the American electorate, which would still have the ability to vote Trump's allies out of office, splintering his coalition and potentially providing the votes for his impeachment and conviction. A recent Economist/YouGov poll found that 68 percent of the country, including 45 percent of Trump voters in 2024, did not want him to serve a third term. Trump's recent pivot to try to reverse his falling approval numbers on the economy is an indication, if nothing else, of how much this year's midterm elections will matter in determining whether he can hold together his coalition.

Then there are other parts of the executive branch, including military leaders, Trump's inner circle in the West Wing, and the national party. Many people now view his consolidation of power as a necessary shift, but their support is based on the belief that these changes are happening within the constitutional framework. If Trump defies the Supreme Court, cancels urban votes en masse, or outwardly defies the Twenty-Second Amendment's plain text, even some of his top advisers might defect. Investigations into the January 6 attack have revealed that many Trump aides, including ones who continue to work for him, were appalled at what happened that day, and some tried to intervene.

Mehlhorn welcomes the debate, in part because he is hoping that he is wrong. And after spending time with him, I realized that he is interested less in the most likely outcome of any situation than in the most dangerous plausible outcome. Bill Kristol, an anti-Trump activist who previously edited the conservative Weekly Standard, estimates that the chance that Trump runs for a third term is about one in four--much lower than Mehlhorn's prediction but higher than the betting markets'. He told me that the scenarios raised by Mehlhorn have value.

"I do think there is just a consistent underestimation of the problem or the challenge of how alarmed we should all be," Kristol said. "I think someone like Dmitri is useful in leaning against the overconfidence."

Within an hour of the game's completion, the AI game masters produced a 10-page verdict on the winners and losers, summarizing what had happened and why. In the final round of the game, the business community turned on the president--by a vote of 3 to 2 in their conference room--using their media empire to expose his role in the false-flag attack on U.S. infrastructure. The president eventually fled on a military aircraft to Hungary. The Oregon sheriff was sworn in as the president at the California state capitol instead of in Washington, D.C., a sign of how fragile the nation had become.

As with the first time the game was played, in Washington, there were two winners: the business community and the defenders of the prior constitutional system. The country as a whole, however, did poorly, falling into a recession. "The Republic held. Barely," the AI game engine concluded. "And only because enough people, across enough fractures, chose to hold it."

Mehlhorn said he'd programmed conditions that would allow the president's team to win two-thirds of the time. But at both events where he has staged the game so far, the president's team has been the only loser. In his view, this may reflect a design flaw that he can address ahead of future gatherings, including one planned in Midtown Manhattan this month and events scheduled later this year in Paris and Berlin. Business interests in real life would likely not move as a single bloc. Maybe his assumptions are simply wrong, and American democracy is more robust than he fears.

But Mehlhorn also suggested that the president's team in both game runs may have been too timid--that the elite groups of players he had gathered lacked imaginative cruelty. "Perhaps participants from rule-of-law cultures instinctively hesitated to deploy violence," he wrote to the players in a follow-up email, "even in simulation."
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The Levers Trump Isn't Using

He is dominating a lot of news cycles but failing to advance lasting policy change.

by Yuval Levin

Tue, 20 Jan 2026




Sign up for Inside the Trump Presidency, a newsletter featuring coverage of the second Trump term.

A year into Donald Trump's second presidential term, it's easy to be overwhelmed by the sheer volume of activity. Whether you think his administration has achieved great things or worry that it has unleashed terrible abuses, Trump sure looks to have done a lot.

But if you view the year through the lens of the president's powers, all of that action comes to seem more circumscribed. By neglecting some of the most significant formal and informal tools at his disposal, Trump has largely failed to advance durable policy change, at least on domestic matters. He has dominated a lot of news cycles, but at the expense of shaping the future--for good or ill.

The American presidency is a framework of duties and powers. The president is formally required to "take Care that the Laws be faithfully executed," for instance. He is also empowered and expected to propose measures to Congress and promote a legislative agenda. He is the driving force behind the nation's foreign and defense policy. And we have come to expect the chief executive to promote his priorities within the law through regulation and rule making, and to work to convince other officeholders as well as the general public of the appeal of his preferred courses of action.

In the first year of his second presidency, Trump seemed determined to avoid doing much of this work, and to instead use the weight and leverage of the executive branch as a cudgel to batter opponents and drive changes in their behavior. He has worked around the formal powers of the presidency more than through them, and his goal often seems to have been not so much to govern as to show force.

From the December 2025 issue: President for life

The appeal of this approach is easy to see, especially for those on the right who have felt mistreated by American elites for years. It has enabled Trump to extract real concessions from some hostile institutions. But it is inherently shortsighted and reactive. And it comes at an enormous cost for the integrity and reputation of the American government.

Trump signed fewer laws in this first year of his term than any other modern president, and most of these bills were narrow in scope and ambition. The only major legislation was a reconciliation bill that contained a variety of provisions but was, at its core, an extension of existing tax policy. "I guess we got the big, beautiful bill done," Republican Representative David Joyce of Ohio told The Washington Post in December. "Other than that, I really can't point to much that we got accomplished."

This is not because Congress is implacably opposed to the president's priorities. Like every newly elected president since Bill Clinton, Trump began his term with his party controlling both houses, albeit narrowly. And it's not that Trump has tried and failed to drive a broad agenda through the House and Senate; he simply hasn't tried. In fact, he doesn't seem to have any major legislative aims for the remainder of his term.

Congress's lethargy isn't all Trump's fault, of course. In the 21st century, legislators have chosen to make themselves supporting actors in Washington's presidential drama. In theory, that weakness could be an opening for a president to muscle Congress into codifying parts of his agenda. But Trump has shown no interest in such work. His team seems to view Congress as a waste of time and energy.

The pace of regulation has also been relatively slow so far. Executive orders have been plentiful, of course, but those are often just messaging tools. Only more formal rule making can really transform the administrative state, even if the goal is to roll it back. The Regulatory Studies Center at George Washington University has found that, as of the fall, the Trump administration had advanced fewer economically significant rules than the Clinton, Bush, Obama, or Biden administrations had by that point in their terms. (Regulation in Trump's first term was similarly slow at the start.) The administration has pursued some meaningful regulatory measures, in the energy sector and banking, for instance, and the pace of rule making will surely increase. But overall, regulatory action is off to a slow start.

The White House has also shown remarkably little interest in public persuasion. Trump prides himself on being available to reporters, which is important. But what he says in press conferences and public remarks generally amounts to vague sloganeering and disjointed boasting. He has not laid out a detailed case for his policies, or clearly described his thinking on most public issues. What are the administration's objectives and expectations in Venezuela, say? What are the president's domestic-policy priorities for the coming year? Who knows?

If the president is not doing much of the core work of the office, what is he doing instead? Trump has deployed two primary alternative strategies for executive action, both of which have aimed to use the presidency more for leverage and reprisal than for governance. We might think of these as a West Coast business strategy and an East Coast business strategy. The first pursued a tech-focused corporate restructuring of government. And the second has sought to replace policy making with dealmaking.

The West Coast strategy was embodied by DOGE, the so-called Department of Government Efficiency, which transfixed Washington over the first six months of the administration. DOGE was an expression of a Silicon Valley view of executive authority, in which the purpose of an enterprise and its staff is to act rapidly and with maximum efficiency in response to iterative CEO decisions, rather than informing an executive's choices and then steadily and accountably carrying them out.

From the February 2026 issue: The purged

Applied to government, the DOGE ethos amounted to blasting through chains of command and responsibility to allow for more direct presidential control of the levers of administrative action. The people attempting this struggled to understand the purpose of the distributed, competing power centers that surround the president, and wanted unmediated White House control of government information systems, which they equated with government powers and especially the flow of money. They did not see federal agencies as focal points of expertise and organization, and instead kept talking about the executive branch as just a set of buttons to push.

This experiment failed and is largely over. DOGE did not reduce federal spending in any meaningful way, because only Congress can durably cut spending. Appropriations were on a continuing resolution throughout much of 2025, which meant Biden-era spending levels remained in place, and no amount of caffeinated tweeting was going to change that. Combined with the One Big Beautiful Bill Act and rising entitlement costs, this meant spending for the year was more than 3 percent higher than in 2024. Little or nothing of what DOGE did looks likely to be codified in the coming year, either.

DOGE did orchestrate some high-profile firings and buyouts, but on this front, too, real change would require Congress. There were about 270,000 fewer federal workers at the end of 2025 than at the beginning, bringing their number down to roughly the 21st-century average after a hiring spree in the Biden years. But the president firing people without replacing them or eliminating the appropriations for their roles only leaves openings for the next administration to fill. And if Trump's successor is a Democrat, he or she will have an army of progressive activists to pick from who could easily be further to the left than the people Trump fired.

As DOGE faded from the scene about halfway through the year, the East Coast mode of governance grew more prominent. Rather than enact general rules (let alone laws) to govern sectors of society, the administration has tried to drive change by making discrete deals with individual drugmakers, energy companies, tech giants, law firms, universities, and other institutions. In return for public investments, research grants, beneficial regulatory treatment, or discretionary nonenforcement of laws, the White House has exacted all manner of commitments from these entities.

This approach appeals to Trump's self-image as a dealmaker and to his tendency to think about political power in terms of individual news cycles. It also allows him to act with little congressional oversight or judicial review, and facilitates the shameless financial corruption and graft that have characterized this administration.

Dealmaking is most naturally at home in foreign policy and trade, and the president's predilection for it has surely contributed to his growing focus on international affairs. But in the domestic arena, governance by dealmaking faces serious constraints. Its scale is inherently small, and the deals that get made are often treated by the institutions involved as temporary concessions made to avoid real legal change. The White House responding to the challenge of rising health costs by announcing deals with nine pharmaceutical companies in December was a good example of this approach, and its limits.

Both dealmaking and DOGE use the discretionary enforcement powers of the president--the power to withhold and confer benefits and penalties in specific cases--as leverage for affecting behavior rather than using the administrative powers of government to set predictable, uniform rules for whole sectors of society. In other words, they use capriciousness as a tool. This can be a source of real power in the short term, but it is ultimately very dangerous for American public life. Arbitrary government deforms society by making it hard for citizens and businesses to plan, invest, and build for the future, and it creates incentives for sycophantic corruption rather than entrepreneurial risk taking.

None of this means that a Trump administration that operated through more traditional modes of presidential power wouldn't pose dangers of its own. The chief exception to these alternative strategies has been immigration policy, where the administration has deployed more of the president's traditional tools. Trump and his team have sought and attained some legislative reforms, winning significant new funding and authority in last year's reconciliation bill. They have pursued a great deal of focused rule making and formal regulatory and agency action. They have used the relevant bureaucracies rather than fighting them.

Needless to say, that has not prevented excesses and abuses. But whatever you think of Trump's substantive policy goals on immigration, the fact that he has wielded the traditional powers of the presidency in pursuit of those goals has meant not only that his excesses have been more reviewable and addressable (especially by the courts) but also that his successes are more likely to endure (especially at the border).

Perhaps Trump's most lasting influence will be opening the door for future presidents to approach the executive as he has, pursuing governing strategies rooted in capricious personalism. Still, for all the action of the past year, Trump has not been acting like a president. That has not only undermined the character of our constitutional system; it has also meant that he is getting less done than all the sound and fury might suggest.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/01/trump-first-year-powers/685670/?utm_source=feed
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What Happened to Pam Bondi?

How the attorney general became a person who loves telling Trump yes

by Stephanie McCrummen

Tue, 20 Jan 2026




Updated at 3:00 p.m. ET on January 20, 2026

By the time she faced her first oversight hearing before the Senate Judiciary Committee, Pam Bondi had become a person she never really wanted to be. She had told a reporter once that in college she'd wanted to be a pediatrician, but she ended up becoming a lawyer. She'd said that she wasn't sure she wanted to actually practice law, but she became a prosecutor. She'd told reporters that she "never dreamed" of running for political office, but she did that too, twice winning campaigns for Florida attorney general. She'd said that when Donald Trump eventually asked her to be U.S. attorney general, she "made it really clear" that she did not want the job. During his first term, she had confided to a friend that she wanted to be ambassador to Italy.

But here she was in a Senate hearing room in October, a person who had once seemed so mild, so warm, so kindhearted that she'd earned the nickname "Pambi," opening up a folder full of slap-downs, each tailored to a Democratic committee member, with notes on how to deliver them.

"I wish you loved Chicago as much as you hate President Trump," she told Senator Dick Durbin, who'd asked about the rationale for sending federal troops to his state.

"I cannot believe that you would accuse me of impropriety when you lied about your military service," she said to Senator Richard Blumenthal, referring to a matter for which he had apologized 15 years earlier, while dodging his question about why the Justice Department had dropped an antitrust case after lobbying by Bondi's former firm.

"You took money, I believe, did you, from Reid Hoffman, one of Epstein's closest confidants," she said to Senator Sheldon Whitehouse, who'd asked whether the FBI was investigating suspicious financial activities related to the convicted sex offender Jeffrey Epstein, and who later said that Bondi had "made up nonsense."

"If you worked for me, you would have been fired," Bondi told Senator Adam Schiff.

And on it went for hours, a calculated performance that amounted to a giant middle finger to basic notions of decorum and accountability, leaving all sorts of questions unanswered, including a fundamental one that some of Bondi's old friends and colleagues back home in Florida had been asking. As one of them put it to me: "I keep asking myself, What the fuck happened to Pam? "

At this point, there is little mystery about who Pam Bondi has become. She is an attorney general who does not tell Trump no. During the first year of her tenure, Bondi has carried out the most stunning transformation of the Justice Department in modern American history, turning an autonomous agency charged with upholding the U.S. Constitution into one where the rule of law is secondary to the wishes of the president.

What this has meant so far includes firing more than 230 career attorneys and other employees and accepting the resignations of at least 6,000 more, gutting the Civil Rights Division and units that investigate public corruption, and challenging core American principles such as birthright citizenship and due process. It has meant turning the might of the department against Trump's political enemies, a growing list that includes former FBI Director James Comey, former CIA Director John Brennan, New York Attorney General Letitia James, Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell, Senator Schiff, a man who threw a sandwich at a federal agent, an Office Depot clerk who refused to print flyers for a Charlie Kirk vigil, and reportedly Minnesota Governor Tim Walz, Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey, and the partner of Renee Nicole Good, who was shot and killed by a federal immigration officer on January 7. It has meant providing a legal justification for the extrajudicial killings of at least 123 people suspected of smuggling drugs, and for the operation to capture the Venezuelan president, an action that opens the door to a world in which the only law is power. And it has meant becoming the face of the Epstein-files scandal, a position that could ultimately be Bondi's undoing.

Trump's previous attorneys general were loyalists who pursued a vision of robust executive-branch authority, but they had red lines: Jeff Sessions recused himself from the Russia investigation, citing ethics concerns; Bill Barr refused to say that the 2020 election had been stolen. Bondi's willingness to do what Trump wants appears to be boundless, and yet that still might not be enough for him. Trump has reportedly been complaining in recent weeks that Bondi has not been moving as fast as he'd like in pursuing cases against his political opponents.

His frustration extends to her handling of the Epstein files, a political disaster for him that could mean legal jeopardy for her. Bondi has so far failed to comply with a federal law that required the release of all the unclassified Epstein files by December 19--millions of investigative documents known to contain not only references to Trump but potentially compromising information about some of the most powerful men in the world. After promising "maximum transparency," Bondi has released only 12,285 out of more than 2 million documents--a delay she has blamed on the volume of the files--leading even some of Trump's supporters to abandon him and leaving Bondi under enormous pressure. Arguably, nothing less than the future of the MAGA movement and the sanctity of the U.S. Constitution depend on what the attorney general is willing to do next.

All of which raises a question: not so much what happened to Pam Bondi, but why.

Any answer would have to come from sources other than Bondi herself. A Justice Department spokesperson rejected my requests to interview Bondi. Even as the attorney general has gone on Fox News and posted selfies with MAGA-friendly media personalities, she has not given any extended interviews with mainstream news outlets since she arrived at the Justice Department, where one of her first acts was to move from the traditional corner office of the attorney general to a far larger conference room. The space is some 100 feet long, with floor-to-ceiling windows, ornate wood paneling, and murals called The Triumph of Justice and The Defeat of Justice, the latter depicting Lady Justice as a blond woman collapsed on the ground. At this point, Bondi, who is 60, has sequestered herself within the MAGA-verse.

I went looking for the person who existed before all of that, which meant going to Tampa, where Pamela Jo Bondi grew up in a middle-class suburb between Busch Gardens and I-75, now a landscape of smoke shops, chiropractors, and strip malls moldering in the sun. Temple Terrace, a golf-course development of ranch houses and mossy oaks, was not the best or the worst neighborhood in Tampa. Bondi came from blank-slate America.

She was the oldest of three children. Her mother, Patsy, was a teacher, and her father, Joe, was also a teacher, as well as an education professor and the mayor of Temple Terrace. His grandfather had emigrated from Sicily and was a cigar maker in Ybor City, home to Tampa's large community of Italians, Cubans, and Spaniards. Joe Bondi was an FDR Democrat, and by all accounts a generous person and the patriarch of the family. In an article in 
La Gaceta, a local trilingual paper, he spoke of himself as "an underdog" who had "lived the American dream," and said that growing up in Ybor City, he'd developed "a strong sense of togetherness--this is something I'm happy to say I've successfully instilled in my children." Pam was extremely close with her father and, when he died in 2013, referred to him as "my beautiful Daddy."

She went to the local public high school down the road, also not the best or the worst. The future attorney general had Farrah Fawcett hair, served as secretary of the student council, and lost her bid for homecoming queen. She went for three years to a college that was also down the road, the University of South Florida, where her father worked, before graduating from the University of Florida, in Gainesville, with a 3.4 GPA and a degree in criminal justice. She often said she loved children, that she wanted to have a big family.

Bondi went to law school at Stetson University, half an hour outside Tampa, later telling Florida's Business Observer, "I wasn't certain I wanted to practice law." Her father urged her to try the state attorney's office in Hillsborough County, where he had connections. She said yes, joining dozens of young prosecutors who worked in the courthouse in downtown Tampa, many of whom were women. The state attorney at the time was known to have a preference for blondes, among other eccentricities; one lawyer described the environment as the "Blond Ambition Tour." Bondi adapted to a courthouse buzzing in the '90s with local corruption scandals and often surreal cases involving drugged-out teenagers, fallen baseball stars, the murder of a circus performer called Lobster Boy, and flamboyant defense attorneys with names like Boom-Boom Benito.

Although most prosecutors stayed for five or so years before moving into more lucrative private practice, Bondi stayed for nearly 20, rising from misdemeanors to the felony section, where she handled high-profile murder cases, among others. Her evaluations from that time describe an earnest and hardworking prosecutor who sometimes lacked confidence. On a five-point scale, she got fives on diligence and threes, fours, and a few fives on legal acumen. "While Pam is very capable with good potential, she unnecessarily becomes too intimidated by difficult, long, or important cases. She sometimes becomes intimidated by some attorneys as well," read one evaluation. Others said "team player" and "my right hand" and "Through some demanding times, she has learned the meaning of the word 'sacrifice.' "

Colleagues and others who knew Bondi then remember her as a competent, at times excellent prosecutor who was good with juries, won many convictions, and was able to convey the moral certitude necessary to seek the death penalty. A former boyfriend, Billy Howard, called her "The Paminator." At the same time, he told me, "Pam was very well liked--that is something she worked at. She liked to be liked." Howard said that during their time together, he was at a high point in his career and also a "big partier." He said that Pam called his boss, saying she was worried about Howard, a moment he now credits with possibly saving his life. "A part of her was genuine and caring and concerned, and it helped me," he said.

Many others recalled how kind she could be, how accommodating, how Pambi. One courthouse colleague remembered how a relative of a crime victim mistook Bondi for a secretary and asked her to copy some papers, which Bondi did without hesitating or correcting the woman. "She had humility," said this person, who, like some others interviewed for this story, requested anonymity because they feared retribution. Patrick Manteiga, the publisher of La Gaceta, remembered seeing Bondi at an annual event called the Governor's Luncheon, part of the kickoff for the state fair. She was standing next to the state attorney at the time, Mark Ober, who became one of Bondi's most important mentors. Ober was shaking hands, while Bondi supplied him with hand sanitizer.

Besides her willing persona, what began to distinguish Bondi from the courthouse crowd were her appearances on local television. She became the spokesperson for the state attorney's office, facing cameras during big trials, becoming friendly with reporters. Bondi was good at it, and by 2000, she was making her first appearance on the Today show, talking about a high-profile murder case she had prosecuted. She began getting booked as a talking head on CNN, MSNBC, and Fox News.

Florida politics was trending Republican with Jeb Bush's election as governor. Though no one I spoke with could recall Bondi expressing strong ideological views--if anything, she seemed fairly liberal--it was around this time that she switched her party registration from Democratic to Republican. She became friendly with Sean Hannity. Soon, Fox News was sending black cars to drive her to the studio to talk about sensational cases such as that of Terri Schiavo, the comatose Florida woman who became the center of a national political drama over whether to end life support. Producers would give Bondi a tape of her appearances afterward, or she'd tell friends to record her segments, and they would gather in a living room and rewatch them. "She'd be like, 'Did I sound stupid the way I said that?' " a close friend from that time told me.

As Bondi's local fame grew, this side of her personality grew as well, people who knew her said. She could be hyper-defensive and hyper-sensitive to criticism. "The overwhelming thing you have to understand about Pam is her debilitating insecurity--she was always assuming someone was talking about her," the close friend told me. "Then she'd overcompensate." At the same time, Bondi was socially ambitious, excelling at the cocktail-party art of remembering details about people--asking about kids, a sick mother--while looking past them at the more powerful person she wanted to meet. People who experienced this spoke of being "Bondied." She could be thoughtful and kind, yet she would exile friends at the first hint of disloyalty. She needed constant reassurance, and sometimes this came from dogs.

Pam Bondi loves dogs. Always had them, one after another. She got involved with dog shelters and dog rescue, and once pulled off to the side of a busy road and got out of her car to chase down a stray. Another dog she helped was a Saint Bernard named Master Tank. She adopted him from a shelter after he was lost during Hurricane Katrina in 2005, not long after her own Saint Bernard had died. The story has been told but bears repeating. Master Tank belonged to Steve and Dorreen Couture and their grandson, who was 4, recovering from the murder-suicide of his parents and losing his dog during the storm. Bondi said the dog was a "walking skeleton" and "dying from heartworms" when she adopted him. The Coutures eventually tracked down Master Tank, but instead of giving him back, Bondi hired a lawyer, who accused the Coutures of abusing the dog, which Bondi had renamed Noah. "She lied," Dorreen told a Palm Beach Post columnist years later. "My little grandson begged her to take the dog home, and she refused. She thought she would just wear us down. That we were unstable people and would just quit." The case was settled out of court, with Bondi securing visitation rights, but she never did visit. She got another dog.


Bondi with Master Tank in September 2005. She adopted the Saint Bernard after Hurricane Katrina but ultimately had to return him to his original family. (St. Petersburg Times / ZUMA Press / Alamy)



Meanwhile, Bondi was attracting more attention, including, in 2006, that of Donald Trump, who was at the peak of his TV celebrity with The Apprentice. Bondi had been defending him on TV during his dispute with the town of Palm Beach over an enormous American flag he was flying at Mar-a-Lago. As Bondi would later tell the story, Trump called her after one such appearance. "He wanted to thank me," she recalled in an interview with Lara Trump. "All he cared about was America."

By 2009, Bondi had also befriended a Florida political operative named Adam Goodman. They had met on a film set where Goodman, a Republican whose specialty was television, was directing an ad for Bondi's boss, Mark Ober. She was behind the scenes, and Goodman remembers that she kept correcting him whenever he used the word jail. "Prison," she would say. Goodman had seen Bondi on air, and when the party needed a candidate for Florida attorney general, he thought of her. "I look at things politically, through the lens of performance," he told me. "Both of us were into the power of performance to compel things to happen." It helped that Bondi was familiar to voters in the largest media market in the state. If she carried Hillsborough County, she would win.

When Goodman pressed Bondi to run, she told him she had never considered it and needed time to think. He thought she might say no, but then she said yes. Goodman, who remains a Bondi ally, recalled how she "knocked it out of the park" when they filmed one of her first three-minute ads. "She loves the camera, and the camera loves her," he said, then corrected himself. "She loves the camera because she knows the camera loves her."

As time went on, reporters began noticing another quality Bondi had developed. Manteiga remembered calling her before he printed a critical story during the campaign. "And she gets on the phone with me, and she's crying--'Don't print this article,' " Manteiga told me. "Crying, crying." He hung up the phone and called a friend who worked for the St. Petersburg Times. "I said she was crying, and he said, 'Yeah, she does that to us too.' I called another reporter, and he said, 'Yeah, she's done that to me.' "

People who knew Bondi during her eight years as Florida's attorney general tend to make two observations about her. On the one hand, she seemed to have no burning political passions, other than saving dogs. No one I spoke with could point to some dramatic shift in her outlook, or to any newly blossoming conservative values. Privately, she did not express any. She did not seem to hate Barack Obama, subscribe to birtherism, or rail against the Affordable Care Act. She was not worried about the legalization of gay marriage, or gay adoption, or other issues animating the GOP base at the time.

"We talked for an hour about our bunions," one GOP political operative recalled. "She was not ideological."

On the other hand, Bondi was willing to make herself useful to the party. She became the public face of a multistate challenge to the ACA. She began wearing a necklace with little elephants. She defended Florida's bans on gay adoption and gay marriage, arguing in a brief that the latter would cause "significant public harm," even though she had many gay friends back in Tampa.

This was when some of Bondi's friends began to wonder what was happening with her. When Bondi was home and ran into people who questioned her position, she would respond with some version of "I had to do it for the party," or an exhausted "You have no idea how politics works," or "I was elected to enforce the laws." When one friend pressed her further, arguing that other attorneys general were refusing to enforce laws denying gay people rights, and telling her how some of her closest friends felt personally betrayed by what she was doing, Bondi said, "You know me. I love gay people. You know my heart." Sometimes there were tears.

As state attorney general, Bondi was widely praised for her crackdown on opioid pill mills and for her work combatting human trafficking. But more and more, her success hinged on her willingness to be a spokesperson for the party, especially on Fox News. She appeared regularly as a legal commentator on Hannity, Fox & Friends, America Reports, and The Five, where she had a three-day stint as a guest host. "She was an accomplished, well-spoken carrier of the message," the GOP operative, who worked on Mitt Romney's 2012 campaign, told me, recalling Bondi's role as a Romney surrogate. "Pam was somebody you could put out for almost anything," this person said. "She was somebody you could put on a Sunday show."


Bondi, then Florida's attorney general, campaigns with Mitt and Ann Romney in October 2012. (Charles Dharapak / AP)



Bondi's time in office coincided with a dramatic rise in lobbying of state attorneys general. Historically, the office had been a kind of political backwater. But in the years following the 1998 multistate settlement against tobacco companies, corporations aiming to head off similar litigation began donating to attorney-general campaigns and sponsoring lavish conferences for them at resorts in California or Hawaii. Bondi attended many of them. And many of her actions tracked closely with the wishes of corporate lobbyists and campaign donors.

The most well known of these was a decision by her office to drop a formal investigation into fraud and deceptive practices at Trump University, which came after Bondi had solicited a $25,000 donation from Trump's foundation. (A state ethics commission later stated that the timing of the decision "may raise suspicions" but found no evidence that Bondi had been "involved with the investigation or decisions regarding Trump University.")

Soon after taking office, Bondi also pushed out two attorneys who had been among the first in the nation to expose fraudulent practices at so-called foreclosure mills; their investigation found that law firms and lending companies were using false documents to monetize foreclosures at the height of the subprime-mortgage crisis. (A Florida inspector general found "no evidence of wrongdoing" by Bondi or her department.)

Documents obtained by The New York Times showed that after being lobbied by the firm Dickstein Shapiro, Bondi declined to prosecute a hospital-bill-collection company accused of abusive practices, an online school accused of "unconscionable sales practices," and online travel-reservation companies accused by Bondi's own predecessor of improperly withholding taxes. Bondi has said that she was not unduly influenced, stating at the time that "absolutely no access to me or my staff is going to have any bearing on my efforts to protect Floridians."

Along with the flood of corporate money to attorneys general came a sharp rise in partisanship, a trend that Bondi helped accelerate. This first became obvious at an annual conference of the National Association of Attorneys General, an event where members would elect a new president. Typically, the elections were a low-stakes formality, the title rotating regionally and, for the most part, alternating between Democrats and Republicans. But one year, Bondi threw herself into contention, mounting a mini-campaign against Jim Hood of Mississippi, a Democrat, calling GOP conferees as they sat around tables. "Are you with me?" she would ask. "It was bizarre," a Republican attorney general from that time told me. "It was a popularity contest, like in high school. She wanted the recognition."

Bondi lost, but the move left bitter feelings, and helped diminish the sense of trust at the national association. Bondi was eventually elected to head the Republican Attorneys General Association, where she helped lead an effort to do away with another long-standing norm, that the two parties would not fund campaigns against their incumbent colleagues. The idea was that incumbents often cooperated in a bipartisan way on complex, multistate litigation, and getting rid of them would only hinder those efforts. Bondi was part of a group that seemed to simply want more GOP wins.

"I think she did more to increase partisanship among AGs than any single AG during my tenure," Chris Toth, an independent who led the national association, told me. "And I just don't understand why she did that."

Bondi's personal life during this time was difficult. Her engagement to a wealthy ophthalmologist ended. Her father died. Some friendships became strained. In an interview during her first term, Bondi described spending 13 hours a day at the office and heading home to a rented condo in Tallahassee. She was becoming a person who said of her life, "It's been lonely, very lonely," and who said of her dog Luke, another Saint Bernard, "He's my company." Bondi would bring Luke to work. She bought him a therapeutic mattress for car trips back to Tampa.

She began bringing rescue dogs to cabinet meetings, trying to get them adopted, and posting about them on Instagram--a puppy named Baker, a shepherd mix named Zeke. "I was thrilled to introduce Rosie, the gorgeous rescue Boxer mix, at the cabinet meeting yesterday," she posted. "Rosie is looking for a forever home."

During this time, Bondi was becoming more entrenched in Republican circles, which for her would come to mean Trump's circles. When she ran for reelection in 2014, Trump threw her a fundraiser at Mar-a-Lago. When the 2016 presidential primary arrived, Goodman, the operative who had first gotten her into politics, encouraged her to endorse Trump even though establishment Republicans were still keeping their distance. If Trump won, he told her, the endorsement could give her status in his administration.

"She calls me out of the blue, 9 a.m. one morning," Goodman told me. "She said, 'I'm going to pick you up in five minutes.' " Trump was holding a rally in Tampa that day in March. "She said, 'We're going to the convention center, and I'm going to endorse Trump, and I need your help on talking points.' I'm scribbling as we go to the convention center. It was one of those high-intensity moments and, turned out, historic moments." In her speech, Bondi spoke of her yearslong friendship with Trump; Trump spoke of their "great relationship."

And that was how Bondi became a person standing on the stage of the Republican National Convention in Ohio. Before a cheering prime-time audience, she declared that she loved "Donald." She pointed to someone holding a sign calling for Hillary Clinton to go to prison. Clinton had criticized Bondi over her handling of the Trump University complaints.

" 'Lock her up,' " Bondi said. "I love that."

"Oh, Pam, why did you say that?" Chris Toth remembered saying to the television at that very moment. He was certain that she knew better.

It was around this time that Bondi's old friends began speaking of her as someone they could no longer recognize.

"She was loved around here, just so sweet," the courthouse colleague said. "People who knew the old Pam, we just can't resolve it."

"I thought, Do I really know this person? " the close friend remembered thinking after Bondi endorsed Trump.

The person they thought they knew was venturing ever deeper into Trump's world. Though Bondi did not get a position in his first administration, in a way, she got something better. When she finished her second term as Florida attorney general, she joined a lobbying firm called Ballard Partners, which was co-led at the time by Trump's 2016 Florida campaign manager, Susie Wiles, who would go on to run his 2024 campaign and is now his chief of staff.

Soon Bondi was making more money than she ever had in her life. She lobbied for Qatar. She lobbied for Amazon. She lobbied for Uber. And eventually she lobbied for Trump, joining his defense team during his first impeachment trial. She helped launch a group called Women for Trump during the 2020 campaign, greeting supporters at a mall in Pennsylvania. When Trump contested the 2020 election results, Bondi was one of the first high-profile figures to amplify the lie that the race had been stolen, rushing to Philadelphia with the Trump-campaign adviser Corey Lewandowski the day after the election, where she declared before a small crowd that Trump had "won Pennsylvania" even as votes were still being counted. Bondi went on Fox News, claiming that there was "evidence of cheating" and "fake ballots," though she never signed her name to lawsuits with those allegations, which could have gotten her disbarred.

After rioters stormed the U.S. Capitol on January 6, 2021, Bondi remained a willing Trump operative. In testimony before the House select committee investigating the insurrection the next year, Cassidy Hutchinson, who had been an aide to then-White House Chief of Staff Mark Meadows, said that Bondi was among the Trump surrogates who had called her prior to her appearances before the committee to shore up her loyalty to Trump, or, as they often put it, "the family." Hutchinson said the message was that she would be "taken care of" if she protected Trump, and that they could "ruin her life" if she did not. Bondi, whom Hutchinson knew from their encounters at the White House, assumed a kind of caretaker role, calling and texting her with job opportunities in Trump world.

From the February 2026 issue: Jamie Thompson on January 6, five years later

"This is Susie Wiles," Bondi messaged her on Signal at one point, providing Wiles's email address. "She's my best friend. She's super sweet. She's going to love you."

"Susie, Matt Schlapp and I had dinner with POTUS at Mar-a-Lago tonight," read another Signal message, referring to Wiles and a GOP operative, Hutchinson recalled. "Call Matt next week. He has a job for you that we all think you'd be great in. You are the best. Keep up the good work. Love and miss you." (Through the Justice Department spokesperson, Bondi declined to comment on Hutchinson's testimony. At the time, she appeared on Fox News, calling the hearings "show trials.")

Under pressure, Hutchinson wrestled with her conscience and ultimately broke away from Trump. Bondi appeared not to wrestle. She remained inside Trump world, which meant making at least $1 million at Ballard and nearly $3 million from shares in the Trump Media & Technology Group for consulting on the merger that created the company, according to financial disclosures covering the two years prior to her nomination as attorney general.

She would make another $520,000 in consulting fees from the Trump-aligned America First Policy Institute, the disclosures show, where her work in the run-up to the 2024 election forecast the kind of attorney general she was willing to be. Bondi signed on to a brief supporting absolute presidential immunity from criminal prosecution for Trump when he was being investigated for 2020-election interference. In public letters and press releases, she backed a Georgia election-board official who'd claimed authority to unilaterally delay or deny the certification of election results. In April 2024, she warned election officials to do more to ensure that noncitizens could not vote, embracing a long-debunked idea that has been used to make voting more difficult and to contest election results.

Then came the day that Trump won reelection. And the day not long after that when his first nominee for attorney general, Matt Gaetz, withdrew amid concerns that allegations of sexual misconduct and drug use would sink his confirmation. And the day not long after that, the one that Bondi said she never expected would come, when Trump called and asked her to be his attorney general.

At first, she said no. She said she wanted to "go back to my great life in Florida."

Then, as she often had, Pam Bondi said yes.

As she would later tell Lara Trump, the president, "in his way, talked me into doing this." Bondi said that she was so devoted to Trump that if he asked her to answer the phones, "I would become the best switchboard operator ever."

In Tampa, where she had built a wall around her home in one of the city's best neighborhoods, black SUVs began to let the neighbors know when she was in town. In Washington, D.C., Bondi was easily confirmed, despite concerns among Democrats that she'd declined to acknowledge Trump had lost the 2020 election, and that her first loyalty would be to the president instead of the law. "I need to know that you would tell the president no if you're asked to do something that is wrong, illegal, or unconstitutional," Dick Durbin said during her confirmation hearing. Bondi responded that she would "enforce the law fairly and evenhandedly." She said that the department "must be independent and must act independently" and that "politics will not play a part."

After Bondi was sworn in, she moved her office into the large, ornate conference room, where Joseph Tirrell, the director of the department's ethics office, soon met her and her then-chief of staff for their first ethics briefing. Tirrell had worked in the ethics office since 2018, and had briefed the previous AG in the traditional corner office. "I had been prepared, but it was still a bit shocking," he told me.

Tirrell said that Bondi was courteous as he went over various regulations. She had no concerns until he began explaining restrictions around accepting gifts, specifically challenge coins, the metal medallions that are given out by the military, police departments, the FBI, and other components within the Justice Department, to signify camaraderie. Trump has displayed his own collection in the Oval Office. According to Tirrell, Bondi and her chief of staff had questions about the restrictions, and a 10-minute conversation ensued. She wanted the coins.

"They were like, 'We still need to dig deeper on this,' " Tirrell told me. "That was the only real back-and-forth we had." (Through her spokesperson, Bondi said, "No ethics advice was ever overruled.")

Tirrell said that in the weeks that followed the meeting, Bondi pressed to keep other gifts even after he told her she couldn't. A box of cigars. A FIFA World Cup soccer ball. Tirrell was going back and forth with Bondi's office about the ball when he was fired, a moment he had been half-expecting; he had recently approved pro bono legal services for then-Special Counsel Jack Smith, who investigated Trump's role in January 6 and now is on Trump's enemies list. Tirrell is among many employees suing the department over their dismissals, believing that they were motivated by Trump's need for retribution rather than any wrongdoing. Bondi has said the opposite--that she is "ending the weaponization" of the department. (The Justice Department is attempting to get Tirrell's case dismissed.)

From the February 2026 issue: Franklin Foer on Donald Trump's destruction of the civil service

Standing in the Great Hall when Trump visited the Justice Department in March 2025, she proclaimed that "we are going to fight to keep America safe again," and called Trump the "greatest president in the history of our country."

"We are so proud to work at the directive of Donald Trump," she said.

By the end of her first year, Bondi had taken a litany of actions pleasing to the White House. She said yes to dropping the corruption case against New York City Mayor Eric Adams, allegedly in exchange for his cooperation with Trump's deportation plans, over objections from senior prosecutors who resigned rather than cooperate; she said yes to the firing of career prosecutors even tangentially involved with investigations concerning Trump; and she said yes to an ongoing raft of pardons, including for at least 1,500 January 6 rioters, as well as dozens of MAGA loyalists, white-collar criminals, drug dealers, and business and political allies of Trump's. Bondi defended the deployment of National Guard troops to Los Angeles, Chicago, Memphis, and New Orleans. And she publicly stood by her then-acting deputy, Emil Bove, even after he allegedly said that colleagues might have to tell a federal court, "Fuck you," a moment described in a whistleblower complaint. (The Justice Department declined to comment on the incident, due to ongoing litigation.) Bove is now a federal judge.

"That would be the Honorable Judge Emil J. Bove III to you," Bondi said to Sheldon Whitehouse during the Senate oversight hearing in October.

Bondi kept saying yes, with one possible exception.

According to reporting by multiple outlets, Bondi had quietly raised concerns about the case against Comey, the former FBI director, after federal prosecutors in Virginia concluded that there was insufficient evidence to bring charges.

For a moment, it seemed that Bondi might say no.

But Trump was relentless. He forced the resignation of the U.S. attorney for the Eastern District of Virginia. He sent a Truth Social message to "Pam," which he accidentally posted publicly. "What about Comey, Adam 'Shifty' Schiff, Leticia???" he wrote, referring to Senator Schiff and New York Attorney General Letitia James, and calling them all "guilty as hell." "JUSTICE MUST BE SERVED, NOW!!!"

Ultimately, Bondi said yes.


Bondi and Trump at a roundtable discussion at the White House in October 2025 (Evelyn Hockstein / Reuters)



She called reports of her hesitation over Comey a "flat out lie." Trump appointed a new, inexperienced prosecutor, Lindsey Halligan, who moved forward with the indictment. A judge dismissed the case on the grounds that Halligan had been unlawfully appointed, but the Justice Department appealed the decision.

What the loyalty of Pam Bondi might require her to do next remains an open question, especially after her clumsy handling of the Epstein files. After Trump had suggested during his campaign that he would release the files, Bondi went on Fox News in February 2025 and said that a supposed Epstein client list was "on my desk," implying that documents were about to be released. Then she invited pro-Trump social-media influencers to the White House and handed out thick binders branded "The Epstein Files: Phase 1," a moment that immediately backfired because the binders contained no client list and little new information. Many of the influencers criticized the move as a publicity stunt that made a mockery of Epstein's victims, and some called for Bondi to be fired. Then Bondi backtracked, issuing a joint statement with the FBI saying that in fact there was no client list, which only further enraged a MAGA faction that has been marinating for years in the Epstein scandal and conspiracy theories about global child-trafficking rings. And then came the bipartisan legislation that required Bondi to release the files.

Now she faces an exquisite dilemma: how to comply with the law while also somehow satisfying Trump, who has given conflicting statements about the files. He has called the whole matter a "Democrat hoax," but eventually supported the legislation requiring the release, saying that "we have nothing to hide." He has more recently lamented that documents released so far are destroying the reputations of people who "innocently met" Epstein. Trump is exasperated that the issue won't go away and, according to The Wall Street Journal, has blamed Bondi for making the situation worse. Even Bondi's friend Susie Wiles, Trump's chief of staff, has said that the attorney general "whiffed" on the matter. When I asked the White House if I could speak with Wiles, or any allies of Bondi's, I got no response for weeks. A spokesperson eventually emailed statements praising Bondi from Trump, Wiles, Vice President J. D. Vance, and Secretary of State Marco Rubio, all of which had already appeared in the Journal.

Will Bondi continue to delay the full release of the documents, risking contempt charges? Will she resign and take the blame for the fiasco? Is it possible that Bondi's red line is not the prosecution of the president's political enemies, or the killing of 123 people who may or may not have been drug smugglers, or the ransacking of the Justice Department, or the undermining of the Constitution, but the prospect of her own ruin? How far is Bondi willing to go for Trump?

With midterms coming, would she say yes to deploying federal monitors to interfere at polling stations? Yes to challenging election results?

Can Pam Bondi say no?

She has new friends now, a support group of women who have also said yes to Trump, including Lara Trump and Tulsi Gabbard. "We text a lot," Bondi told Katie Miller, a former Trump-administration aide and the wife of White House adviser Stephen Miller, on her podcast last year. "We all support each other, and have each other's backs."

In Tampa, Bondi's old friends are still trying to figure out what happened to the person they remember, but one of them, the close friend, told me that she has finally stopped trying. At this point, she knows. She has been friends with Bondi since their days at the courthouse in Tampa, and on through Bondi's time as Florida attorney general, her decision to endorse Trump, and several years after that. She said that she loved Pam, that she had tried to understand Pam, to support her, to care about her, and maybe also to excuse her. She said that she is distressed by what she believes Bondi is doing to the rule of law in America, and distressed to have concluded why.

"She went cheap for power," the friend decided, and now she has only one question left. "Was it worth it?"



This article previously misstated the location of Stetson University law school. The article appears in the March 2026 print edition with the headline "Never Say No."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/2026/03/pam-bondi-trump-doj-independence/685663/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A New Memoir Blasts Kamala Harris for Being Offensive, Ideologically Obsessed

Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro discusses the strange questions he received during his vice-presidential vetting.

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Mon, 19 Jan 2026




Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro was already irritated by what he describes as "unnecessarily contentious" questions from the team vetting him to be Kamala Harris's running mate when a senior aide made one final inquiry: "Have you ever been an agent of the Israeli government?"

The question came from President Biden's former White House counsel Dana Remus, who was a key member of Harris's vice-presidential search team.

Shapiro, one of the most well-known Jewish elected officials in the country--and one of at least three Jewish politicians considering a run for the 2028 Democratic presidential nomination--says he took umbrage at the question. "Had I been a double agent for Israel? Was she kidding? I told her how offensive the question was," Shapiro writes in his forthcoming book, Where We Keep the Light, a copy of which The Atlantic obtained ahead of its release on January 27.
 
 The exchange became even more tense, he writes, when Remus asked whether Shapiro had ever spoken with an undercover Israeli agent. The questions left the governor feeling uneasy about the prospect of being Harris's No. 2, a role that ultimately went to Minnesota Governor Tim Walz. After Harris and Walz lost to Donald Trump, many Democrats were critical of her decision to bypass Shapiro, the popular governor of the nation's largest swing state. In his book, Shapiro says that the decision may not have been fully hers; he says he had "a knot in my stomach" throughout a vetting process that was more combative than he had expected. Shapiro wrote that he decided to take his name out of the running after a one-on-one meeting with Harris that featured more clashes, including about Israel.

The account highlights some of the fault lines that Democrats are navigating as they try to put the 2024 campaign behind them and chart a path back to the White House. With his book, Shapiro aims to showcase why Democrats lost and how his brand of consensus-building politics can usher them back to power. But before the consensus building, it seems, Shapiro felt compelled to do some score settling.

Harris, after all, had written a surprisingly candid account of her truncated and, ultimately, tortured selection process for a running mate, and it did not make Shapiro look good. When my colleague Tim Alberta first informed Shapiro of Harris's description of their meeting in her book, 107 Days, he grew uncharacteristically sharp-tongued. "That's complete and utter bullshit," he told Alberta. "I can tell you that her accounts are just blatant lies." Shapiro is more measured in Where We Keep the Light, taking pains not to attack Harris herself and instead blaming her staff for probing him in a way that at times felt gratuitous.
 
 "Remus was just doing her job," Shapiro wrote about the Israeli-spy inquiry. "I get it. But the fact that she asked, or was told to ask that question by someone else, said a lot about some of the people around the VP." (Remus and an aide to Harris did not respond to a request for comment.) In a statement, Shapiro's spokesperson Manuel Bonder didn't address the apparently unpleasant vetting process, and would only say that the governor had written "a very personal book" about his faith, his family, and what he has learned from a career of public service. He said the 2024 election was "one small part" of Shapiro's "much broader story."

Shapiro does not write about the vice-presidential search until near the end of his book, which otherwise serves up the standard fare of a pre-campaign-launch political memoir, tracing his rise from a childhood in suburban Philadelphia to the governorship of the nation's fifth-most-populous state. Shapiro writes about the importance of his Jewish faith, his role pursuing justice for survivors of sexual abuse in the Catholic Church, his admiration for--and early support of--President Obama, and the astute political instincts of his wife and adviser, Lori.

The book opens with the harrowing firebombing of the governor's mansion on Passover last year by a man who later told prosecutors that he blamed Shapiro for the deaths of Palestinians in Gaza. Shapiro and his family had to flee the home, which suffered significant damage from the fire, in the middle of the night after being alerted by a state trooper. The governor writes that his willingness to publicly embrace his Jewish faith before and after the attack has been welcomed by people of various religious backgrounds, suggesting that his experience as part of an observant Jewish family would be a prominent part of any run for the presidency.

Read: By the time political violence gets worse, it will be too late

Where We Keep the Light is typical of the sort of memoir that candidates release before running for president. In it, Shapiro extols the virtues of using politics to improve people's lives. He also makes subtle but clear policy distinctions between himself and other prominent members of his party, including some eyeing the party's presidential nomination.

He gets ahead of some of the major questions that Democrats are likely to face in the 2028 primary, writing, for example, that he would have handled coronavirus lockdowns differently, that he did not support the defund-the-police rhetoric in the summer of 2020, and that he privately suggested to Biden that he should consider dropping out of the presidential race after an abysmal debate performance against Trump. He also defends his support for cutting taxes and his more permissive stance on fossil fuels, policies that put him outside the mainstream of the Democratic political class. He writes that anti-Semitism has become "much scarier, much more real" in recent years and suggests a clear distinction between free speech and protest activity that veers into intimidation.

But the governor also devotes several pages to providing his side of the story from the 2024 search for a vice-presidential candidate, after Harris wrote a detailed account of the traditionally secretive process, which included a less-than-warm meeting with Shapiro.

Their sit-down on August 4, 2024, took place shortly after Shapiro got off the phone with Remus, telling her that he had no way of knowing if he had ever communicated with an undercover Israeli agent.

Harris wrote that before they met at the Naval Observatory, Shapiro asked staff there about how many bedrooms the compound had and whether the Smithsonian might loan him art to decorate the place. The unmistakable implication was that the governor, seen by some Democrats as an ambitious operator with his eye on the presidency, was already measuring the drapes before being selected for the No. 2 role. Shapiro, not surprisingly, offers a different take, writing that his brief discussion with staff from the residence was only "small talk" that had been "analyzed, misrepresented, and picked apart by members of the vice president's team."

After Harris and Shapiro sat down, in a dining room that had been cleared of most furniture other than two chairs and a table, there was little in the way of small talk or pleasantries. Each described the conversation as blunt, lacking the traditional warmth of two people trying to determine if a four-year partnership would work. Their discussion was especially tense when Harris asked Shapiro if he would apologize for some of his comments about protesters at the University of Pennsylvania who had built encampments to decry Israel's military campaign in Gaza and, in some cases, intimidated Jewish students.
 
 Shapiro wrote that he "flatly" told Harris that he would not. It was one of several times he claims that he had to stand his ground after Harris's team brought up issues on which he had taken a different stance from hers and asked if he would be willing to apologize or otherwise make a public about-face.

Shapiro wrote that he understood the campaign's desire to probe his background and policy positions, but "didn't see anything wrong with not aligning perfectly" with Harris on all issues, adding that "they weren't going to expand her universe by doing the exact same thing that she had been doing all these years."

He told Harris's team that he respected their role and was submitting willingly to the vetting process, but he was "not going to apologize for who I am or for the positions I've taken over the years."

"It nagged at me that their questions weren't really about substance," he wrote. "Rather, they were questioning my ideology, my approach, my world view."

After the back-and-forth on policy, Shapiro asked Harris some questions of his own, probing for a sense of what kind of role she wanted her vice president to play. Harris, he wrote, described her own experience as vice president in stark terms, saying she had had a rough time in a position that had little autonomy or executive authority.

"I was surprised by how much she seemed to dislike the role," he wrote. "She noted that her chief of staff would be giving me my directions, lamented that the vice president didn't have a private bathroom in their office, and how difficult it was for her at times not to have a voice in the decision making."

Shapiro said he tried to make a case for a more equitable partnership, with the vice president having unimpeded access to the president and the ability to weigh in on decisions before they were made. "I told him bluntly that was an unrealistic expectation," Harris wrote in 107 Days. "A vice president is not a co-president. I had a nagging concern that he would be unable to settle for a role as number two and that it would wear on our partnership."

The disagreement over the role ultimately left both politicians feeling that a Harris-Shapiro ticket, for all its electoral promise, may not be a good fit. "It could have gone differently, had I left that meeting thinking that she would want a partner and someone to bounce things off of before she ultimately made her decisions," Shapiro wrote. "There was a world in which it could have worked, but that was not this world."

Shapiro eventually returned to Pennsylvania with his mind made up--though not before Remus spoke with him again, he writes, and suggested that the role of vice president might be a financial burden for him and his wife: Shapiro's financial vetting showed that he didn't have much money, and the vice presidency would require Lori to buy a new wardrobe and pay the costs for second-lady-level hair and makeup, even as the couple would be required to pay for food and entertainment at the vice president's residence.

Shapiro said he was taken aback: "Are you trying to convince me not to do this?" he recalls asking. Remus responded that she just wanted him to be sure this was something he wanted. In the end, Shapiro wrote, he realized that it was not.

Harris later wrote that her first choice for vice president was actually Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg, but felt it was "too big of a risk" to add a gay man to a ticket led by a Black woman with a Jewish husband.

Read: The running mate Kamala Harris didn't dare choose

With Shapiro, Harris, and Buttigieg all on a list of potential presidential hopefuls in 2028, the vice-presidential selection process from 2024 is reemerging at a key moment.

As much as Democrats would like to turn the page on the presidential race that ushered Trump back into the White House, Shapiro's book offers another opportunity to pick apart one of the most pivotal decisions of the 2024 campaign. And it likely isn't the final word on the vetting process. The second leg of Harris's book tour is scheduled to start on February 2.
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'Maybe DHS Was a Bad Idea'

Two decades after its founding, the department has become what its critics feared.

by Nick Miroff

Sat, 17 Jan 2026




"We don't do politics in the Department of Homeland Security," Tom Ridge, the nation's first DHS secretary, liked to say whenever reporters would ask how he handled pressure from the White House. Ridge, a moderate Republican and a Vietnam vet with a square jaw and gentle manner, was the governor of Pennsylvania when nearly 3,000 Americans were killed on September 11, 2001. The nation was gripped with fear and horror, and President George W. Bush put the bipartisanship-seeking Ridge in charge of making sure there wouldn't be another terrorist strike. The new Cabinet-level entity that he would lead mashed together more than 20 federal agencies under one Orwellian name.

I've spoken with Ridge a few times over the years about DHS's origins, and I thought of him on New Year's Eve, when a serene image popped up on the department's social-media accounts showing a classic car on a sandy beach with palm trees and a banner that read America After 100 Million Deportations, along with the caption: "The peace of a nation no longer besieged by the third world." It was chilling to see DHS, founded to protect Americans from attacks by foreign terrorists, fantasizing breezily about the removal of nearly one-third of the U.S. population, which would have to include tens of millions of citizens. The department has published many provocative posts since President Trump took office last year, but nothing that perverse.

Ridge is now 80 and has mostly retired from public life following a 2021 stroke. I wasn't able to speak with him about the current direction of the department or about the image, which has more than 20 million views. But I expect that it would trouble him to see how the department whose public communications once focused on terror-threat levels has turned against Americans and been twisted into a trolling operation infused with white nationalism.

A week after the "100 million" post, the ICE officer Jonathan Ross killed Renee Nicole Good in Minneapolis. Federal investigators were still gathering evidence at the scene when DHS accused Good of "domestic terrorism." DHS Secretary Kristi Noem, Vice President Vance, and other Trump officials quickly echoed the characterization. For Americans who remember the visceral trauma of 9/11, terrorism is a concept with a particular gravity. But DHS has now applied the label to Good, a middle-aged American mom in a battered Honda with a glove box full of stuffed animals.

"Terrorism is such a powerful label," Tom Warrick, a former DHS policy official who worked under Presidents George W. Bush, Barack Obama, and Trump, told me this week. "Applying that to Renee Good just defies the average American's understanding of what that term ought to mean."

DHS's mission to protect Americans from terrorism enjoyed broad bipartisan support after 9/11. The department's agencies benefited from a renewed national admiration for firefighters, police officers, and others in uniform who served their communities. DHS leaders took cues from the Pentagon and sought to project an aura of nonpartisan patriotism, ensuring support from Democrats and Republicans alike. The very term homeland security, which wasn't universally admired, was meant to evoke something shared that every American would want to protect.

When I asked Jeh Johnson, who was the DHS secretary during Obama's second term, about this mission, he told me about riding Amtrak one day between Washington and New Jersey. He had a gym bag emblazoned with DHS. It caught the eye of a family sitting nearby that included a little boy. "Toward the end of the trip--and his parents clearly put him up to it--the little boy walked across the aisle," Johnson recounted, "and said to me, 'Sir, thank you for keeping us safe.'"

Read: How ICE lost its guardrails

"That was the first instinct of people when they thought of Homeland Security: They keep us safe," Johnson said.

There were fears at the time of DHS's founding, including on the political right, that the government was creating an authoritarian monster. The United States had never had the kind of all-encompassing domestic-security apparatus common in autocracies, whose interior departments function as political police. DHS skeptics worried that civil liberties would be vulnerable to abuse if the government began assembling national databases and an expanded federal police force. Those fears were swept aside by the broader anxieties of Americans eager for a consolidated department to protect them from another 9/11-style attack. The FBI remained within the Department of Justice, in part to assuage concerns that DHS could someday become too powerful and omniscient.

Every year, the DHS secretary, along with the FBI director and the head of the National Counterterrorism Center, provides a public briefing to lawmakers on worldwide threats to the United States. By 2021, domestic terror threats had surpassed foreign ones, according to the FBI. Mass shootings motivated by racism and hate killed dozens in El Paso, Texas; Charleston, South Carolina; Pittsburgh; and other cities. After the attack on the U.S. Capitol by a pro-Trump mob on January 6, 2021, then-FBI Director Christopher Wray took the unprecedented step of calling it an act of domestic terrorism. But even then, DHS officials remained hesitant to apply the label at home. They preferred the term domestic violent extremism to avoid calling Americans terrorists.

Trump has deployed 3,000 federal officers and agents to Minneapolis this month, the largest operation in DHS history. The city's elected leaders say that they don't want them there. Many of the ICE officers and Border Patrol agents are outfitted in tactical gear and wear body armor and masks, and they're using the technological tools that the department acquired to protect the country's borders: surveillance drones, facial-recognition apps, phone-cracking software. Powered by billions of dollars in new funding, they are making immigration arrests and grabbing protesters who try to stop them.

A few DHS veterans told me that America's immigration politics were already divisive when the department was founded. But its counterterrorism mission mostly overshadowed those forces for the first decade or so. Later, its border and immigration-enforcement agencies received more and more resources and attention, especially after 2014, when Central American children and families began streaming across the Rio Grande. The trend accelerated when Trump first took office.

Stewart Baker, the first DHS policy chief under Bush, told me that he thought the shift occurred during the tenure of Kirstjen Nielsen, who became the department's secretary in late 2017. Nielsen had a background in cybersecurity and had served as chief of staff to General John F. Kelly, Trump's first pick to lead DHS. When Nielsen testified before Congress, many lawmakers' questions were about immigration enforcement, particularly Trump's family-separation policy at the border. Nielsen, who did not respond to an interview request, would sometimes joke that she welcomed inquiries about any other topic. (DHS is also home to the Transportation Security Administration, FEMA, the Secret Service, the Coast Guard, and other agencies.)

Read: Why they mask

"Nobody could take that job after that without expecting to be the face of immigration policy," Baker said. "That was going to be your job, and if you didn't want to do that, then you really shouldn't be taking the job."

The change, Baker said, was partly the result of DHS's success at preventing another major terrorist attack. "People tend to think that's yesterday's problem," he said. "We have lost the sense, as a country, that DHS is carrying out a protective mission that is in the interest of all Americans."

Baker said that he also attributed the shift to Democrats' evolving attitudes toward immigration enforcement. "There has been a dramatic change in terms of a reluctance to enforce immigration law," Baker added, describing it as "an uneasy sense that there is something racist about preferring the people who live here over people who don't."

That opposition to once-uncontroversial elements of immigration enforcement has spread. "It's not just a principle of the Democratic Party," Baker said. "It's now a fighting principle in the streets."

Seth Stodder was crossing the Queensborough Bridge in New York City when a plane hit the North Tower of the World Trade Center on 9/11. A young attorney with a background in trade policy, he arrived at the federal courthouse in Lower Manhattan and was three blocks away when the towers fell. Stodder joined the government two weeks later. He went on to work for Customs and Border Protection under Bush and DHS under Obama, remaking U.S. border policy to tighten security without choking off trade and travel.

Stodder, who now teaches law at the University of Southern California, told me that he's watched immigration-enforcement agencies' city-by-city crackdown with dismay. "In creating DHS, we didn't want to create the KGB or the FSB," he said, referring to the Soviet secret-police agency and its current Russian manifestation.

The legal authorities that ICE officers and Border Patrol agents are using to detain and question people on the streets are not new, Stodder said. But those agencies have never been deployed this way domestically. At national-security conferences and in classrooms, he's received many questions over the years about threats to civil liberties from America's expanding array of surveillance tools and software innovations. "My answer to questions was always: Well, we have a constitutional framework here," he said

Read: How do you prove your citizenship? ICE won't say.

Stodder told me that this now seems naive. "You have these institutions and these technologies and these authorities," he said, "then some guy like Trump or Stephen Miller can say, Hey, we could use this stuff to do something that nobody's ever done before in the United States. To suddenly see DHS become this kind of mechanism of authoritarian intimidation and incipient fascism is disorienting, and frightening."

Stodder added: "It makes me think that maybe DHS was a bad idea."

I asked Johnson, the former DHS secretary, what he thought of the renewed calls by some Democratic lawmakers to scrap ICE, and what they could mean for the future of the department. He told me that the answer lies in changing the agency's policies and personnel--not in getting rid of it entirely. "If you don't like the Vietnam War," he told me, "you don't get rid of the Department of Defense."

Ross, the ICE officer who killed Good, had a sterling DHS career. A college graduate and an Iraq War veteran, he joined the Border Patrol in 2007, working first near El Paso targeting smuggling organizations and drug traffickers. He joined ICE in 2015, as border agents often do when they're seeking a less lonely, less isolated assignment closer to a major city. At ICE, Ross became a highly trained tactical officer, the kind the agency sends to handle its riskiest assignments. He'd nearly been killed when he was dragged by a car while attempting to make an arrest seven months earlier, according to the department, and he was back on the job.

We don't know what was going through Ross's head as he recorded Good on his phone and reached for his weapon. As Good attempted to drive away, Ross opened fire. Ross had nearly two decades of Homeland Security service at that point. He killed an American citizen, on a residential street in an American city, and as Good's car careened away, a voice could be heard--reportedly Ross's--saying, "Fucking bitch."

This article has been updated to better reflect the concerns from across the political spectrum about threats to civil liberties when DHS was created.
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America Can Have the Oil

Venezuela's riches were squandered, souring many on national stewardship.

by Gisela Salim-Peyer, Nancy A. Youssef

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

Maria-Elena Pombo has created "petroleum weavings," turning threads made from oil into elaborate yarnlike wall hangings. Oil, she told us, has shaped her life. Her father, an oil engineer, met her mother after he moved to Cabimas, an oil town. Because of Venezuela's oil wealth, Pombo, now 37 years old, studied for free at an excellent public university in Caracas.

For decades, all Venezuelans enjoyed the perks of living in a land where oil was a birthright. They could fill their cars for almost nothing. Education and other public services were heavily subsidized as well. Academics might argue over the wisdom of the state's largesse. But people expected, at the very least, affordable gas as a material benefit from the nation's abundance of oil.

President Trump's military intervention in Venezuela this month was, in part, a bid to seize the source of this wealth. Venezuela has the largest oil reserves in the world. Trump made no secret of his desire to exploit them in what many have criticized as an act of naked imperialism and the theft of Venezuela's economic patrimony: "We're going to be using oil, and we're going to be taking oil," Trump said in an interview after the January 3 attack that captured the strongman President Nicolas Maduro and his wife.

Yet many Venezuelans in the country and abroad celebrated the strike. Maria Corina Machado, the popular leader of the opposition, has welcomed Trump's actions. Last February, Machado was a guest on Donald Trump Jr.'s podcast. When he asked why Americans should care about Venezuela, her first response was: "Oil and gas." Machado's strategy could appear to have been a devil's bargain--tempting Trump with the prospect of petrodollars in exchange for ousting Maduro, her nemesis. But her feelings reflected something broader, too: Venezuelans who once viewed oil as a source of wealth and pride, a limitless resource that had shaped their identity and set their country apart from its poorer neighbors, have come to view it more as a curse.

Read: The Venezuelan opposition's desperate gamble

Venezuelans in the past two decades have watched as the regime squandered the wealth that oil had created, let the country's oil infrastructure rot, removed gasoline subsidies, and welcomed a bigger hand from Cuba, bartering oil for professionals and intelligence operatives from Havana. Pombo says her generation is the last that benefited from oil. Today, the university where she studied is in such a sorry state that the roof of one of its buildings collapsed. In the former boomtown of Cabimas, in northwestern Venezuela, people grew so desperate that they jury-rigged refineries in their own backyards because gasoline had become so scarce and expensive.

By that measure, ceding the oil industry to the United States at least holds the promise of importing industrial know-how with some financial benefit for the country. A poll by The Economist found that a majority of Venezuelans "somewhat" or "strongly" supported the capture of Maduro and were optimistic about their economic prospects. Fewer than 35 percent thought that the Venezuelan government should continue running Venezuela's oil industry. Or as Sary Levy-Carciente, Machado's economic adviser, put it to us, the Americans will be "better clients."

At a ranch in Cabimas one day in 1922, local farmers were awoken by a bang followed by a black rain. Workers for Shell, an Anglo-Dutch company, had been poking holes in the ground, looking for oil--and struck it rich. A plume spouted for many days. Some viewed the discovery as a divine gift, while a local priest chastised the explorers for unearthing Satan, saying the blowout was God's punishment. Word traveled northward, and the Rockefellers of Standard Oil and the Mellons of Gulf Oil saw a business opportunity. The episode ushered in more than a half century of relative prosperity.

Even then, some saw signs of trouble. In the 1930s, Arturo Uslar Pietri, an influential intellectual and historian, argued in an essay that the country needed to "sow the oil" by investing oil profits to cultivate other industries. Generation after generation of schoolchildren have heard these words repeated as advice that the country should have followed but didn't. Instead of sowing the oil, Venezuela became dependent on it.

American companies arrived to drill the wells and build the fields. They brought with them country clubs and baseball. The companies made deals with whichever military despot was in power in Caracas, angering young intellectuals such as Romulo Betancourt, who harbored dreams of a democratic Venezuela. In his writings, he condemned "the aggressive, juvenile impetus of North American capitalism" and advocated for Venezuelans to be the owners of their oil.

Betancourt became president through a coup in 1945, putting him in position to fulfill his goal of a democratic constitution. But he exercised caution over oil. He didn't kick out the Americans but instead persuaded them to pay more. He then used those proceeds to build schools, hospitals, and roads. Starting in 1948, American companies extracted the oil and gave roughly half of the profits to the Venezuelan state, an arrangement known as el fifty-fifty.

Betancourt's stance that Venezuela resented America but needed America is reflected in Miguel Otero Silva's 1961 novel, Oficina No. 1. The story follows pious, rural Venezuelans who leave everything behind to move to a nameless town where newly arrived Americans are extracting oil with little foresight or planning. The Trinidadian driver who takes the Venezuelans to the fields sings a song in English, as if warning about the type of people the Americans are: "After Johnny eats my food, / After Johnny drinks my rhum, / After Johnny wears my clothes, / Johnny comes back and takes my wife." But the Venezuelans pay him no mind. They moved to a town with no name because that was their best hope.


International Petroleum, a subsidiary of Standard Oil, in Venezuela (Cornell Capa / International Center of Photography / Magnum)



Read: Big Oil knows that Trump's Venezuela plans are delusional

Yet many Venezuelans idealize this period. The years of el fifty-fifty were some of the most prosperous in Venezuelan history--a time when migrants were eager to come to Venezuela, rather than leave it, as they have in droves more recently. Hundreds of thousands from Europe and elsewhere arrived for the glorious tropical climate, golden Caribbean beaches, and plentiful job opportunities. The possibilities felt limitless. The country built some of the world's most futuristic highways and was early in eradicating malaria. When Christian Dior decided to open his first shop in Latin America, he opened it in Caracas. The Concorde, that majestic superfast airplane, flew in at least once a week. Oil was the draw that brought the world to Venezuela. Even Venezuela's shanties were made with solid construction materials such as brick and concrete, made cheap by a strong bolivar, Venezuela's currency. It was not uncommon to see new cars parked outside. And although the Venezuelan poor could not afford the shopping trips that the country's rich made to Miami, they could go to Margarita--a Venezuelan island famous for its beaches and low tax rates.

By 1976, however, Venezuela's political class had tired of el fifty-fifty. The government seized the assets of American companies and nationalized the oil industry, creating a state-owned giant Petroleos de Venezuela, known as PDVSA.

For years, the company thrived. Jose Guerra, a Venezuelan economist, told us that graduates aspired to land PDVSA jobs. (He didn't make the cut as a young man, and had to settle for a job at the central bank.) The government funded scholarships so that the best and brightest could study abroad and become PDVSA engineers and managers. For Luis Soler, who worked at PDVSA for 30 years, the company represented a certain idea of meritocracy. It had an American-style work environment complete with 9-to-5 workdays and a corporate ladder for promotion. "We had discipline, values," he said.

By the 1990s, PDVSA had become one of the largest and most influential state-owned oil companies in the world, second only to Aramco, its Saudi counterpart. Venezuelan leaders proved to themselves that they could competently manage the country's oil.

Yet as Pietri had predicted more than a half century before, the country had failed to spread the wealth sufficiently to bolster other industries. "We just traded it! We traded it, and for what? Cars from the United States, whiskey from Scotland, fabrics from Italy, perfumes from France," Rafael Quiroz, an oil economist at the Central University of Venezuela in Caracas, told us. "And as time passed, we didn't build anything. We didn't use the oil to make an economy."

Those outside the circle of PDVSA profits grew resentful. Seeds had been sown, but not for broad economic growth, as Pietri had once hoped, but for revolution.

The socialist Hugo Chavez came to power in 1999 and managed PDVSA for priorities other than maximum profits. He replaced thousands of highly trained company employees with party loyalists. And for the first decade of the 21st century, the state used oil as a tool of diplomacy, with Chavez lavishing petrodollars on tiny island nations whose votes he courted in the Organization of American States, a regional diplomatic forum. Venezuela replaced Russia as Cuba's main oil supplier, a favor that Cuban President Fidel Castro returned by becoming Chavez's mentor on authoritarianism. The consequences of the mismanagement were profound. A country that fully depended on oil became ill-equipped to produce it. After the oil boom, Venezuela somehow ended up poorer, beset by corruption and hyperinflation.

When Chavez died, in 2013, Maduro inherited a failing oil industry and did little to improve it. By 2020, Venezuela's refineries had crumbled to the point that the country had to start importing gasoline from Iran. Even during the worst years of a humanitarian crisis, Maduro continued supplying his friends in the Cuban government with oil. (In January, the U.S. assault to capture Maduro killed 32 Cuban officers on the president's security detail.) Venezuela now produces only about 1 percent of the oil in the world, a mere 1 million barrels a day.

Read: The global oil market is based on a fiction

The perception that Maduro gave away oil to keep himself in power has made some Venezuelans more comfortable with the idea of giving oil to America, the country that got rid of the strongman. "Venezuela is going from having a government controlled by Cuba to having a government controlled by the United States," the historian Pedro Benitez told us, adding that the U.S. can help with the huge investments needed to revive the oil industry.

The rise of Machado is its own testament to changing attitudes about oil. Of all the opposition leaders, Machado has spoken most consistently in favor of privatization and foreign investment. For a long time, these preferences made her relatively unpopular. But in recent years, her views have spread widely. Many Venezuelans would have liked to see Machado replace Maduro as part of a transition back to democratic government. But so far, the Trump administration has shown little interest in that, preferring instead to work with Delcy Rodriguez, Maduro's vice president, and the rest of the regime. Like Betancourt, she portrays the United States as an unwelcome imperial power: "Enough of Washington's orders to Venezuelan politicians," she said on Sunday. But when it comes to oil, she's ready to deal. In a speech before legislators this month, she said that she would proceed with an "agenda of cooperation" nonetheless. "Let's not be afraid of contradictions," she said.

American companies are poised to develop Venezuela's oil industry anew. Trump said this month that Venezuela would provide 30 million to 50 million barrels of oil to the U.S., and that the sale of this oil would "benefit the people" of both nations. Rodriguez said that Venezuela had received $300 million from the sale, the first payments from those barrels. She celebrated the country's much-needed share of the revenue.

Trump sees a fresh era of American investment from the oil giants of today. He recently hosted the chief executives from the major U.S. oil firms at the White House to pitch them on the prospect. But the challenges are legion, including the need for political stability in both Venezuela and the U.S. There are no guarantees that a new American administration would take the same tack as Trump. And although working with the regime has brought its country near-term calm--Venezuela is secured right now by pro-government militias--the Trump administration has spoken about an eventual political transition. This leaves Caracas in a governing limbo and U.S. companies wary. Only a stable government can provide sufficient security for the companies to commit to long-term investments.

Read: A nakedly imperialistic president

Over time, the key power brokers in Venezuela may splinter over their new fifty-fifty-style deal with the U.S. "The current arrangement is unlikely to be convenient at the same time for all of them. One of them or some of them will try to change it," Jana Nelson, a top Pentagon official on Western Hemisphere affairs during the Biden administration, told us.

Even so, many in Venezuela seem guardedly optimistic. Guerra, the former central-bank official, used to be critical of the opposition for courting a U.S. intervention, but he's now bullish about the economy. He envisions the U.S. government placing conditions on how the regime can spend future oil revenues to make sure the nation's natural wealth is used to revive Venezuela.

We pointed out that this scenario rests on the assumption that Trump cares about the fate of Venezuela and its people. "Well, we cannot assume anything else," Guerra told us. The Venezuelan people, he added, are "just onlookers, not actors. We are just looking at what's happening, hoping for the best. We don't get to determine anything."
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The Islamic Republic's Predatory Contract With Its People

No one would agree to the terms that Iran's regime has forced on its citizens.

by Karim Sadjadpour

Tue, 27 Jan 2026




Iran's 86-year-old supreme leader, who believes that he represents God's will on Earth, ordered what now appears to be one of the deadliest two-day mass slaughters in modern history. According to estimates provided by two anonymous senior officials in the country's ministry of health, as many as 30,000 citizens may have been killed during this 48-hour rampage on January 8 and 9. If these estimates prove correct, Ali Khamenei's January 2026 massacre--the climax of a decades-long reign of repression--will rank among modern history's deadliest single episodes of state violence.

Since the rise of the modern state in the 17th century, political legitimacy has come to rest on a social contract, in which the government provides security and sustenance in exchange for the consent of the governed. The Islamic Republic's relationship with Iranians does not resemble a social contract, but a predatory lease signed in 1979 that has long since expired.

The terms of this lease--imposed by the landlord upon the tenants--are nonnegotiable:



You, the tenant, will live inside the religious fever dream of a man, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, who viewed the state not as a vessel for national advancement, but as a weapon for personal retribution, and whose copious writings offered detailed pronouncements about the religious penalties for fornicating with animals, yet no insights on how to run a modern economy. "Economics," he once said, "is for donkeys."

Davood Moradian: What I saw in Mashhad

You will be ruled for four decades by his successor, Khamenei, whose views will remain fixed no matter how much the world, and Iranian society, changes. He will preach resistance and pretend he is a pious man who eschews worldly wealth. But an entity called Setad--a shadowy financial empire under his personal control--has amassed assets valued at more than $95 billion in 2013 and potentially exceeding $200 billion today, much of it confiscated from Iranians who fled political and religious persecution.

We, the landlord, will micromanage your personal life. Whom you love, the movies you watch, the music you listen to, what you drink--all will be subject to our approval. Under our Sharia-based laws, women will be stoned for adultery, while men are permitted to take multiple wives.

You will be subjected to routine power outages, even though your country possesses the world's third-largest proven reserves of oil and second-largest reserves of natural gas. We will preside over one of the highest inflation rates in the world, wiping out your savings as the national currency loses more than 99 percent of its value against the U.S. dollar since the revolution.

We will so profoundly mismanage our environment-due to corruption and incompetence-that we will dry up your rivers and turn your lakes into salt flats, creating dust storms that choke your cities. We will pump the groundwater until the land beneath Tehran literally sinks, imperiling its habitability for future generations.

Our national slogans will be "Death to America" and "Death to Israel," never "Long Live Iran." As Khomeini once put it, "Patriots are useless to us. We need Muslims. Islam is opposed to patriotism." While we chant these slogans, we will send our own children to study in the West.

We will treat half the population as second-class citizens. If you are a woman, your testimony in court will be worth half that of a man's, and your inheritance will be half that of your brother's. We will make a piece of cloth--the hijab--the primary symbol of our state's authority, and we will beat you to death in detention centers for wearing it "improperly."

Although we will rule from a moral pedestal, we will lie without reserve. As the longtime Khamenei adviser Mohammad-Javad Larijani likes to say, "Being able to keep a secret even if you have to mislead is considered a sign of maturity. It's Persian wisdom. We don't have to be ideal people. Everybody lies. Let's be good liars."

Our greatest national export will be the intelligence of our nation. We will suffer from one of the highest levels of brain drain in the world. One hundred fifty thousand of our citizens will leave every year, at a cost that even our own officials have conceded could amount to about $150 billion annually.

Rather than recruit the brightest minds from our diaspora back to Iran to contribute to our nation, we will take them hostage and sell them for ransom to the United States and European countries. We will take visiting foreign academics hostage and trade them for convicted terrorists.

Though we will boast about our independence, 90 percent of our oil exports--the lifeblood of our economy--will go to China, which demands steep discounts.

We will use a sizable portion of our national wealth--tens of billions of dollars--to finance and arm Arab militias throughout the Middle East. This should not be confused with concern for the well-being of Palestinians. In contrast to American, European, and Arab governments that fund Palestinian human-welfare initiatives, our resources will arm and finance Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad. Our goal is not to build Palestine but to destroy Israel. We will achieve neither.

We will spend well more than $500 billion--including the revenue lost to sanctions--for a nuclear program that provides neither energy nor deterrence, as was evidenced by Israel and America's repeated penetration of Iranian air space.

We will ally with Russia, a country that excised a third of our territory in the 19th century, that occupied and attempted to take more territory in the 20th century, and that benefits from keeping our country isolated so that we cannot compete with them in global energy markets or for influence in Central Asia.

We will preach a "resistance economy" of austerity for you, while our Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps operates as a tax-exempt mafia that controls as much as 50 percent of the national economy, including telecommunications, ports, and construction. You will stand in line for subsidized bread while our elites smuggle iPhones and luxury cars through exclusive, unmonitored airport terminals. Our middlemen will funnel your national wealth into European property empires--buying ski resorts in Austria and mansions on London's Billionaires' Row--all while financing the very guards who repress you.

Omid Memarian: What Trump fails to grasp about Iran

We reserve the right to use you as human shields. When we fear an attack, we may refuse to close civilian airspace, shoot down a passenger plane full of our own citizens, lie about it for three days, and then torment the families of the victims.

If you protest our corruption or incompetence, you will be called a terrorist and charged with "waging war against God" or "corruption on earth." We will execute you without due process, maintaining the world's highest execution rate per capita.

We will build a digital wall around you. We will slow your internet speeds to a crawl and block global platforms to prevent you from communicating with one another or the outside world, while our officials post freely on X to spread propaganda to the West.



Even before this latest massacre, the gap between the Iranian government and its citizens was one of the widest on Earth. A critical mass of Iranians, including within the regime, have realized that the structure is condemned. They know that breaking the lease will be costly and terrifying, especially without foreign help. But they also know that living under its terms is at best a dead end, and at worst a death sentence. They do not seek to renegotiate the contract. They seek to evict the landlord.
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Trump's Head-Scratching Turn Toward China

The president's very personal approach to diplomacy poses real threats to American security.

by Michael Schuman

Mon, 26 Jan 2026




As President Trump has charged into a conflict with American allies over Greenland in recent weeks, he has also been pursuing an unlikely new friend: Communist China. Even for a politician known for erratic policy shifts, this swap--of longtime democratic partners that have sacrificed much for America's benefit in exchange for an authoritarian regime intent on undermining it--is bizarre. It also highlights the risks that Trump's personalized form of diplomacy presents to American national security and the balance of global power.

Although a hard line on China was a centerpiece of Trump's first term, he has gone soft in his second. The president has removed nearly all of the tariffs that he imposed on Chinese imports last year, and he has loosened controls on the sale of advanced American semiconductors to China--over the objections of national-security experts--on the condition that Nvidia coughs up a cut of its sales to the U.S. government. Trump also hailed his October 2025 summit with China's leader, Xi Jinping, as a meeting of the "G2," or "Group of 2," a flattering nod to the idea that the United States and China are the two most powerful countries in the world.

Trump has also lately seemed to take Beijing's side regarding Taiwan, which China continues to claim as its own. The Trump administration has scaled down its interactions with Taiwan's government, and in November, the president reportedly asked Japanese Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi to not escalate a dispute with Beijing over comments she had made about China's threat to Taiwan. That conversation took place shortly after Trump had spoken with Xi, who reinforced Beijing's position on Taiwan.

Read: 'Some foreign influence will be hard to reverse'

Even the most well-connected China experts in Washington are left guessing about what Trump hopes to achieve by placating Xi. One possibility is that Trump's pivot is a strategic feint to secure a truce in a trade war that has revealed significant American vulnerabilities. Given China's dominance of rare earth materials, which are vital to advanced manufacturing, Xi's restrictions on exports in response to Trump's tariffs had harmed U.S. industries. In negotiations with Washington, Xi pledged to restart supplies and temporarily suspend some of China's export controls on these metals, but he could easily resume these measures if tensions escalate again.

Trump may be appeasing Xi to buy some time as he seeks alternative sources of rare earths--in Greenland and elsewhere. But considering that securing these commodities could take years of U.S. investment, Trump may be pacifying Xi for longer than he expected.

Trump's approach to China may have changed with his political calculations. His earlier attacks shored up his appeal with blue-collar voters who had been hurt by international trade and the export of manufacturing jobs overseas. Trump entered office in 2017 vowing to right the injustices caused by liberal globalists. Now he seems to think that he has more to gain from cozying up to China. At his meeting with Xi in October, Trump secured a crackdown on China's exports of the chemicals used to make illicit fentanyl, and a promise that China would buy significant quantities of soybean imports from American farmers--a key Republican constituency.

Trump's softer touch seems to have won Beijing's consent for an arrangement to keep TikTok operating in the U.S.--allowing him to fulfill a political promise. The deal, finalized this month with ByteDance, the Chinese internet company that owns TikTok, hands control of the U.S. operation to a consortium of investors that includes Larry Ellison of Oracle, a Trump ally. Xi further rewarded Trump's shift in tone by inviting him to visit Beijing in April, appealing to the U.S. president's penchant for high-profile diplomatic summits.

Trump has also always had a thing for autocrats. He has praised Xi as "highly respected"--a description he has also used for Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban, Russian President Vladimir Putin, and others. Trump's diplomacy is often guided by his preference for strongmen over more trustworthy, democratically elected allies. And like any schoolyard bully, Trump prefers to pick on countries that can't fight back. Yet Xi's potent response to Trump's trade war has shown that the Chinese leader can fight back--and will.

Despite his fiery rhetoric in his first term, Trump spent a great deal of time negotiating a trade pact with Beijing, which both sides signed in 2020. This time around, Trump seems to have gone rogue. A rare issue on which Republicans and Democrats agree is that China presents a real threat to the United States--economically, militarily, and otherwise. But Trump has been reluctant to press China on issues of urgent national interest. Although he imposed extra tariffs on India last year to curb the country's purchase of Russian oil, which helps fund Putin's war in Ukraine, he has largely given a pass to China, the biggest consumer of Russian crude. Earlier this month, the president green-lighted a bill imposing tariffs on countries that buy Russian oil, but the White House has insisted that the legislation grants Trump some latitude in how he applies these sanctions.

Anyone hoping to ascribe a grand strategy to these moves must reckon with the inconsistency of Trump's approach to China. Following its capture of Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro, his administration has reportedly pressured Venezuela to expel advisers from China. This, together with Trump's threats to Greenland, seem to be part of a larger effort to push Beijing out of the Western Hemisphere. Such unpredictability drives home just how personal--and erratic--foreign policy has become under Trump. In a recent analysis of the administration's new National Security Strategy, a group of Brookings Institution scholars noted just "how much U.S. foreign policy now hinges on one mercurial leader."

From the March 2026 issue: America vs. the world

With this, China and the U.S. have something in common. In Beijing, Xi has centralized policy making in his own hands--and to a greater extent than Trump can ever hope for, given China's authoritarian political system. Whereas Trump is a flip-flopper, Xi has proved relentlessly committed to a fixed agenda. Nearly everything he does is meant to expand China's global power and advance its technological and industrial dominance. Although Trump's desire for Greenland is ostensibly about reducing China's influence in the Arctic, the president's conflict with NATO allies must delight Xi because it precludes international coordination to contain China.

Some in China see Trump's softening as a great opportunity for Xi to press for more concessions. Da Wei, the director of the Center for International Security and Strategy at Tsinghua University, in Beijing, recently suggested in Foreign Affairs that the U.S.-China relationship was at an "inflection point," making this an opportune moment to further reduce tensions and move "toward a more normal relationship." To help things along, he recommended that the U.S. curb its "politically provocative" naval missions near China. Although he didn't say so explicitly, he likely meant operations in the South China Sea, which is officially international waters, but Beijing claims it as its own. Da also counseled Trump to declare U.S. opposition to Taiwanese independence--which would mark a radical change in U.S. policy. Both steps, if Trump were to take them, would be cause for alarm among American allies. In return, Da wrote, China should scale back military exercises around Taiwan and "increase cross-strait exchanges"--neither of which are really concessions to Washington.

China has a strong incentive to push for these compromises now, given how Trump's fickle nature could suddenly shut the window of opportunity. Beijing is also well aware that American democracy is inherently prone to flip-flops and that the hard-line Washington consensus on China is likely to return with the next election. At this point, only one thing is certain: In what has become a contest between two men, victory will go to the leader who operates strategically and with discipline, not erratically and on impulse.
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What I Saw in Mashhad

Visiting Iran during the unrest in January, I found the accounts of both state and opposition media to be exercises in cognitive dissonance.

by Davood Moradian

Mon, 26 Jan 2026




On January 9, anti-regime protests gripped Iran, and President Trump declared that the northeastern city of Mashhad had "fallen" to the opposition.

I happened to be in Mashhad from December 26 to January 14. What I witnessed in those weeks was far more complex--certainly more complex than the American president's pronouncement, but also than the narratives originating either with state propaganda or opposition media.

Mashhad has never felt foreign to me. I come from Herat, in the west of Afghanistan, which is part of the same historic region of Persia. For me and millions of my compatriots, Mashhad is a cultural, linguistic, and emotional center that feels very much like home.

This trip was for the research institute I direct, the Afghan Institute for Strategic Studies. In preparation for our international conference, I was there to discuss developments in Taliban-controlled Afghanistan with representatives of the Iranian government, think tanks, and universities. Part of my mission was also to reach out to the Afghan diaspora.

Mashhad is Iran's second-largest city and the spiritual capital of the Islamic Republic. It encompasses the burial place of Shiite Islam's eighth imam, Imam Reza. It also houses the tomb of Ferdowsi, the epic poet who preserved the Persian language and imagination through the "Shahnameh," and is the hometown of the current supreme leader. For these reasons and others, what happens in Mashhad reverberates across Iran, perhaps second only to events in Tehran itself.



The protests began in Mashhad in mid-December, and they appeared to be an expression of economic grievance. The government had enacted reforms that triggered a sudden spike in the prices of basic commodities and placed immense pressure on ordinary households. Official figures already suggested that nearly 30 percent of Iranians lived below the poverty line. The Iranian president, a heart surgeon by training, framed the painful new measures as a necessary "surgery" on an ailing economy--an attempt to excise corruption and restore the patient's long-term health. Iranian media abounded with debates among economists and market analysts, weighing the costs and benefits of the reforms.

The news media reported merchants' strikes in several cities--most notably in Tehran's Grand Bazaar--and scattered political protests alongside them. The official channels emphasized a distinction between economic-driven, "legitimate" protests and "opportunistic," externally organized, anti-regime riots. The president's spokesperson referred to all protesters as her "grieving children," insisting that they must be heard rather than suppressed.

In Mashhad during these early days, I encountered some small protests in relatively affluent areas, such as along Ahmad Abad Street and Vakil Abad Boulevard. Young people, their faces covered by masks, circulated through traffic and on sidewalks, chanting political slogans. They easily could have been mistaken for agitated sports fans, and their actions were small and diffuse enough that they could be quickly dispersed. On January 6, I saw a gathering of several dozen merchants in the commercial district of Bazaar Reza. These protests were modest in scale and short-lived, befitting a spontaneous expression of frustration rather than a national rebellion.

The situation escalated dramatically on the evening of  January 8. Former Crown Prince Reza Pahlavi issued a video calling for nationwide protests at 8 p.m. local time. This message coincided with provocative posts from U.S. officials, including one by former Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, who insinuated that Mossad agents were interspersed among the demonstrators. By about 6 p.m., internet access and all mobile and landline services had been shut down. At first, the shutdown was strangely liberating: I would find out what was happening by speaking to and watching real people, rather than through the filters of partisan news agencies and social media.

Read: How doubt became a weapon in Iran

From my room I could hear occasional gunshots echoing across the city. Just after midnight, a friend and I drove to Ahmad Abad Street and then to Vakil Abad Boulevard. The scenes were startling: burning buses and cars, destroyed footbridges, and shattered traffic lights. My friend told me that protests had also raged in working-class areas along Tabarsi Boulevard, on the other side of the city, and in the suburbs of Sakhtaman and Sayedi. So we drove to Tabarsi Boulevard too, and saw even more severe damage--public buildings vandalized, streets littered with debris. The protesters, however, were gone. Riot police still patrolled these areas on motorbikes, and the city's fire brigade and municipal workers were out cleaning streets and extinguishing fires. We didn't see or hear any ambulances.

The next day was Friday, and Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei gave a stern speech in Tehran, warning that the regime would no longer tolerate "agitators." The state media abruptly changed the tenor of its coverage: What it earlier described as a social and economic crisis was now termed an armed insurrection. Protesters were now terrorists, Islamic State affiliates, and American or Zionist agents.

Mashhad was tense but calm during the day. Everyone I spoke with anticipated renewed unrest at 8 p.m., again in response to Pahlavi's call. At about 2 a.m. on Saturday, I went back to Ahmad Abad, Vakil Abad, and Tabarsi. The streets were completely deserted--even the riot police and municipal workers were gone--and the scale of the destruction was even more shocking than it had been the previous night.

That day, Trump claimed that more than a million people were demonstrating in Mashhad and that the city had fallen under protesters' control. His second claim was partially accurate, insofar as riot police and plainclothes security forces, very much in evidence the night before, did appear to have temporarily withdrawn. But the first claim, about the number of the protesters, seemed to me highly implausible. I visited four of what I'm told were about 10 protest locations around the city (the remaining ones were located in nearby neighborhoods). These were confined areas, and the protests within them lasted no more than three to five hours. To imagine tens of thousands of protesters in these urban pockets is already a stretch, and far shy of a million. This does not negate the existence of hundreds of thousands of angry and disillusioned Mashhadis, but anger does not automatically translate into street mobilization.

On Saturday, January 10, the city was quiet. Security forces were far more visible than during past days of protests--and more heavily armed. The riot police I'd seen on Thursday night had shotguns; now I saw some carrying AK-47s and even heavy machine guns. From Thursday onward, long queues formed outside bakeries, pharmacies, and grocery stores as people prepared for the worst. Pahlavi shifted his call to action from 8 p.m. to 6 p.m., and starting in the early afternoon, entire neighborhoods emptied, resembling the eerie calm of COVID lockdowns. That night, the protests were reportedly smaller and less violent.

The state organized pro-government demonstrations throughout the country for Monday, January 12. In Mashhad, these took place near the Imam Reza Shrine--the city's focal monument and a center of pilgrimage and religious observance--during daylight hours. I happened to be visiting a museum within the shrine complex when thousands of people surged onto Imam Reza Boulevard. Pilgrims, tourists, and demonstrators were swept up together in the crowd. The event included a public burial for 20 security personnel reportedly killed during the unrest. Unlike the anti-government protesters, who had reason to fear recognition and reprisal, those carrying pro-government placards showed their faces. Still, uncertainty, bewilderment, and fear were palpable.

That day marked the beginning of a new phase. Life in Mashhad gradually returned to normal, with the so-called national internet (not connected to the outside world) and phone services partially restored. The opposition media and some of my local contacts began reporting mass casualties and mass arrests. I asked my Mashhadi acquaintances if they personally knew people who had been killed or injured: Two-thirds said they did. The city's Rezvan cemetery and morgue were set aside for the victims, and three people I knew who went there told me that they saw hundreds of bodies awaiting identification. A few days later, state media quoted a senior security official who acknowledged that about 400 people had been killed in Mashhad and nearby towns, but asserted that 80 percent of them had been "martyred" by anti-regime elements. So many people had been arrested that a major police station was allocated for families seeking missing relatives.

Read: The online world where Iranians were free

Because of the limitations that remained on outside communication and the internet, most of us in Mashhad were still getting our information from state media, opposition satellite channels, and word of mouth. In the days following January 12, state media assured viewers that order had been restored to Iranian cities after an outburst of "anti-Islamic" unrest. The opposition outlets--most notably Iran International, a satellite channel based in London--reported that Iran was in the throes of a full-scale revolution, led by Reza Pahlavi, and that it was on the brink of victory. Both narratives seemed like exercises in cognitive dissonance for those of us on the ground.



Speculation about Iran's future has since gone global. Four broad scenarios seem to hold sway. The first is stagnation under the continued rule of a supreme leader who is disinclined to bargain with protesters or foreign powers. The second is transformational reform from within, akin to China under Deng Xiaoping. The third is the eventual victory of a grassroots, nonviolent movement, as in East Germany, Poland, or South Africa. And the fourth is externally supported, violent regime change.

Each scenario has plausible foundations. The Islamic Republic has demonstrated an extraordinary capacity to project and absorb pain. Like many revolutionary regimes, it is more tolerant of violence--both inflicted and endured--than its opponents assume. And so this cycle of protest and repression, too, could pass.

But it is also true that for more than a century, popular movements in Iran have repeatedly sought more accountable governance. These groundswells have had some success. The Women, Life, Freedom movement of 2022 achieved a major cultural victory by effectively challenging the state's enforcement of women's dress codes. In Mashhad in January, I saw many young women in public without hijab, and they did not appear to face reprisals from either the government or the conservative segments of society. Khamenei is likely in his final years, and his succession could present a moment for transformative change from within. Some voices within the system have long called for this. Fatemeh Sepehri, a political prisoner from Mashhad, has openly advocated for removing the supreme leader and holding free elections to draft a new constitution.

The final scenario, violent regime change, has a precedent in the 1979 revolution. But unlike then, some of those calling for a revolution today are also pleading for American or Israeli intervention to help achieve it. Supporters of Pahlavi were particularly vocal in Mashhad this month, as attested by the prevalence of pro-monarchy graffiti on city walls, and the regime's propaganda devoted particular attention to discrediting the former crown prince. During the state-orchestrated demonstration, Khamenei's representative in Mashhad mocked Pahlavi by recalling how the shah, despite decades as "America's puppet," had been denied entry to the United States in the last days of his life.

Iranians can and will chart their country's destiny. For the moment, however, the country is mourning its thousands of dead--their precise numbers, identities, and circumstances still unclear. Justice and accountability for these victims are not a peripheral issue; they are the foundation of any scenario for the future.

The scene at the Mashhad airport the day I left, January 14, was profoundly emotional. Only a small number of passengers had been fortunate enough to secure tickets for the day's last flight to Istanbul. The departure lounge felt less like a transit space than a place of mourning. Passengers and their accompanying relatives wept openly. Not only grief but also anxiety infused the room, amid media reports of imminent U.S. military strikes that could usher in an uncertain and violent future.

As my plane ascended, I looked out at the light beams emanating from the Goharshad Mosque at the Imam Reza Shrine below. The historic region from which both Mashhad and Herat take their identity is Khorasan--literally, "where the sun rises." I found this consoling in that moment, reminded of the dawn and its fragile but persistent promise.
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The Online World Where Iranians Were Free

Iran's internet blackout is yet another act of state violence.

by Nahid Siamdoust

Fri, 23 Jan 2026




Weeks after the uprising in Iran turned violent, no one has been able to count the dead. The state has yet to lift the internet shutdown it launched on January 8, making the information blackout the longest and most severe one that Iranians have ever experienced. More than 90 million citizens have no internet access, which has made it impossible to know the true extent of the government's violence against protesters. The few images that have leaked out, via Starlink-satellite connections or people who have left the country, reveal a brutal crackdown that has left thousands dead. "They are killing us. It's carnage," a friend in Iran wrote when she finally reached me through WhatsApp on January 17. Fellow Iranians in the diaspora tell me that they have received similar messages.

This communication void has left Iranians paralyzed, in and outside Iran. For more than two decades, Iranians have used the internet, social media, and satellite-TV technology to build a vibrant public sphere beyond the strict regulatory parameters of the state. In everyday acts of posting and circulating non-state-aligned content, Iranians have normalized all that the regime forbids, including dissident poetry readings, impromptu street concerts, and images of parents mourning children killed in protests. Although the state has blocked most foreign social-media apps, platforms, and news websites; introduced more censorship and surveillance; and raised fees to access the internet, Iranians have managed to use this alternative media sphere to push the boundaries of permissible public speech. Now there are fears that even if internet services return, they will likely be under stricter state control.

Iran was an early adopter of email and the internet. The government invested in and promoted their use in the 1990s as a way to advance academic research and boost the economy after the war with Iraq. By the turn of the 21st century, ordinary Iranians were patronizing internet cafes--Tehran alone had about 1,500 by 2001--and meeting in online chat rooms. In these lively virtual spaces, they discovered they could create a freer, more secular, and more democratic world beyond the suffocating politics and economics of the Islamic Republic.

Read: What Iranians want from Trump

During the country's 2009 Green Movement, Iranians used virtual spaces to help coordinate protests and consolidate their support for political reforms. Songs such as "Yar-e Dabestani-ye Man" ("My Elementary Schoolmate") circulated on phones and blogs, conjuring visions of a gentle, united march toward political progress.

The state responded by creating the Internet Police and other intelligence units to monitor online spaces. The government had long shied away from a total internet ban in part because it seemed too economically costly, given just how many Iranian businesses rely on online communications. Despite restrictions on X, Telegram, Instagram, and other social-media apps, most Iranians know how to circumvent these measures and have been active users.

Even with the regime's curbs on communication, egregious acts of repression have led to mass outrage, first online and then in the streets. When a young woman named Mahsa Jina Amini died in police custody in 2022 after being arrested for improper veiling, the Woman, Life, Freedom uprising erupted, in part because Iranians had spent years nurturing a collective vision online of Iran's future--one that included a living wage, political freedom, dancing in the streets, care for the environment, and compassion for Afghan-refugee children. These wistful desires were faithfully captured in Shervin Hajipour's song "Baraye," which poetically described "the longing for an ordinary life," became an instant anthem for the uprising, and went on to win a 2023 Grammy for Best Song for Social Change. The state ultimately repressed this uprising, but also loosened some of its rules. Women effectively won the battle over headscarves. Many now go without.

The pervasiveness of the alternative public sphere online eventually led the state to create its own productions and flood these spaces with state-aligned talk shows. The regime's supporters also engage in online spaces, and social media offers the state a way to spy on its subjects and punish any influencers who become too famous or subversive.

These efforts have hardly curbed skepticism of the regime. One viral Instagram clip of an online show featured a young man with the kind of beard and suit that many associate with the regime. He observed that the Islamic Republic "no longer has its people by its side like before," adding, "Regimes fall in minds before they fall in actuality." Many interpreted this clip to mean that the regime was bleeding support even among loyalists. Another clip of a state-sanctioned online show circulated on social media had students debating an official who supported enforcing the hijab; one student asked, "Who gives the right to the government to interfere in the personal freedoms of the people?"

Read: Trump's fateful choice in Iran

Much like social media elsewhere, the relative openness of these online Persian-language spaces has made them vulnerable to conspiracy theorists, state-backed disinformation campaigns, and foreign meddlers. For example, vocal royalists in the diaspora who went years without much support in or outside Iran now find themselves bolstered by foreign efforts to foment regime change by promoting the monarchy. Reports in late 2025 revealed an Israeli-funded online Persian-language campaign promoting Reza Pahlavi, the son of the former shah of Iran. The enormously popular satellite-TV channel Iran International, which regularly covers Pahlavi's speeches and supporters, is reportedly funded by Saudis.

Perhaps these foreign-backed influence campaigns helped lay the groundwork for the growing call in Iran for a return to a monarchy. Extreme U.S. sanctions and the June 2025 war with Israel have further compromised the regime's position by causing the rial to crash. But the Islamic Republic is ultimately to blame for calls for regime change, given its decades-long intransigence to demands for reform, its crackdown on dissidents, and its woeful economic mismanagement and corruption.

As the death count rises from the state's violent response to peaceful protests, the Islamic Republic's internet blackout has proved more insidious. In shutting down all of the online spaces where Iranians have found ways to dream, build, connect, and organize, the state has seized control over the country's narrative and suppressed all avenues for hope--for now. Still, Iranians have spent years cultivating a reality beyond the state's ideological strictures. If they can no longer enjoy the liberties of this virtual world, perhaps Iranians will be only more motivated to pursue these freedoms in the real one.
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Tesla Just Killed the Most Important Car of the 21st Century

The Model S deserved better than this.

by Patrick George

Fri, 30 Jan 2026




Before Elon Musk, most electric vehicles seemed less like an alternative to gasoline than an argument in its favor. The sad state of affairs for EVs for many years was that they were slow, impractical, and largely enticing only if you lived with copious guilt over your carbon emissions.



Then Tesla came out with the Tesla Model S. The speedy, high-tech sedan didn't just leave other EVs in the dust; it could compete with the likes of BMW and Mercedes-Benz. "EVs went from 'eating your vegetables' to getting you super-car performance in a vehicle that's luxurious and quiet," Jake Fisher, the senior director of auto testing at Consumer Reports, told me. The Model S proved something that's now easy to take for granted: EVs can work, and ordinary people might actually want one. A year after the Model S's 2012 debut, Musk personally drove one coast-to-coast to prove that it was just as capable as a gas car.



Now the Model S is going away. During Tesla's earnings call yesterday, Musk announced that his company will soon stop manufacturing the car that launched his empire. "That is slightly sad," he acknowledged on the call. In a sense, it was inevitable. Tech products get killed off all the time to make way for something better; Apple no longer sells the iPhone 4. Indeed, the Tesla Model S has become irrelevant and overpriced compared with the company's newer cars. (As a Road & Track headline put it in 2023, "The Tesla Model S Has Lived Long Enough to See Itself Become a Villain.") Nearly all of Tesla's global sales come from the more affordable Model Y and Model 3, leaving the original Model S unceremoniously lumped in with "Other Models" in the company's financial reports.

But Tesla is not phasing out the Model S to focus on making even better cars. The move is part of a retreat from the car business. Tesla will stop producing the Model S and another one of its less popular cars, the gull-winged Model X SUV, in order to free up space at its California factory to build the human robot Optimus. "It is time to bring the S and X programs to an end and shift to an autonomous future," Musk said yesterday. He's made very clear that he wants to reposition Tesla as an AI company. The promise of robotaxis that can take you to work and robots that water your plants is why Tesla's investors recently offered Musk a $1 trillion pay package even as the company's car sales are slumping and slumping. If cars like the Model S changed the world, the investors would argue, then there's no reason to believe that Musk's vision for robots can't do something even grander. (Tesla did not respond to a request for comment.)

Read: Tesla wants out of the car business

This plan had better work. Now that Tesla seems largely done with making new car models, the company is throwing away a lot in order to go all in on autonomy. The irony is that in canceling the Model S, Tesla is effectively walking away from a business that it helped create. Even at its apex, the Model S never sold as well as something like the Toyota Camry. (The Tesla's initial starting price of about $100,000 immediately put it out of reach for most car buyers.) But it is undoubtedly the most important car of the 21st century. The global EV industry would not be what it is today without it.



Perhaps the biggest legacy of the Model S is that it turned cars into gadgets. From the get-go, Tesla owners enjoyed a parade of new features rolled out via software downloads. Until the Model S, whatever features your car had at purchase were essentially all you ever got, unless you modified it yourself or paid a shop to do it. Tesla pioneered the idea of a car that could, like a smartphone, get better over time with digital upgrades. At times, software updates can be a nuisance for drivers: Some features are now locked behind a subscription paywall. This kind of approach has made Tesla a tech company, with a stock price more reminiscent of Silicon Valley than of Detroit. Tesla is now worth more than most other car companies combined.



Naturally, other automakers were eager to replicate the Tesla playbook. By the late 2010s, the rest of the industry was scrambling to chase Tesla's progress and innovation (and that stock price). Other companies have since sunk billions of dollars into EVs, batteries, and software, all to varying degrees of success. Software updates are something the sector is still struggling with. Even last year, when Tesla's profits and sales sank, most Americans who bought an EV were opting for Teslas. And when Tesla set up its factory in China, it kicked that country's auto industry into high gear. Now electric cars from companies such as Geely and Xiaomi handily outclass many of Tesla's cars; the auto giant BYD just eclipsed Tesla to become the world's biggest seller of EVs. Perhaps that's why Tesla is moving away from making cars; it's now up against dozens of other Teslas that have government support and considerable financial resources.

Read: The firewall against Chinese cars is cracking

The Model S may have another enduring legacy: In addition to turning Tesla into an EV juggernaut, it also laid the groundwork for Musk's eventual obsession with robots and robotaxis. Tesla's "Autopilot" feature, which allows drivers to take their hands off the wheel on the highway and while parallel parking, debuted as a software upgrade on the Model S. Over time, this evolved into "Full Self-Driving," for hands-free driving in cities. It's the basis for Tesla's AI-powered autonomous-car dreams and its hopes for robotics: A humanoid robot like Optimus should theoretically "see" and operate in the world much the same way.



Even so, Tesla is racing toward a totally unproven concept. The technology behind humanoid robots remains in its infancy, and there's no guarantee that fully autonomous cars can be deployed safely at scale. Musk's company proved that people could want electric cars. It might be a much taller order to prove that they'd want humanlike robots and cars without steering wheels.
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The Accidental Winners of the War on Higher Ed

Go to a small liberal-arts college if you can.

by Ian Bogost

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




In the waning heat of last summer, freshly back in my office at a major research university, I found myself considering the higher-education hellscape that had lately descended upon the nation. I'd spent months reporting on the Trump administration's attacks on universities for The Atlantic, speaking with dozens of administrators, faculty, and students about the billions of dollars in cuts to public funding for research and the resulting collapse of "college life."At the same time, I'd been chronicling the spread of AI-powered chatbots that have already changed undergraduates forever.

Initially, I surveyed the situation from the safe distance of a journalist who happens to also be a career professor and university administrator. I saw myself as an envoy between America's college campuses and its citizens, telling the stories of the people whose lives had been shattered by these transformations. By the summer, though, that safe distance had collapsed back on me. The wave of campus crises was causing immediate effects in my own academic life. People I knew were losing their jobs. Yearslong projects were stranded. I heard from students cheating their way through every class with AI, and from faculty following suit. I watched professors lash out at other disciplines with misplaced blame. I listened to friends discuss whether they should send their kids to school abroad. I had personally devoted 25 years to higher education. Now it felt like the whole idea of the university might be ending.

Sitting in my office, I began searching for some cause for hope, some reason to believe that higher ed could stanch the damage for the next generation of students. It occurred to me that I'd been hearing less despair from colleagues at certain smaller schools that offer undergraduate study in the "liberal-arts tradition," a broad and flexible approach to education that values developing the person over professional training. I wondered if these schools--especially the wealthy ones that cluster near the top of national rankings--might enjoy some natural insulation from the fires raging through the nation's research universities.

I texted, emailed, telephoned, and Zoomed with friends in higher-education leadership. Current and former heads of both research universities and liberal-arts colleges confirmed my intuition: Well-resourced and prestigious small colleges are less exposed in almost every way to the crises that higher ed faces.

To dig deeper, I decided to embark on a fact-finding mission in the guise of a traditional college tour. In November, I went to visit four elite liberal-arts colleges--Amherst, Davidson, Smith, and Vassar--where I joined prospective students and their parents for their campus tours, sat in on classes, and spoke with undergraduates, professors, and administrators. Might schools such as these emerge as the accidental winners of the war on universities?

I came to Amherst College too late in the autumn to observe peak foliage, but amber and ochre remnants still spread across the Pioneer Valley in western Massachusetts. This is the scene Emily Dickinson, a local resident, would have taken in before composing the lines, "The maple wears a gayer scarf, / The field a scarlet gown."

My tour began at the Colonial Revival residence that serves as the school's admissions office, but we soon arrived in the new science building, a modern structure with oddball green furnishings. Nate Scharf, our sophomore guide, sat us down and gestured toward a small classroom where he had taken a psychology class. At a typical research university, an undergraduate course like this would meet inside a lecture hall, perhaps with separate breakout sections for discussion led by graduate students. But neither Scharf nor any of his classmates had ever been exposed to this scenario--because Amherst, like most liberal-arts colleges, has no graduate students.

No graduate students: The American public may not fully grasp the implications of this statement. At a university, grad students may end up leading class discussions, but that's only part of the story. Their presence on a campus telegraphs a more important truth: that in terms of mission, teaching undergrads comes second to research.

Read: Grad school is in trouble

And at most universities, grad students play a crucial role within the research system: They perform the frontline work of science. Faculty members get federal grants, which are used to pay for doctoral students, who in turn serve as laboratory staff. Professors' feeling of worth and productivity may be a function of how many doctoral students they advise--because that helps determine how many studies they can carry out, how many papers they can publish, and what sorts of new grants they can win to keep the process going. This endless competition is a major feature of the modern university--whether it's an elite private school (such as Princeton or Duke), a public flagship (such as the University of Michigan or UC Berkeley), or a land-grant institution (such as Texas A&M or Virginia Tech).

A school like Amherst, though, which has no doctoral programs whatsoever, is free of the rat race of research productivity and expenditure. As these colleges like to point out, that's good for undergrads, because faculty must focus on education. The lack of doctoral research programs also makes the schools more resilient to bullying from Washington. In 2025, the Trump administration made a point of suspending hundreds of millions of dollars in research grants to Columbia, Harvard, Northwestern, and other schools. It also threatened to impose a tighter limit on what are called "indirect costs"--the portion of each grant that covers all the broader costs of running a large enterprise for research. With so much funding endangered all at once, targeted universities had little choice but to negotiate--which is to say, to accede to some portion of the Trump administration's demands.

At Amherst, this level of pressure simply couldn't be applied. In 2024, the college took in around $3 million from all of its federal research grants put together. (For comparison: Washington University in St. Louis, where I teach, received $731 million that year from the National Institutes of Health alone.) Christopher Durr, an associate professor of chemistry, told me that his research is "designed to be done mostly in-house," by which he means without external funding, and with the help of undergraduates. He studies biodegradable plastics in a lab that is mostly funded by the college itself, and he gets no research money at all from the federal government. Settling into an Eames-style chair in his office, I asked him what indirect-cost rate Amherst applies to its grants, and he said he didn't know--an innocence that would be unheard of at a research university.

The research that can be done at a small liberal-arts college, with its more modest labs and equipment, is necessarily constrained. Even with Amherst's generosity, Durr said "there's a limit" to how far he can push his research. In truth, the most important scientific and medical discoveries aren't likely to be made at a place like Amherst or Smith, the nearby women's college, which tend to pay their own students to work on faculty research. But this need not be a limitation for undergraduates. The conditions that produce landmark discoveries are not necessarily the same ones that produce a serious education.

Perched along the shores of North Carolina's Lake Norman, in the Charlotte suburbs at the northern edge of Mecklenburg County, Davidson College's location is a crossroads for red and blue America. In the last election, two-thirds of Mecklenburg's voters chose Kamala Harris; just a mile up the road, in Iredell County, two-thirds of voters went for Donald Trump.

Connor Hines, the current student-body president and a senior majoring in political science, is a self-described moderate conservative who grew up in the area. He told me that he chose to come to Davidson in part because its students are able to disagree with one another in thoughtful ways. His good friend Nina Worley, an educational-studies major who was raised in Harlem, said the same. "I knew that to be a good advocate for education policy, I needed to meet a Republican for the first time," Worley told me. She and Hines do not see eye to eye on everything--the two do not agree, for example, on the policies of Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. But they said they carry out that disagreement with respect.

Read: The end of college life

According to higher education's many critics on the right, elite universities have tried to stifle disagreement; allegedly they're pushing students into echo chambers instead of broadening their minds. The Trump administration made this accusation central to its war on research universities: With billions of dollars in withheld grants as leverage, it initially pressured nine institutions into signing an agreement, called the "Compact for Academic Excellence in Higher Education," that would commit them to "fostering a vibrant marketplace of ideas on campus" and protecting conservative viewpoints.

In the meantime, under local pressure, reactionary speech suppression is taking hold at public universities: Many schools, including Auburn and the University of Michigan, have shut down their DEI offices; Texas A&M censored courses based on race and gender content; and Indiana University halted the print edition of the student newspaper, an act its journalists said amounted to censorship. Some private schools, including Columbia, Northwestern, and Cornell, have struck deals to restore funding that variously included provisions regarding civil-rights standards, disciplinary processes, DEI rubrics in admissions and hiring, and policies related to sex and gender identity.

Davidson, which, like Amherst, is far less exposed than research universities to the threat of withheld money, has not been explicitly asked to sign the compact. (Nor have any other liberal-arts schools, including the ones I visited.) Chris Marsicano, an associate professor of education studies who had introduced me to Hines and Worley, told me that the school was way ahead of the national conversation on campus dialogue in any case. In 2019, it created a Deliberative Citizenship Initiative, which runs programming to help students and faculty engage on issues about which disagreement is likely, such as immigration and border control. "We're the hipsters of civil discourse," Marsicano said. "We were doing it before it was cool."

Certainly these sorts of efforts can be found at lots of universities: Ohio State has a Civil Discourse for Citizenship initiative, for instance, and WashU has just launched an Ordered Liberty Project, which includes associated coursework on the topic of "disagreement." But they may be most likely to succeed when they're applied to smaller student bodies, like Davidson's. At lunch in the school's campus commons, I watched President Douglas Hicks greet a dozen students by name. My tour guide explained that students and faculty tend to mingle there; in fact, they can't avoid it, because everyone eats in the same place. Some might find this stifling or claustrophobic, but being forced to live together day by day may also stimulate openness and mutual respect. "You can't hide," Hicks told me.

Read: Texas sends Plato back to his cave

At a small liberal-arts college, where a cohort may number fewer than 500 people, admissions officers can also take a stronger hand in assembling a group of students who match the institution's culture and its vibe while also having very different backgrounds. And the fact that almost everyone at a small liberal-arts college tends to live on campus, or very close to it, adds to the sense of intimacy. "It's just much easier for me to get to know faculty here, much easier for me to get to know students, much easier for me to hear what's on their minds," Amherst's president, Michael Elliott, told me.

One effect of this, he said, is that professors actually show up to faculty meetings to talk about the future of their institution. They participate in budgeting conversations, debate the creation of majors, and approve new courses. This is decidedly not the norm at many larger universities, where professors may not see these meetings as a core part of the job, and where administrators can ignore them altogether. (Last year, Northwestern reached a settlement with the Trump administration despite 98 percent of its voting faculty having recommended otherwise.) Elliott admits that all of this faculty participation can make the college move more slowly in decision making. But done right, faculty governance is a form of healthy campus discourse, too.

Perhaps no threat to higher ed is more acute than the recent, rapid spread of generative AI. "It's just about crushed me," one college teacher told me in the spring of 2023. "I fell in love with teaching, and I have loved my time in the classroom, but with ChatGPT, everything feels pointless."

The remarkable test-taking, paper-writing power of AI is hardly under control at liberal-arts colleges such as Amherst or Davidson. But in my conversations with students and faculty, I witnessed a struggle to understand and respond to it with greater earnestness and complexity than I have encountered elsewhere in higher education. In my experience, students and faculty at research universities tend to have a Manichaean view of the technology: Either AI is an existential threat to be cast out, or a vital tool to be embraced as a professional virtue. Little room is left for nuance, which means that little progress can be made on shaping policy.

Davidson prides itself on having an unusually deliberate honor code. (Students I spoke with said this code is taken so seriously that they can leave their belongings anywhere on campus without fear that they will be stolen.) But the seductions of ChatGPT are hard to resist, and Marsicano noted that the college has seen an increase in code violations due to AI. That sounded like less of a problem here than elsewhere, though. If the students are availing themselves of the technology, then at least they appear to be doing so with some reservations.

Hines told me that he uses AI tools, though not for academic work. Worley said she's avoided AI so far, because "I'm still struggling with what makes me comfortable about it and what doesn't." At Davidson, each professor can set their own approach to AI in the classroom, but that can be confusing. In the meantime, Worley and her roommates ponder what the rules should be. They ask, for instance: If it's now okay to have AI write your emails for you, why is that okay? And they talk about AI data centers' environmental costs. "Everyone's wrestling with it," she said.

Learning how to wrestle with an issue like AI, which is ambiguous and undecided, is the whole point of an education undertaken in the liberal tradition. It's also made easier in a context where faculty-to-student ratios can be much smaller than they are at even elite research universities. (At a school like Davidson or Amherst, some classrooms will contain just a handful of students and a professor--a scenario in which siphoning work through Claude would not be easy.) Carina Cole, a Vassar media-studies student, told me that a supportive culture on campus also makes it possible to treat AI with greater care. Her fellow students are more likely to ask one another for help than turn to technology, she said. But Worley admitted that the situation feels fragile no matter what: "I'm holding on for dear life."

At Amherst, I sat down with Matthew McGann, the dean of admission and financial aid. I asked how his school stacked up against the nation's most prestigious universities. If a student also gains admission to Yale, do they go there instead? "They do," he said. Amherst has a sterling reputation, but it still cannot compete against a famous Ivy.

The relative obscurity of even the best small liberal-arts colleges may be helping them to avoid the Trump administration's war on higher ed. But that doesn't mean that they're immune from any risk of being targeted. Haverford College, in Pennsylvania, for example, has been made the subject of a civil-rights investigation for allegedly failing to address anti-Semitic harassment against Jewish students. (This is the same charge, and the same government action, that has been directed or threatened against Columbia, UCLA, Stanford, Cornell, Rutgers, and many other big universities.) Haverford may not rely on the federal government for giant research grants, but even just defending itself against investigation would be costly, as would, say, losing federal Pell Grants that subsidize low-income students.

Small colleges' endowments could also be attacked, even if the schools are never targeted specifically. In 2025, Congress voted to increase the tax on endowment income, which private colleges and universities draw on for financial aid, from 1.4 percent to as much as 8 percent. (The wealthiest liberal-arts colleges spend a large portion of their endowment earnings to fund students who can't afford to spend up to $100,000 a year to attend.) For the moment, institutions with fewer than 3,000 tuition-paying students--which means most liberal-arts colleges--are exempted from this increase, so their budgets remain untouched. But that could change.

Then there is the nagging question of practicality. Even if you believe that a liberal-arts college offers the best education, going to school to learn how to think might seem like a luxury today. In the end, you'll still need to earn some kind of living. If the paths for getting there--which may include postgraduate study in a doctoral program or professional school--are diminishing, then college itself will follow suit.

Still, after spending several weeks on my tour of wealthy, liberal-arts colleges, I grew to think that the pitch they're making to prospective students and their parents for the fall of 2026 was convincing. All things considered, when the time comes, I might rather see my own preteen daughter attend a school like Amherst or Davidson, Smith or Vassar, than a research university such as my own. The form of higher ed that they provide seems poised to be the most resilient in the years to come.

In a way, that resilience may pass on to the students who attend them. On my last night in western Massachusetts, I was set up to have dinner with a group of graduating Amherst seniors. By all measures, these were tremendously successful young adults. Hedley Lawrence-Apfelbaum is bound for a fellowship at the University of Oxford on his way to Harvard Law. Ayres Warren, who has already published a journal article on breast-cancer disparities, will pursue a career in environmental health-care management. Shane Dillon is plotting out a career in politics. All three of them told me they were worried about their futures--not because they had attended Amherst instead of Yale or Emory or Michigan State, but because the world seems so uncertain on the whole.

These seniors weren't panicking, though--this was very clear. "We'll see," Dillon said when I asked what was next, what he feared, and what he hoped for. I've known a lot of brilliant undergraduates during the course of my career at research universities. Some have become wealthy in business; others have become famous; still more have made the world better through research and invention. But Dillon and the other students whom I met during my college tour struck me as being unusually attuned to the facts of their predicament. They were already living in the thickness of their own lives, aware of who they are and not just what they might become. They seemed to understand, by virtue of the education they'd received, that uncertainty is to be expected, and that the future lasts a long time.
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The New Shadowbanning Panic

Is TikTok censoring users on behalf of the Trump administration?

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Wed, 28 Jan 2026




Over the past several days, TikTok users have found themselves at a loss. Literally, I mean: They lost their audiences, and their view counts showed "0." Some people who attempted to upload content about anti-ICE protests or the killing of Alex Pretti alleged that the platform was intentionally blocking them from doing so. Others were able to get their videos uploaded, but alleged that TikTok was not distributing them. Still others noticed that they were unable to send the word Epstein in a direct message, a quirk so bizarre that it incited California Governor Gavin Newsom to repost a screenshot shared by an anonymous X account using the handle @intelligentpawg.



For many of these people, the explanation was obvious: "MAGA censorship." Newsom said in his post that he would be launching a review "into whether TikTok is violating state law by censoring Trump-critical content," and the concern isn't totally random. TikTok's U.S. business changed hands just last week, spinning off from the Chinese company ByteDance--as required by a 2024 law--and into a new organization called the TikTok USDS Joint Venture LLC. Major investors in the new entity include Oracle, which was co-founded by Larry Ellison, a Trump ally whose son is in charge of one of the country's largest media conglomerates and is also cozy--or attempting to be cozy--with the president. Is it so far-fetched to imagine they would tweak the platform in his favor?



Jamie Favazza, a spokesperson for TikTok USDS Joint Venture, wrote to me in an email that the app is being run as it was before and that American users will "continue to have the same experience they already know and love." The company has blamed the issues on a power outage at one of its data centers, which it said caused a "cascading" systems failure affecting all types of content (not just posts about Minnesota). The data center in question is operated by Oracle, which has managed TikTok's U.S. user data since 2022. The company was still working to fix some of the bugs as of today. Separately, the company said that there is no rule against saying Epstein and that this glitch was caused by a technical issue with its safety systems. (When I sent the word Epstein to my fiance at 8 yesterday morning, it went through fine.)



Unsurprisingly, a lot of people are not totally buying the explanation. Trump has joked that he would make the app's algorithm "100 percent MAGA" if he could, and it's true that aspects of the broader media ecosystem have shifted dramatically in Trump's favor: starting with Elon Musk's takeover of X, then major TV networks' capitulation to Trump, and now TikTok's transfer to Trump-friendly investors. And Trump has never been shy about applying pressure to companies in order to satisfy his own whims.



Then factor in the stakes of the moment. As federal agents threaten the basic principles of democracy in Minnesota, Americans are looking to their phones for up-to-date and on-the-ground information about a complicated, ongoing event. For better or worse, millions of Americans use TikTok for news: Any whisper of intervention or suppression is natural cause for concern. (With everything else going on, people haven't forgotten about the Trump administration's bizarre handling of the Jeffrey Epstein files.)



Jonathan Rauch: Yes, it's fascism



That's a perfect storm for paranoia about TikTok's actions, and the platform is not aided by recent history. In 2020, the company apologized in response to an outcry about inexplicably low view counts on videos about Black Lives Matter. It also cited a technical glitch in that case, and some people pointed out that other popular, politically neutral hashtags (such as #cat) were affected, too, but suspicion lingered. More recently, some American TikTok users have felt directly censored by their government--leading up to the legislation that forced the app's sale, several lawmakers blamed TikTok for, in their view, warping the minds of young people and making them overly critical of Israel, and cited this as a reason to regulate it.



Feed-based, view-based social-media platforms are central to American political discourse, which is why politicians so often fight over the details of their operation. In recent memory, it was more often Republicans calling for investigations of platform censorship, shadowbanning, and collusion between the White House and social-media companies. Back then, efforts by researchers to study the problem generally found that there was no blanket, pervasive bias against right-leaning viewpoints per se, although right-wing users were more likely to spread certain types of low-quality content, namely misinformation, which made them more likely to be penalized and therefore affirmed their feeling of being silenced.



Now we're in a counterintuitive and paradoxical stage of content moderation, where some spaces are more chaotic than ever and others are more restricted in highly specific ways. On the one hand, you have Musk's X, which has removed most guardrails from public discourse, up to the point of enabling users to generate nude images of their political foes; on the other, you have Meta's Instagram, which has been contorting its rules in response to pressure from parent groups and politicians to make the app safer for teens. The interface now accuses users of looking for child-sex-abuse material if they search the phrase hot girls.



Into the breach steps a celebrity who says she is being prevented from posting about "?" or a journalist who claims that "the new TikTok algorithm has ZERO, and I mean absolutely ZERO news or politics content, not one word about anything going on at all, not even the weather." In the replies to the latter post, others pushed back a bit, saying that they had actually seen plenty about the Minnesota protests and that the app was just performing weirdly in general. But the debate is unresolvable, because users have no objective way to assuage their own doubt or confirm their own fears. (I've also seen people start to question the visibility of political content they've posted on Instagram, despite the obvious fact that a ton of similar content has been highly visible there.)



Three years ago, after Musk acquired Twitter and before he turned it into X, he went through a phase of personally investigating users' claims that they had been shadowbanned by the prior ownership. At the time, I wrote that this wouldn't eliminate anxiety about the platform's secret machinations. For that story, I spoke with Laura Savolainen of the University of Helsinki, then a doctoral student and now a postdoctoral researcher, about how hard it is to drag people away from the folk theories that they come up with about how the algorithm is treating them and why their content is or isn't being seen as widely as they think it should be. "Algorithms are very conducive to folklore because the systems are so opaque," she said then.



The reason to be paranoid about platform censorship is always the same--whether it's happening or not, it could happen. When people feel especially reliant on social-media platforms not for stimuli, shopping, or slop, but for vital information and feelings of cohesion, support, and action, the possibility is never more real.
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Anthropic Is at War With Itself

The AI company shouting about AI's dangers can't quite bring itself to slow down.

by Matteo Wong

Wed, 28 Jan 2026


Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei (Jason Henry for The Atlantic)



Updated at 4:44 p.m. ET on January 28, 2026



These are not the words you want to hear when it comes to human extinction, but I was hearing them: "Things are moving uncomfortably fast." I was sitting in a conference room with Sam Bowman, a safety researcher at Anthropic. Worth $183 billion at the latest estimate, the AI firm has every incentive to speed things up, ship more products, and develop more advanced chatbots to stay competitive with the likes of OpenAI, Google, and the industry's other giants. But Anthropic is at odds with itself--thinking deeply, even anxiously, about seemingly every decision.



Anthropic has positioned itself as the AI industry's superego: the firm that speaks with the most authority about the big questions surrounding the technology, while rival companies develop advertisements and affiliate shopping links (a difference that Anthropic's CEO, Dario Amodei, was eager to call out during an interview in Davos last week). On Monday, Amodei published a lengthy essay, "The Adolescence of Technology," about the "civilizational concerns" posed by what he calls "powerful AI"--the very technology his firm is developing. The essay has a particular focus on democracy, national security, and the economy. "Given the horror we're seeing in Minnesota, its emphasis on the importance of preserving democratic values and rights at home is particularly relevant," Amodei posted on X, making him one of very few tech leaders to make a public statement against the Trump administration's recent actions.



This rhetoric, of course, serves as good branding--a way for Anthropic to stand out in a competitive industry. But having spent a long time following the company and, recently, speaking with many of its employees and executives, including Amodei, I can say that Anthropic is at least consistent. It messages about the ethical issues surrounding AI constantly, and it appears unusually focused on user safety. Bowman's job, for example, is to vet Anthropic's products before they're released into the world, making sure that they will not spew, say, white-supremacist talking points; push users into delusional crises; or generate nonconsensual porn.



So far, the effort seems to be working: Unlike other popular chatbots, including OpenAI's ChatGPT and Elon Musk's Grok, Anthropic's bot, Claude, has not had any major public blowups despite being as advanced as, and by some measures more advanced than, the rest of the field. (That may be in part because its chatbot does not generate images and has a smaller user base than some rival products.) But although Anthropic has so far dodged the various scandals that have plagued other large language models, the company has not inspired much faith that such problems will be avoided forever. When I met Bowman last summer, the company had recently divulged that, in experimental settings, versions of Claude had demonstrated the ability to blackmail users and assist them when they ask about making bioweapons. But the company has pushed its models onward anyway, and now says that Claude writes a good chunk--and in some instances all--of its own code.



Anthropic publishes white papers about the terrifying things it has made Claude capable of ("How LLMs Could Be Insider Threats," "From Shortcuts to Sabotage"), and raises these issues to politicians. OpenAI CEO Sam Altman and other AI executives also have long spoken in broad, aggrandizing terms about AI's destructive potential, often to their own benefit. But those competitors have released junky TikTok clones and slop generators. Today, Anthropic's only major consumer product other than its chatbot is Claude Code, a powerful tool that promises to automate all kinds of work, but is nonetheless targeted to a relatively small audience of developers and coders.



The company's discretion has resulted in a corporate culture that doesn't always make much sense. Anthropic comes across as more sincerely committed to safety than its competitors, but it is also moving full speed toward building tools that it acknowledges could be horrifically dangerous. The firm seems eager for a chance to stand out. But what does Anthropic really stand for?


Employees working in a cafe at the Anthropic headquarters in San Francisco (Jason Henry for The Atlantic)



Founded in 2021 by seven people who splintered off from OpenAI, Anthropic is full of staff and executives who come across as deeply, almost pathologically earnest. I sat in on a meeting of Anthropic's Societal Impacts team, a small group dedicated to studying how AI affects work, education, and more. This was a brainstorming session: The team wanted to see if it could develop AI models that work better with people than alone, which, the group reasoned, could help prevent or slow job loss. A researcher spoke up. He pressed the team to consider that, in the very near future, AI models might just be better than humans at everything. "Basically, we're cooked," he said. In which case, this meeting was nothing more than a "lovely thought exercise." The group agreed this was possible. Then it moved on.



The researcher referred to his brief, existential interruption as "classic Anthropic." Hyperrational thought experiments, forceful debates on whether AI could be shaped for the better, an unshakable belief in technological progress--these are classic Anthropic qualities. They trickle down from the top. A few weeks after the Societal Impacts meeting, I wanted to see what Amodei himself thought about all of this. If Altman is the AI boom's great salesman and Demis Hassabis, the CEO of Google DeepMind and a Nobel laureate, its scientist, then Amodei is the closest the industry has to a philosopher. He is also responsible for some of the technical research that made ChatGPT possible. "Whenever I say 'AI,' people think about the thing they're using today," Amodei told me, hands clasped and perched atop his head. "That's almost never where my mind is. My mind is almost always at: We're releasing a new version every three months. Where are we gonna be eight versions from now? In two years?"



When he was at OpenAI, Amodei wrote an internal document called "The Big Blob of Compute." It laid out his belief that AI models improve as a function of the resources put into them. More power, more data, more chips, better AI. That belief now animates the entire industry. Such unwavering faith in AI progress is perhaps Anthropic's defining feature. The company has hired a "model welfare" researcher to study whether Claude can experience suffering or is conscious. The firm has set up a miniature, AI-run vending machine in the firm's cafeteria to study whether the technology could autonomously operate a small business selling snacks and trinkets. Claude selects inventory, sets prices, and requests refills, while humans just restock the shelves. Welcome to the singularity.

Amodei and the rest of the group founded Anthropic partly because of disagreements over how to prepare the world for AI. Amodei is especially worried about job displacement, telling me that AI could erase a large portion of white-collar jobs within five years; he dedicated an entire section of "The Adolescence of Technology" to the danger that the AI boom might accumulate tremendous wealth primarily to firms such as his own.



Even with this and other gloomy forecasts of his, Amodei has bristled at the notion that he and his firm are "doomers"--that their primary motivation is preventing AI from wiping out a large number of jobs or lives. "I tend to be fairly optimistic," he told me. In addition to "The Adolescence of Technology," Amodei has published a 14,000-word manifesto called "Machines of Loving Grace" that comprehensively details a utopian vision for his technology: eliminating almost all disease, lifting billions out of poverty, doubling human lifespan. There is not a hint of irony; the essay envisions people being "literally moved to tears" by the majesty of AI's accomplishments. Amodei's employees cited it to me in conversation numerous times. Meanwhile, Altman trolls on X, and Musk seems to exist in a continuum of AI slop and conspiracy theories.



When Anthropic launched Claude, in 2023, the bot's distinguishing feature was a "Constitution" that the model was trained on detailing how it should behave; last week, Anthropic revamped the document into a 22,000-word treatise on how to make Claude a moral and sincere actor. Claude, the constitution's authors write, has the ability to foster emotional dependence, design bioweapons, and manipulate its users, so it's Anthropic's responsibility to instill upright character in Claude to avoid these outcomes. "Once we decide to create Claude, even inaction is a kind of action," they write. No other firm had, or has, any truly comparable document.



Amodei says he wants rival companies to act in ways he believes are more responsible. Several of Anthropic's major AI-safety initiatives and research advances have indeed been adopted by top competitors, such as its approach to preventing the use of AI to build bioweapons. And OpenAI has shared a "Model Spec," its far more streamlined and pragmatic answer to Anthropic's constitution--which contains no talk of ChatGPT's "character" or "preserving important societal structures." (OpenAI has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic.)



All of this helps Anthropic's bottom line, of course: The emphasis on responsibility is "very attractive to large enterprise businesses which are also quite safety-, brand-conscious," Daniela Amodei, Anthropic's president (and Dario's sister), told me from a sweaty conference room in Anthropic's old headquarters in 2024. Nearly two years later, Anthropic controls 40 percent of the enterprise-AI market. The Amodeis hopes their commercial success will pressure competitors to more aggressively prioritize safety as well.



That said, it's not always clear that these efforts to spark a "race to the top"--another phrase of Amodei's that his employees invoke constantly--have been successful. Anthropic's research established AI sycophancy as an issue well before "AI psychosis" emerged, yet AI psychosis still became something that many people apparently suffer from. Amodei recognizes that his own products aren't perfect, either. "I absolutely do not want to warrant and guarantee that we will never have these problems," he said. Several independent AI researchers, including some who have partnered with Anthropic to test Claude for various risks, told me that although Anthropic appears more committed to AI safety than its competitors, that's a low bar.



Anthropic's mode is generally to publish information about AI models and wait for the world to make the hard calls about how to control or regulate them. The main regulatory proposal of Jack Clark, a co-founder of Anthropic and its head of policy, is that governments establish "transparency" requirements, or some sort of mandated reporting about what internal tests reveal about AI products. But the company is particular about what it deems worth publishing. The firm does not, for instance, share much about its AI-training data or carbon footprint. When I asked Clark about how much information remains hidden--particularly in terms of how Anthropic's AI tools are actually developed--he argued that transparency into how AI models are produced isn't all that important. (Some of that information is also, presumably, proprietary.) Rather, Clark told me, the outcomes of the technology are what matter.



There is a "well-established norm that whatever goes on inside a factory is by and large left up to the innovator that's built that factory, but you care a lot about what comes out of the factory," he said, explaining why he believes that AI companies sharing information about how their products are made matters less than reporting what they can do. Typically the government "reaches inside" the factory, he said, only when something in the output--say, heavy metals--raises cause for concern. Never mind the long history of regulation dictating what goes on inside factories--emergency exits in clothing factories, cleanliness standards in meatpacking facilities, and so on. (Clark did note that laws sometimes need to change, and that they haven't yet adapted to AI.)



He brought up Wall Street, of all examples, to make his point. Lawmakers "thought they had transparency into financial systems," he said--that banks and hedge funds and so on were giving reliable reports on their dealings. "Then the financial crash happened," regulators realized that transparency was inadequate and gameable, and Congress changed the law. (President Trump then changed much of it back.) In the long run, Clark seemed to feel, this was the system working as it should. But his comparison also raises the possibility that before anybody can figure out how to get the AI boom right, something must go horribly wrong.



In mid-September, Anthropic cybersecurity experts detected unusual activity among a group of Claude users. They came to suspect that it was a major, AI-enabled Chinese cyberespionage campaign--an attempt by foreign actors to use Claude to automate the theft of sensitive information. Anthropic promptly shut the operation down, published a report, and sent Logan Graham, who heads a team at the company that evaluates advanced uses of AI, to explain the situation to Congress.



In theory, this sequence represented Anthropic's philosophy at work: Detect risks posed by AI and warn the public. But the incident also underscored how unpredictable, and uncontrollable, the environment really is. Months before the Chinese hack, Graham told me that he felt "pretty good" about the precautions the company had taken around cyberthreats.



Nobody can foresee all of the ways any AI product might be used, for good or ill, but that's exactly why Anthropic's sanctimony can seem silly. For all Amodei's warnings about the possible harms of automation, Anthropic's bots themselves are among the products that may take away jobs; many consider Claude the best AI at coding, for instance. After one of my visits to Anthropic's offices, I went to an event for software engineers a few blocks away at which founders gave talks about products developed with Anthropic software. Someone demonstrated a tool that could automate outreach for job recruitment--leading one attendee to exclaim, with apparent glee, "This is going to destroy an entire industry!"



When I asked several Anthropic employees if they'd want to slow down the AI boom in an ideal world, none seemed to have ever seriously considered the question; it was too far-fetched a possibility, even for them. Joshua Batson, an interpretability researcher at Anthropic--he studies the labyrinthine inner workings of AI models--told me that it would be nice if the industry could go half as fast. Jared Kaplan, a co-founder of Anthropic and the firm's chief science officer, told me he'd prefer it if AGI, or artificial general intelligence, arrived in 2032 rather than, say, 2028; Bowman, the safety researcher, said he thought slowing down for just a couple of months might be enough. Everyone seemed to believe, though, that AI-safety research itself could eventually be automated with Claude--and once that happens, they reasoned, their tests could keep up with the AI's exponentially improving capabilities.



Like so many others in the industry, the employees I spoke with also contended that neither Anthropic nor any other AI company could actually slow development down. "The world gets to make this decision, not companies," Clark told me, seated cross-legged on his chair, and "the system of capital markets says, Go faster." So they are. Anthropic is reportedly fundraising at a $350 billion valuation, and its advertisements litter Instagram and big-city billboards. This month, the company launched a version of its Claude Code product geared toward non-software engineers called Claude Cowork. And in July, as first reported in Wired, Amodei wrote an internal memo to employees that Anthropic would seek investments from the United Arab Emirates and Qatar, which, in his words, would likely enrich "dictators." Warnings about the dangers of authoritarian AI have been central in Anthropic's public messaging; "Machines of Loving Grace" includes dire descriptions of the threat of "authoritarian" AI.



When I brought this up to Amodei, he cut me off. "We never made a commitment not to seek funding from the Middle East," he said. "One of the traps you can fall into when you're doing a good job running a responsible company is every decision that you make" can be "interpreted as a moral commitment." There was no "pressing need" to seek Middle Eastern funding before, and doing so entailed "complexities," he said. I took his implication to be that the intensive capital demands of the AI race now made such investments a necessity. Still, such investors, Amodei said, wouldn't have any control over his firm. A few days after we spoke, Anthropic announced the Qatar Investment Authority as a "significant" investor in a new fundraising round.


Anthropic employees Sholto Douglas and Trenton Bricken (Jason Henry for The Atlantic)





If you zoom out enough, and perhaps not even all that far, Anthropic stands for the same things that OpenAI, Google, Meta, and anyone else in the AI race do: to build fantastically powerful chatbots and use them to transform the world and beat the competition. Across the company, the belief in AI's potential is messianic. AI "presents one of the only technologies" that gets us out of the challenges ahead for humanity, Clark told me: climate change, aging populations, resource contention, authoritarianism, war. Without AI, he said, there will be more and more "Mad Max-like swaths of the world."



Trenton Bricken, who works on AI safety at Anthropic, took this notion to an even greater extreme: He would ideally want the AI industry to slow down, but "every year that we stall, there are lots of people suffering who otherwise would not," he told me, referring to the possibility that AI will eventually cure diseases and achieve everything else outlined in "Machines of Loving Grace." His colleague Sholto Douglas claimed that such a delay "comes at the cost of millions of lives."



Perhaps the greatest confusion at Anthropic is between theory and practice--the idea of safe AI versus the speed necessary to win the AI race. A corporate culture built around deep thought experiments and genuine disagreements about the future also has to sell AI. In the company's view, these ends are complementary; better for it to responsibly usher in the AI future than Elon Musk or China. But that's also a convenient way to justify an any-means-necessary approach to progress. I thought of that automated vending machine that the company had set up in its office. Claude ran the business into the ground in only a month through a string of very poor pricing and stocking decisions. But none of those really mattered: Anthropic had placed the machine next to all the free snacks in the office canteen.



When I asked Amodei recently about how he could justify the breakneck pace given the concerns he has over safety, he expressed total confidence in his staff--and also floated a new idea. Perhaps, he suggested, Claude will become so intelligent in the very near future that the bot will enable something radical: "Maybe at some point in 2027, what we want to do is just slow things down," he said, and let the models fix themselves. "For just a few months."



This article originally stated that Anthropic's AI vending machine is a Societal Impacts team project.
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A Reckoning for the Tech Right

Silicon Valley's top CEOs have been noticeably silent after the Minneapolis shooting.

by Lila Shroff

Tue, 27 Jan 2026




Hours after Alex Pretti was killed by federal agents in Minneapolis on Saturday, Apple CEO Tim Cook and Amazon CEO Andy Jassy showed up for a movie night at the White House. Along with other business executives and several prominent Trump supporters, they attended a private screening of Melania, a new documentary about the president's wife. The moviegoers were treated to buckets of popcorn and sugar cookies frosted with the first lady's name.



Silicon Valley's top executives have seemingly taken every opportunity to cozy up to President Trump. During his inauguration a year ago, Mark Zuckerberg, Jeff Bezos, Sundar Pichai, Elon Musk, and Cook sat smiling behind the president in the Capitol Rotunda. The obsequiousness has not stopped since: In August, Cook presented Trump with a custom plaque atop a 24-karat-gold base in the Oval Office. At a White House dinner the next month, the Google co-founder Sergey Brin praised Trump's "civil rights" work, and OpenAI's Sam Altman described Trump's leadership as a "refreshing change." Amazon, Apple, Meta, Microsoft, and Google are among the companies that have made donations to fund the new White House ballroom.



Tech has a long history of making moves to appease politicians in power, including ample campaign donations. But the industry's leaders have not distanced themselves from Trump even as his administration has shattered constitutional and democratic norms. In Minneapolis over the weekend, an American citizen was shot in the street by masked federal officers after recording them with his phone. In the immediate aftermath, top Trump-administration officials blamed Pretti for his own death, despite contradictory video evidence. The uproar has been loud, and not just among Democrats. So far, Silicon Valley's top CEOs have largely remained silent.

Read: Billions of people in the palm of Trump's hand

In some ways, tech's rightward shift in 2024 was overstated. The embrace of Trump was mostly concentrated among a small pack of investors and executives, who had a quieting effect on the rest of the industry. In the past few days, the gulf between the top brass and the rank and file has grown. Hundreds of employees from major companies including Apple, Amazon, OpenAI, and beyond have signed a statement asking the industry's CEOs to call the White House and comment publicly against the violence. Several well-respected voices in the industry have spoken up: "Every person regardless of political affiliation should be denouncing this," Google's chief scientist, Jeff Dean, posted on X after the shooting. "The video was sickening to watch," wrote the investor Vinod Khosla, who called out the administration's "storytelling without facts or with invented fictitious facts." Anthropic's Dario Amodei, one of the few major Silicon Valley CEOs to have expressed his condemnation, took the opportunity to warn against the "reluctance of tech companies to criticize the US government."



Altman reportedly rebuked the administration in an internal post to OpenAI employees, writing that "what's happening with ICE is going too far." He added that the president is "a very strong leader" who he hopes "will rise to this moment and unite the country."



Yet there is little reason to believe that Silicon Valley's uppermost ranks will more formally break with Trump. If anything, as the midterm elections approach, some executives appear to be doubling down on their support. This fall, Greg Brockman, the president of OpenAI, and his wife, Anna, donated $25 million to Trump's super PAC. And Elon Musk recently signaled his political return with a $10 million donation to the pro-Trump candidate running to succeed Mitch McConnell--the Tesla CEO's largest-ever single contribution to a Senate candidate. (Jassy, Cook, and Greg Brockman did not respond to requests for comment. OpenAI, which has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic, has previously said that the Brockmans' donations were made in a personal capacity.)

Read: The tech oligarchy arrives

During Trump's first term in office, a number of these tech leaders were outspoken in criticizing him: In 2017, Brin showed up to a protest against Trump's Muslim ban, and Altman spoke with 100 Trump voters across the country to figure out what it would take to "convince them not to vote for him in the future." Greg Brockman previously donated to Hillary Clinton's 2016 presidential campaign. It's conceivable that these leaders' political views changed, of course, but the groveling reads obviously as strategy. Trump is a dealmaker, and playing to his administration is good for business. Already, tech companies have gained a lot by cozying up to Trump, including relaxed AI regulation and tariff exemptions.



This all risks being a short-term, transactional game. In the long run, tech executives' alignment with the president could easily backfire. "The Trump supporters in Silicon Valley are making the same mistake as all powerful people who back authoritarians," the venture capitalist Michael Moritz warned in 2024. "They are, I suspect, seduced by the notion that because of their means, they will be able to control Trump." But Trump is mercurial: He will do as he pleases. As tech executives continue schmoozing with the president, there are no guarantees that they will get anything in return.
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Believe Your Eyes

People are risking their lives to document agents in Minneapolis.

by Charlie Warzel

Sun, 25 Jan 2026




Chances are, you've seen Richard Tsong-Taatarii's photo. Taken Wednesday in Minneapolis, it shows an unidentifiable protester face down on the ground; two Border Patrol agents are on top of him, holding him there, while a third unloads pepper spray into his face from just inches away.



 Tomorrow's front page of the Minnesota Star Tribune: Jan. 23, 2026
 
 [image or embed]
 -- Minnesota Star Tribune (@startribune.com) January 22, 2026 at 6:19 PM


The photo ran on the front page of The Minnesota Star Tribune on Friday and already feels like a defining image of the long ICE incursion in Minneapolis--a powerful illustration of how the agency has acted, in broad daylight, with excessive force and impunity.



This is just one example of federal agents terrorizing people in the city. There's also the photo of a 5-year-old boy being detained outside his home. There's the video of an agent chasing a teenager through the snow on a residential street as the boy yells "I'm legal" in Spanish. And yesterday, the world saw footage of Alex Pretti, a nurse who worked in the ICU of a Veterans Affairs hospital, as agents pepper-sprayed him, knocked him down, appeared to remove a legally permitted gun from his person, and fired at least 10 bullets into his prone body. (Border Patrol Commander Greg Bovino has claimed that the agents were the "real victims" and suggested that they were acting in self-defense.)

Jonathan Rauch: Yes, it's fascism

There are still unknowns in this case, as there are in many of the chaotic moments that have come out of ICE's recent surge in Minneapolis. But there are basic facts: Pretti was helping a woman when agents swarmed him. He did not have a gun in his hand. In the past 18 days, agents have used excessive force against numerous people in Minneapolis and killed two of them--first Renee Good, now Pretti. We know about this violence--we can see it ourselves from numerous angles--largely because of video and photographic evidence taken by everyday citizens, many of whom have purposefully set out to make sure that they are recording what is happening for the world to see.



Tsong-Taatarii credits these volunteers, many of whom are trying to protect their neighbors, for his now-famous shot. On Wednesday, Tsong-Taatarii had been following Bovino but realized that was "a wild goose chase," and was alerted by a group to an escalating situation in South Minneapolis. He drove over and got the photo. When I spoke with him on Friday, he told me that protest observers have set up Signal group chats, which help track agents' movements across the city. He uses the chats to make sure he can be in the right place at the right time to document what is happening.



If it still is not clear why this matters, compare the documented reality with the Trump administration's blatant propaganda. The Department of Homeland Security said in a statement yesterday that Pretti "wanted to do maximum damage and massacre law enforcement." Similarly, White House Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller called Pretti a "would-be assassin" who "tried to murder federal law enforcement." Video footage directly contradicts these claims. It shows Pretti holding a phone in his hand, pointing it at an agent after another shoved a woman. He was shot again and again while on the ground.



The full evidence around Pretti's death has not yet been released. If he was indeed filming agents before he was shot, there is likely first-person footage on his phone. But Pretti's last seconds were captured from multiple angles, in sickening footage widely distributed on social media and by news organizations. It is able to be seen and dissected online precisely because of the observers who were there to document it, who watched as federal agents piled atop Pretti and who did not drop their phones when the gunshots rang out.

Read: Minneapolis is a Second Amendment wake-up call

The work of observers and photographers in Minneapolis right now is as dangerous as it is crucial, because ICE's presence in Minneapolis is provoking not only physical conflict but an informational conflict. Agents themselves are pulling out their phones during altercations with protesters. According to The Washington Post, the White House has urged ICE to "produce videos for social media of immigrant arrests and confrontations to portray its push for mass deportation as critical to protecting the American way of life." Last week, President Trump posted on Truth Social that ICE must "start talking about" the people they're arresting in Minnesota, writing: "Show the Numbers, Names, and Faces of the violent criminals, and show them NOW." When the footage doesn't suit the administration, it seems to have no issue doctoring images to suit its alternate reality, as it did on Thursday. Agents had arrested an attorney who was protesting at a local church, and the White House posted a photo of this woman that was altered, presumably by AI, to make it look like she was crying.



A dark irony of our current age is that there is more video and photographic evidence than ever before, and yet propagandists can coerce or convince others to not believe what they can see with their own eyes. (See also: January 6, 2021.)



If the truth is ever to win out over propaganda, it can only do so in the face of overwhelming evidence, the collection of which has become ever more treacherous in the second year of Trump's second presidency. But the news and footage of Pretti's death seem to have broken through the usual informational chaos--at least to some extent. On Reddit, Instagram, and Facebook pages, the videos of Pretti's last moments appear to have galvanized people who don't normally engage or post about politics. And it is thanks to the bystander videos of Pretti's killing that people are trying to hold the administration accountable. This morning, the CNN host Dana Bash referenced the footage in an interview with Bovino, asking him why Pretti was shot after being disarmed. "We're not going to adjudicate that here on TV in one freeze frame," Bovino replied. "It's not a freeze frame," Bash said. "We're showing a video of one of your agents taking the gun away. And that happened before Pretti was shot."



Minneapolis residents are risking their lives to document what is happening to their city. In Pretti's case, doing so cost him everything. We should believe what we can see with our own eyes. One can only imagine what Miller and the administration might have said about the shooting and Pretti if there weren't an abundance of footage. Thankfully, because of the observers, the world can see for itself.
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The Firewall Against Chinese Cars Is Cracking

America can't keep out China's cheap EVs forever.

by Patrick George

Fri, 23 Jan 2026




Two decades ago, a California company called Tesla Motors almost single-handedly created the electric vehicle as we now know it. Elon Musk's company has dominated the industry across the globe ever since. But last year, for the first time in a long time, the world's biggest seller of EVs wasn't Tesla. It was the Chinese auto giant BYD.

The secret to BYD's success is simple: The company makes high-tech electric and hybrid cars and sells them at incredible prices. The tiny BYD Seagull costs as little as $8,000 in China, and it's a megahit in several countries. The Chinese car industry--not just BYD but also its many competitors that also make affordable cars--is quickly taking over the world. In Europe, Chinese models make up nearly 10 percent of new-car sales, in large part because they're typically thousands of dollars cheaper than options from homegrown Volkswagen and Renault. And in Mexico, about 20 percent of new cars are made in China.

But you won't find the Seagull or any other cheap Chinese models in the United States. The Biden administration levied steep 100 percent tariffs on Chinese EVs and then essentially banned them for reasons of national security. (U.S. officials have said that the cars could transmit sensitive data back to Beijing.) For its part, the Trump administration has continued to keep out Chinese imports and push American-made gas cars instead.

Recently, however, the wall around Chinese cars has started to crack. Earlier this month, in a speech at the Detroit Economic Club, President Trump expressed enthusiasm for letting Chinese automakers build their vehicles in the United States: "If they want to come in and build the plant and hire you and hire your friends and your neighbors, that's great," he said. Then, last week, Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney announced that his country would open the door to China's cheap cars, slashing the tariff rate from 100 percent to just 6 percent. Canada's car industry is deeply intertwined with America's; those 100 percent tariffs were enacted in solidarity with Washington. If Chinese imports can gain a foothold in America's neighbor to the north, then perhaps it is only a matter of time before they do so in the U.S. as well. "It's the first step," Dan Hearsch, an auto-industry analyst at the consulting firm AlixPartners, told me. "It's an inevitability that Americans will buy Chinese cars."

These developments don't mean that a Xiaomi YU7 will be in millions of American driveways by the end of this year. But the road map for how Chinese cars could come to the U.S. has never been clearer. The deal to spin off TikTok, finalized just yesterday, proves that any cybersecurity concerns around Chinese EVs are surmountable if policy makers want the cars badly enough. Similar to how TikTok is now run by a U.S. entity, Chinese-designed cars could be manufactured in factories in Michigan or Ohio--even with American-made parts. And today, Reuters reported that the Trump administration has pushed out the Commerce Department official whose office spearheaded the ban on Chinese car tech. (The personnel change "should not be read that deeply into as reflective of broader Administration thinking or decision-making," Kush Desai, a White House spokesperson, told me in an email.)

The global auto industry seems to think that the floodgates could open. At CES earlier this month, the Chinese auto giant Geely Auto previewed new SUVs and signaled that it might announce a U.S. debut in the next two or three years. (A Geely spokesperson told me in an email that the company "continues to monitor market opportunities in North America.")

As the rest of the world gets behind the wheel of Chinese cars, it's hard not to feel like Americans are missing out. And the upside to cheaper cars becomes harder to ignore as the average sticker price for a new car in America hovers around a staggering $50,000. Chinese EVs almost certainly wouldn't cost $8,000 in the U.S.--especially if they're made with American labor. But China's advanced manufacturing techniques, or simply the companies' desire to price these cars so they can entice buyers to try new brands, mean that they would almost certainly be cheaper than the competition. There is a long history of Americans going for foreign newcomers because they're the cheaper and more efficient option: Volkswagen, Toyota, Honda, Hyundai, and Kia all got their start in the U.S. that way.

Read: The backlash against car prices is here

China's automakers don't always hit home runs right away. Nio, a luxury brand known for its battery-swapping EVs, largely fell flat in Europe with models priced similarly to those from BMW and Mercedes-Benz. But Chinese car companies are good at figuring out what the locals want. Take BYD: The auto giant has debuted a plug-in hybrid station wagon in Europe, a boxy electric micro-car in Japan, and a rugged hybrid truck in Mexico. The cars that Geely showcased at CES, in Las Vegas, were large SUVs with big wheels, opulent interiors, and three rows of seats--not unlike a Ford Explorer. When I saw them, the first thing I thought was that they looked like cars Americans would buy.

Chinese cars built in the U.S. could be a win-win, Hearsch said: Decades ago, when Toyota and Honda came to the U.S., "they created jobs, they brought the manufacturing here, and they raised the overall level of quality through competition." China's automakers, he added, "may have a similar effect." Or at least that's the rosy view. For the American car industry, competing against China is a terrifying proposition. Not only are Chinese automakers edging out traditional car companies elsewhere in the world, such as in Europe and Latin America, but they're also what Chinese people now prefer to buy--meaning that Western companies can't count on the massive profits they once scored in China. Ford's CEO, Jim Farley, never misses an opportunity to warn of the threat that American automakers now face from China. "They're really impressive companies, as I have said many times publicly," he told me in an interview last week. Ford is now preparing some countermeasures. In August, the company announced that it would build a $30,000 electric pickup truck to try to keep up with Chinese automakers.

Efforts like that had better work out if Ford has any hopes of staying relevant. If Chinese EVs arrive here soon, U.S. automakers will have few defenses. The Trump administration spent much of last year rolling back policies meant to boost electric cars. Automakers have been all too happy to double down on what they know how to build, and build profitably: gas-powered cars. Just yesterday, General Motors announced that the revived $30,000 Chevrolet Bolt EV won't stick around after next year, in order to free up factory space for gas-powered crossovers. Maybe Americans truly prefer gas cars--or maybe the EVs they've been offered have simply been too expensive or just not that great. It's hard to imagine that Americans will want to keep buying $50,000 gas-guzzling SUVs if they have the option of buying high-tech Chinese EVs for half the price.

Read: The American car industry can't go on like this

All of this could devastate an American auto industry that has already shrunk a lot over the decades. GM was the world's largest private employer as late as the 1970s, but now its footprint is only a fraction of its former size. And Ford has largely thrown in the towel against Toyota and others on nearly everything but pickup trucks and SUVs. But at the rate the Chinese automakers are moving, even that might not be enough to guarantee a future.
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The Sports Conspiracy That's Too Easy to Believe

When the 49ers lost in the playoffs, some fans embraced a theory about electromagnetic waves instead of facing reality.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Fri, 23 Jan 2026




The San Francisco 49ers will not be playing in the Super Bowl, because they lost to the Seattle Seahawks by a disgraceful score of 41 to 6 over the weekend. But of course, "someone wins, someone loses" is never the whole story in sports.



Some fans are now buying into the narrative that the team had no chance because it suffered a suspicious number of devastating injuries over the course of the season (as well as in recent past seasons). Any fan could rattle off a list--quarterback Brock Purdy has dealt with several injuries (coming off a torn UCL a couple of years ago), three key players tore their ACLs this season, and one also tore his MCL. While the team was getting demolished by the Seahawks, tight end Jake Tonges went down with a plantar-fascia injury. To explain this, some fans pointed to the fact that the team's practice field and stadium are near an electrical substation and suggested that the electromagnetic waves emanating from it could be weakening players' bodies, making them especially susceptible to soft-tissue injuries such as tendon tears and muscle strains.



"The 49ers absolutely should spend whatever it takes ($20 million?) to move the electrical substation away from their practice facility," one viral post suggested during the game. Reporters are now asking team leadership about the issue; on Wednesday afternoon, the team's general manager, John Lynch, said in a press conference that he's actively looking into the situation. "We've been reaching out to anyone and everyone to see Does a study exist?" he said.



To be clear, the concerns are baseless. The United States has thousands of electrical substations; people live near them, and other sports teams practice next to them, too. Some scientists say that you can never totally rule out the possibility that this type of ambient electromagnetic exposure might cause harm, but they have also looked for decades without producing any convincing evidence of such harm. Geoffrey Kabat, an epidemiologist and the author of 2008's Hyping Health Risks: Environmental Hazards in Daily Life and the Science of Epidemiology, was part of a group of scientists looking for a possible association between electromagnetic-field exposure and breast cancer in the 1990s. They didn't find any. "We're dealing with a very weak form of energy," he told me. There is just no proven way for these weak fields to disrupt human cells, so long as their frequencies stay below the threshold that causes tissue heating (as happens in a microwave).



But fans believe what they believe. They are obligated to live in a state of unceasing anxiety, superstition, and fear of their team being cursed. The power-plant theory is an iteration of that tradition--a movement away from mystical explanations such as the Curse of the Billy Goat and toward shareable deep dives, investigations, and dot-connecting. With all the tools available to them in the digital age (reams of hard data, unlimited multimedia "evidence"), fans can explain their teams' worst turns of bad luck by composing what can only be called conspiracy theories. Today's fans will go down YouTube rabbit holes; conduct amateur, open-source investigations; and cut numbers this way and that until they reveal a startling pattern.



Read: The secret joy of baseball curses



This particular theory is emerging during a time when alternative theories of science and medicine are central to American culture--Donald Trump's EPA has indulged internet-y concern about chemtrails, and we're back to bickering about conventional wisdom on some of the most basic questions of health and safety, including whether milk ought to be pasteurized. Why not take another look at electricity too, while we're at it?



The substation theory seems to have been percolating for a while, but it blew up on social media in early January after a holistic-health influencer named Peter Cowan posted a lengthy, scientific-sounding explanation of how "low-frequency electromagnetic fields can degrade collagen, weaken tendons, and cause soft-tissue damage at levels regulators call 'safe.'" He referred to the 49ers as a "real world case study," and a faction of 49ers fans latched on. Chase Senior, a popular online commentator within 49ers fandom, shared parts of Cowan's theory on X (leaving out some of its odder digressions, such as one about the Cold War), and contributed significantly to its spread.



"When it gets to the point where the team is so injured every single season, I think that it is fair to look into anything and everything to try to determine why they've been so hurt," Senior told me. Initially, most people were hostile to the idea. They called him, he said, an "idiot." Some people still call him that, and theorize that the injuries likely have something to do with the style of the team's play or its approach to strength and conditioning or stretching and recovery. Many also pointed out that the 49ers are fairly old, as a team, and that they played on short rest a few times this season.



Indeed, the most obvious explanation for the 49ers' problem is that football is a violent sport. The NFL has an injury epidemic, Matt Maiocco, a 49ers beat reporter for NBC Sports Bay Area, reminded me when I called to ask about the substation theory. "There's three kinds of football players," he said. "Guys who have been injured, guys who are already injured, and guys who will be injured." The team has practiced in the same spot in Santa Clara for decades, he pointed out, and the substation has been there for much of that time. I asked him whether the 49ers really have had particularly bad luck with injuries the past few years. "It feels that way," he said. "And I think the closer you are to something, the more it feels that way." (Sports bloggers who crunch the numbers find that they are among the more injured teams--but to reiterate, all football teams are very injured.)



None of these explanations is very compelling to Senior, who has continued bringing the conspiracy theory up online, with increasing defensiveness. He says he noticed a shift during the postseason. "The Niners continued to get hurt," he said. During the first round of the playoffs, on January 11, the 49ers beat the defending Super Bowl champions, the Philadelphia Eagles. But tight end George Kittle, one of their best players, went down early in the game with a torn Achilles tendon--the type of devastating injury that happens out of nowhere. With that, more fans and commentators grew intrigued, and others started to couch their disapproval of the theory. Even if odds are low that there's anything to it, is it so hard for someone to check it out? 



Some current and former football players have started talking about the substation theory and giving it credibility. The 49ers wide receiver Kendrick Bourne joked about the situation himself after the game against the Eagles. A reporter asked why his team was suffering so many injuries. "Yeah, it's that power plant," he said. "Nah, I'm just playing, I don't know." He went on with a more typical professional-athlete answer along the lines of how injuries are really unfortunate, but you have to have a next-man-up mentality and keep going, etc.



Now that a pattern has been proposed, it will become only more visible. Each time a 49er is injured, the power plant will come up again (mirroring the endless repeatability of the #DiedSuddenly anti-vaccine conspiracy theory, which was, for a time, invoked whenever someone died unexpectedly). But it also isn't that serious. The reporter who asked Lynch about the substation seemed embarrassed to be talking about it, and most reasonable people clearly understand that the idea is far-fetched. Some fans are having fun with it and indulging in a little gallows humor to help them get over a disappointing end to their season.


 The electromagnetic waves aren't powerful enough to hurt an NFL player--the real question is whether the story about them is powerful enough to become a durable piece of 49ers lore. When I asked a friend of mine who grew up as a 49ers fan about the substation, she waved it off and proposed an alternative theory for the heartbreaking losses and horrifically timed injuries of the past 10 years. She said that she didn't know anything about EMFs, but that this was something all true fans believe: The 49ers should never have left Candlestick Park, their beloved old home in San Francisco, where they reigned in their glory days, to go to Levi's Stadium, their bland, uninspiring new one in Santa Clara, where they have seen nothing but suffering. When they did that, they offended the universe, the Earth, or God. That was serious.
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Trump's Rift With American Allies

Panelists on <em>Washington Week With The Atlantic</em> joined to discuss Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney's speech at Davos, and more.

by The Editors

Sat, 24 Jan 2026




Earlier this week, Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney delivered a speech in Davos in which he spoke about the end of the American-led, rules-based world order. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists joined to discuss the remarks, and what they may signal about Donald Trump's rift with American allies.

"What Carney did is he took the mask off," Atlantic staff writer Idrees Kahloon said last night. "There's a new world order--and if Donald Trump wants to act like the hegemon in North America, China in Asia, Russia in Europe, then countries like [Canada] have to pivot, and they have to deal with the multipolar world as it exists."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this, and more: Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent at The New York Times; Leigh Ann Caldwell, the chief Washington correspondent at Puck; Stephen Hayes, the editor of The Dispatch; and Kahloon, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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Polio Was That Bad

One of RFK Jr.'s vaccine advisers recently floated the idea of stopping vaccination against the virus. It would be catastrophic.

by Tom Bartlett

Wed, 28 Jan 2026




In the United States, polio is a memory, and a fading one at that. The last major outbreak here happened in 1952; the virus was declared eliminated in 1979. With all of that behind us, you can see how someone--say, Kirk Milhoan, the chair of the CDC's vaccine advisory committee--might wonder whether giving the polio vaccine to American kids still makes sense. "We need to not be afraid to consider that we are in a different time now," Milhoan said on the podcast Why Should I Trust You? last week.

To be fair, Milhoan didn't endorse yanking the polio vaccine from the CDC's childhood-immunization schedule, as other vaccines were earlier this month. But he didn't rule it out. And right now, when it comes to vaccines in America, anything seems possible. With Robert F. Kennedy Jr. at the helm of the Department of Health and Human Services, and with the CDC's vaccine advisory committee stacked with his allies, every inoculation--no matter how well studied or successful--seems to be under new scrutiny, and at least potentially on the chopping block. Next on the committee's agenda is looking into the safety of aluminum salts, which are used in numerous vaccines to boost the recipient's immune response. For the record, a study of more than 1 million Danish children, published last July, found no statistically significant evidence linking aluminum in vaccines to asthma, autoimmune conditions, or neurodevelopmental disorders, including autism.

The polio vaccine, which doesn't contain aluminum, hasn't received much attention so far from Kennedy's HHS; the department did not respond to my questions about whether it is considering changing its recommendations about this vaccine, and my queries to Milhoan went unanswered. But its time may be coming. As anti-vaccine activists are quick to point out, an American kid's risk of catching polio in 2026 is vanishingly low. So why don't we drop it from the recommendation list? Or perhaps, as we did with the smallpox vaccine in the early 1970s, just stop offering it altogether?

In anti-vaccine circles, the official story of polio--iron lungs, kids with leg braces, the triumph of Jonas Salk--has long been dismissed as misleading. In a 2020 debate with the lawyer Alan Dershowitz, Kennedy raised doubts about whether the vaccine had really been responsible for ridding the country of polio, crediting instead factors such as sanitation and hygiene. Last June, Aaron Siri, a lawyer who has worked closely with Kennedy, called for the polio vaccine to be struck from the CDC's recommendations. In his recent book, Vaccines, Amen, Siri argues that the seriousness of polio has been overblown--a sentiment shared by others in the health secretary's orbit, including Del Bigtree, who served as the communications director for Kennedy's presidential campaign. Joe Rogan suggested on his podcast last March that the pesticide DDT, rather than the virus, deserved blame for symptoms attributed to polio.

Read: Here's how we know RFK Jr. is wrong about vaccines

That's all nonsense. Polio, which usually spreads through contact with an infected person's feces via contaminated hands or water, can be a devastating disease. That 1952 outbreak killed some 3,000 people and left more than 20,000 paralyzed. About one in 200 people who contract polio will experience a form of paralysis. As many as 40 percent of people who recover from the virus, even a mild form of it, develop post-polio syndrome, which can emerge decades after an infection and cause weakened muscles and trouble breathing and swallowing. The vaccines--the original shot that contains inactivated-virus particles, plus an oral solution of weakened live viruses--did indeed lead to the near-elimination of polio globally and has spared millions from the worst outcomes of the disease.

Yet polio has proved stubbornly hard to stamp out. In 1988, as the virus was still endemic to more than 100 countries, the World Health Organization set a goal to eradicate polio by the year 2000. That deadline came and went, as did the ones that followed. A wild strain of the virus remains endemic in Pakistan and Afghanistan, and periodic outbreaks continue across Africa and elsewhere, including one in the Gaza Strip in 2024. One obstacle to eradicating the virus has been vaccine hesitancy, and even violence against health workers. In the early 2000s, five states in northern Nigeria boycotted the polio vaccine in part because of rumors that it was an American plot to spread HIV. Polio workers have been killed in Pakistan and Afghanistan, likely by the Taliban, which has alleged that vaccines are intended to sterilize Muslim children (and has denied responsibility for some of the attacks).

In regions where polio is rampant, the oral vaccine is preferred: It's both cheaper and more effective at stopping transmission than the inactivated-virus injection. The United States and other countries where the disease is almost nonexistent exclusively use the inactivated version--in part because in rare instances, the oral vaccine can cause polio infection, which may in turn lead to paralysis. Anti-vaccine activists like to point to this unfortunate irony as proof that vaccination is the real villain. Taking the oral vaccine remains far less risky than contracting the wild virus, and it has driven down overall infection rates. But it's an imperfect tool, and the WHO intends to phase it out by the end of 2029. (Given historical precedent, along with the Trump administration's dramatic pullback from polio-vaccination efforts as part of its dismantling of foreign aid, this timeline might be optimistic.)

Read: Polio is exploiting a very human weakness

Ending polio vaccination altogether, according to the WHO's plan, will take considerably longer. After polio is declared eradicated worldwide, the organization wants countries to wait 10 years before stopping use of the inactivated-virus shots to be certain that it is no longer circulating, Oliver Rosenbaum, a spokesperson for WHO's Global Polio Eradication Initiative, told me.

Some polio experts, though, told me that they think ending vaccination at any point is unrealistic. Because in many cases the disease spreads without a person showing symptoms (unlike smallpox, which is not contagious before symptoms develop), large numbers of people can be infected before authorities are even aware of an outbreak. Some experts, such as Konstantin Chumakov, a virologist who began researching polio in 1989, worry that the virus could be used as a biological weapon in an entirely unvaccinated country. "In my opinion, and in the opinion of many respected polio experts, this is absolutely unacceptable because you can never assure that polio is completely eradicated," Chumakov told me.

Ending or reducing polio vaccination in the U.S. before global eradication, as Milhoan seems to imply the country should consider, would be an even worse idea. A paper published last April in the Journal of the American Medical Association projected the consequences of U.S. vaccination rates declining by half and concluded that the country would see a significant return of paralytic polio. Some paralyzed people would probably require a ventilator, the modern equivalent of the iron lung, and, based on typical fatality rates, about 5 to 10 percent of them would die.

If Americans stopped vaccinating their kids against polio entirely, several years might pass without the U.S. having any cases, or with it seeing just a few here and there, Kimberly Thompson, a public-health researcher and the president of the research nonprofit Kid Risk, told me. (Even under the current vaccination system, occasional spread of the virus occurs. In 2022, for instance, an unvaccinated young adult in Rockland County, just north of New York City, tested positive for a vaccine-derived strain of polio even though they hadn't traveled overseas.) But eventually, we could find ourselves back in the same situation as in the early 1950s.

Or it could be even worse. Seventy-five years ago, many American children inherited some polio immunity from their mother, and so they had at least partial protection against the virus's worst effects. The introduction of polio to a population that has little to no immunity could cause its mortality rates to exceed those experienced in the first half of the previous century, Chumakov said. A 2021 study, co-authored by Thompson, modeled what might happen in an extreme scenario: if global polio vaccination ended, no one were immune, and the virus had somehow been reintroduced. It estimates that such a scenario could cause tens of millions of cases of paralysis worldwide.

Read: South Carolina is America's new measles norm

Milhoan insisted on the podcast that Americans shouldn't be afraid to rethink vaccine policy. And he's right that health authorities should reevaluate risk and offer the most up-to-date medical advice. Still, there's something to be said for the utility of fear. Most Americans, including me, are too young to have any personal knowledge of polio. It's all textbook summaries and black-and-white newsreels; we've never worried about shaking someone's hand or going swimming and then ending up in a wheelchair. But vaccines are the only thing stopping us from getting another firsthand look.
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America's Convenience-Store Conundrum

The Trump administration's "real food" campaign will go only so far as the offerings at your local mini-mart.

by Nicholas Florko

Wed, 28 Jan 2026




Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has a new rallying cry: Eat real food. It's an intuitive piece of advice--snack on some grapes instead of potato chips, trade that microwaveable mystery meat for a grilled chicken breast. The tagline has accompanied the new Dietary Guidelines for Americans, the government's official nutrition recommendations, which call for Americans to prioritize whole foods and limit processed ones. "It's time to start eating real food again," the health secretary said during a speech in Pennsylvania last week. The Trump administration has even launched a new website, realfood.gov, which welcomes visitors with an animation of a steak, a carton of whole milk, and a head of broccoli.



The path toward Kennedy's goal runs through an overlooked piece of the food landscape: convenience stores. The purveyors of late-night hot dogs, tins of Zyn, and countless varieties of gummy worms generally don't sell a lot of "real food." But in America's food deserts, convenience stores are more than just places to pick up a snack--they're grocery stores. The USDA estimates that tens of millions of Americans live in low-income areas with limited access to grocery stores. Mini-marts such as 7-Eleven and Sheetz "have an outsized role in our food system because they are the only food access point in many neighborhoods," Hilary Seligman, an expert on food insecurity at UC San Francisco, told me.



The Trump administration does have a tool it can use to force the humble mini-mart to stock healthier options. Food stamps are an essential part of convenience stores' business, but to participate in the program, retailers must carry products across a range of food groups. Those standards are poised to get an overhaul: "We are requiring that every outlet that accepts food stamps double the amount of real food that it sells in its facility," Kennedy said last week. That decision is really up to Secretary of Agriculture Brooke Rollins, whose agency runs the food-stamp program, and she made similar comments at a press conference earlier this month. When I asked the Department of Agriculture for more details about the planned changes, a spokesperson directed me to a proposal released in draft form last fall. Under those new rules, stores would be required to carry seven varieties of food across four categories: protein, dairy, grains, and vegetables and fruits.

Read: The new food-stamp rules will make your head spin

The move could put us one step closer to healthy convenience stores, which have long been a dream of some nutrition reformers. Several experiments in different cities--including in Baltimore, New Orleans, and Denver--have tried to alleviate the problem of food deserts by improving the offerings at local mini-marts. A review of these pilot programs found "consistent improvements across most of the trials in the availability and sale of healthy foods, the purchase and consumption of those foods, and consumer knowledge."



But the Trump administration's plan isn't perfect. Under the draft proposal, corner stores won't have to follow any specific nutritional guidelines, so long as they meet the food-group standards. The Center for Science in the Public Interest, a consumer-advocacy group, has warned that the new standards mean that stores could stock Fruity Pebbles to fulfill the grain requirement, and sugary canned peaches for the fruit requirement. "It would be very easy for a retailer to meet the proposed rule by stocking foods in each staple food category that are high in added sugar, sodium, saturated fat, and refined grains," Joelle Johnson, the deputy director of CSPI, told me.

Read: Why don't convenience stores sell better food?

Changing mini-marts for good won't be easy. Owners stock their stores based on what sells, and available data suggest that "real food" isn't exactly driving sales. A recent analysis by Lula Commerce, an online-shopping tool for convenience stores, found that alcohol, soda, and energy drinks were the top items ordered by their stores' customers. And a 2021 report by the National Association of Convenience Stores pointed to packaged beverages, cigarettes, and salty snacks as among the best sellers. Convenience stores are concerned that stocking healthy products will just mean wasted shelf space in their already crowded stores. They typically don't have the margins necessary to swap out a section of the drink cooler to stock cauliflower or salmon filets, especially when these products may rot. NACS supports aspects of the Trump administration's push to heighten the requirements for what these stores have to stock, Margaret Hardin Mannion, the group's director of government relations, told me. But, she added, "we have to be able to sell what our customers want to buy." Though the Trump administration is within its power to mandate that convenience stores participating in the food-stamps program stock as many healthy goods as it deems fit, that could easily backfire if retailers back out of the program entirely.

Until convenience stores actually give customers the option to buy strawberries instead of Slim Jims, it's hard to know exactly how well-founded their fears really are. The smattering of experiments that stocked mini-marts with fresh produce suggest that people do have some interest in eating healthier when they can. But many of these trials also included efforts meant specifically to drum up sales of healthy items. In one experiment in Baltimore, convenience stores were encouraged to stock certain healthy foods through subsidies from researchers. Retailers hung up posters to promote these new healthy foods, and some gave out coupons to encourage specific purchases. Replicating an experiment like this on the national scale would cost some major cash. (There are more than 150,000 convenience stores in the United States.) And it would require a real leap of faith from an administration that to date has focused much of its efforts on restricting the products that can be purchased with food stamps, and on rooting out alleged fraud within the program.



For now, RFK Jr. and other health officials are stuck with a convenience-store conundrum. The mini-mart embodies how hard it is to actually improve the American diet. It's enough of a challenge to get stores to stock their shelves with broccoli. But that still isn't a guarantee that people will put down the Doritos.
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South Carolina Is America's New Measles Norm

The state's measles outbreak could soon be bigger than West Texas's. Are the two connected?

by Katherine J. Wu

Tue, 27 Jan 2026




Last year, starting in January, the United States experienced its largest documented measles outbreak in more than three decades, when an epidemic centered on West Texas sickened at least 762 people. Now a fast-moving outbreak in South Carolina seems poised to surpass it: Local officials have logged 700 infections, and the virus is still rapidly spreading.

As public-health officials scramble to contain the virus, they're also trying to figure out whether these two outbreaks are connected--specifically, whether the version of the pathogen that kick-started the West Texas cases has been circulating within the nation's borders ever since. If the answer is yes, it will mean that measles has once again become a permanent resident of this country, after 26 years of only limited outbreaks imported from abroad. Given that the U.S. clocked more than 2,200 measles cases in 2025--more than it has had in a single year since 1991--the experts I spoke with already consider this the reality that Americans are living in. One of the fastest-spreading viral diseases ever documented has once again become a routine threat.

At this point, researchers are working to find the connective tissue among some of the largest measles outbreaks in the U.S. within the past year, including the ones centered in West Texas, Utah, Arizona, and South Carolina. Technically, the epidemics still could have been caused by separate reintroductions of measles from at least one international source. But "that's a hard stretch," Robert Bednarczyk, a global-health researcher and epidemiologist at Emory's Rollins School of Public Health, told me. The most likely and so far best-supported scenario, he said, is also the simplest one--that the virus spread so fiercely and quickly through these communities that it was able to hitch a ride elsewhere in the country when infected people traveled.

If further evidence proves that scenario true, the Pan American Health Organization could strip the U.S. of its official measles-elimination status--which the country has held since 2000--at a meeting scheduled for April. (A country achieves elimination status when it can show that the virus hasn't been circulating for 12 consecutive months; it loses the status when researchers show that measles has been spreading for a year straight.) Already, PAHO has publicly confirmed that scientists have found the same strain of measles in Texas, New Mexico, Utah, Arizona, and South Carolina, as well as in Canada, Mexico, and multiple other North American countries. (In response to a request for comment, a PAHO spokesperson clarified that although these detections had been made, the committee was still seeking further evidence.)

Health officials also recently announced that South Carolina's outbreak has seeded cases elsewhere, including Washington State. Still, the case for measles' continuous transmission can't yet be considered a slam dunk. To prove it definitively, researchers will need to show that geographically distant outbreaks in the U.S. are epidemiologically linked and that there is not   sufficient evidence suggesting that the virus bounced back and forth between countries.

Two types of information are essential to these investigations. First, researchers look into the travel histories of infected people, who might have brought the virus from one state to another. Second, they compare genetic sequences pulled from the virus across locations. Measles mutates slowly enough that researchers can in many cases search for essentially the same strain when tracking its movements. But the virus does accumulate some changes in its genome, and the further apart two cases are in time, the more genetically distinct their genetic material should be. If measles was being continuously transmitted, scientists might expect to see slightly different iterations of the virus racking up mutations as it traveled, say, from Texas to South Carolina. If measles had been introduced separately to those locations, the sequences pulled from each state might more closely resemble genetic information from an international source, Pavitra Roychoudhury, a pathogen-genomics expert at the University of Washington, told me.

But some of the data that officials need may be lacking. For months, experts have been concerned that the U.S. has been severely undercounting its measles cases and that the virus had been circulating in some communities long before it was officially detected. Cases of the disease can be easy to miss, Helen Chu, an immunologist at the University of Washington, told me. The early days of measles are usually marked by common symptoms such as fever and cough; to the untrained eye, the virus's rash can look like many of the reddish, patchy blemishes that many other pathogens cause. The overwhelming majority of measles cases in the U.S. have also concentrated in communities that have low vaccination rates, which often have less access to medical care and the sort of testing that would also collect viral samples. Many people who deliberately decline vaccination for their families are also skeptical of seeking medical care in general, or of public-health officials investigating outbreaks.

With inconsistent data, researchers may be left sorting through genetic sequences that neither point clearly to one another nor obviously implicate separate sources. "There's a judgment call in that gray area," William Moss, an epidemiologist at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, told me. "How different is different?" The last time measles spread endemically in the United States, this sort of genomic analysis was not commonplace.

Should PAHO find that measles is spreading concertedly in the U.S. again, the nation's leaders may shrug off the change. At times, top officials at the Department of Health and Human Services appear to have dismissed the notion of continuous spread: In November, Jim O'Neill, Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s deputy and the CDC's acting director, posted on social media that "preliminary genomic analysis suggests the Utah and Arizona cases are not directly linked to Texas." (Neither the Trump administration nor PAHO has released the details about the data it reviewed or how similar any identified strains are.) And last week, the CDC's new Principal Deputy Director Ralph Abraham described the prospect of the U.S. losing its measles-elimination status as "just the cost of doing business with our borders being somewhat porous for global and international travel." Certain communities, he added, "choose to be unvaccinated. That's their personal freedom."

In an email, Emily G. Hilliard, HHS's press secretary, echoed Abraham's comments, describing current outbreaks as "largely concentrated in close-knit, under-vaccinated communities with prevalent international travel that raises the risk of measles importation," and noting that the United States still has a lower measles burden than Canada, Mexico, and much of Europe do.

In practice, the April decision will be a matter of semantics. Whatever the outcome, the U.S. has been weathering a worsening measles situation for years now, as vaccination rates have ticked down and outbreaks have grown larger and more common. In the past year, the Trump administration has made it substantially more difficult for local public-health-response teams to address and contain outbreaks too. HHS reportedly delayed communications from the CDC to officials in West Texas and held back federal funds to fight the outbreak for two months. More recently, HHS pledged to send $1.4 million to address South Carolina's outbreak, though it began months ago. (One recent analysis suggests that measles outbreaks of this scale can cost upwards of $10 million.) The administration has repeatedly downplayed the benefits of immunization, while exaggerating the importance of nutritional supplementation for combatting measles. Kennedy has also spent decades repeating disproved claims that vaccines such as the measles-mumps-rubella immunization can cause autism. (Hilliard wrote that Kennedy has consistently said that vaccination is the most effective way to prevent measles, but she also emphasized in her email that people should consult with health-care providers about whether vaccination is best for their family.)

Should immunity erode further--as experts watching the Trump administration's actions expect it to--measles will find it even easier to move across the country, until epidemics bleed so thoroughly together that their links become irrefutable. Already, the nation's leaders have made clear where the U.S. stands on measles: It is an acceptable norm.
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America's Real 'Secretary of War'

How public health became an endless battle

by Benjamin Mazer

Fri, 23 Jan 2026




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


Three days into 2026, the United States military seized a foreign leader: Nicolas Maduro. Four days after that, the U.S. health department freed a longtime prisoner of war: saturated fats.

At a recent press conference announcing the publication of the government's new dietary guidelines, Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. declared two different military operations in the span of less than a minute: The nation would be retreating from its war on fatty steaks and whole milk, he said, and redeploying for another war, this one on added sugars. News about a third campaign arrived a few days later, when the White House shared a dark and menacing photo of Kennedy with the caption "WE ARE ENDING THE WAR ON PROTEIN."

This appears to be what happens when someone who has spent years fighting mainstream medicine suddenly finds himself at the center of it. Like a revolutionary turned generalissimo, Kennedy has transformed the former palace into a military command center. He has promised to defeat his enemies in Big Pharma and to purge conflicts of interest from the agencies he leads, so as to end what he has referred to as a "war on public health." Elsewhere he has promised to withdraw from the "war on alternative medicine," the "war on stem cells," the "war on chelating drugs," the "war on peptides," the "war on vitamins," and the "war on minerals." Anything that his administration hopes to do may now be put in terms of martial conflict: Under Kennedy, policy making and saber rattling go hand in hand.

Kennedy's deputies and chief advisers are culture warriors in their own right, and they seem to share their leader's bellicosity. Jim O'Neill, the second in command at HHS, has talked about the need to fight back against gender-affirming medical care, which he describes as being part of an evil war on biology; Mehmet Oz, now in charge of Medicare and Medicaid, says that he will "wage a war on fraud, waste, and abuse"; and Calley Means, a top Kennedy adviser, points to an admittedly less catchy "war on the American public having transparency," which the secretary intends to halt.

This repeated phrasing is more than just a rhetorical tic, and it extends far beyond the typical military analogies--like the wars on cancer and smoking--that have long been embedded in health discussions. As Kennedy and his aides press their case in public, they adopt a persistently antagonistic tone not only toward disease but also toward the medical and scientific establishments. It is as if anyone who has disagreed with the administration must be an enemy combatant. The current HHS regime has already taken shots at supposedly corrupt pediatricians, conflicted ob-gyns, "fake news" science journalists, and "sock puppet" regulators. (In response to questions about the department's aggressive posture, HHS press secretary Emily Hilliard asserted that Americans' trust in public health has been declining, and that Kennedy is restoring it.)

RFK Jr. has, in this regard, been a rather effective secretary of war. He has quickly put the old medical establishment on the defensive. My colleagues in academia and medicine are worried about what might happen to them if they write one of the government's newly forbidden words in a scientific grant or provide the wrong sort of medical care to their transgender patients; venerable scientific outlets such as The New England Journal of Medicine have had to deal with letters from a government lawyer accusing them of bias; and earlier this month, an ex-FDA official nervously joked that he hoped that the IRS wouldn't audit his taxes as punishment for criticizing agency operations.

When it comes to public-health advice, Kennedy's agenda has proved to be more focused on attacking previous suggestions than promoting new ones. "Prior guidelines were driven not by health interests," Kennedy said in a Fox News interview this month, "but by mercantile interests of the food industry." FDA Commissioner Marty Makary frames his agency's actions as "setting the record straight" after years of dogma, and NIH Director Jay Bhattacharya--an author of the anti-lockdown "Great Barrington Declaration"--remains engaged in a heated struggle against COVID-related restrictions that ended years ago. On the whole, the administration appears to have adopted a Promethean view of science and medicine: New knowledge is not gradually discovered, but rather rescued from the grasp of special interests by an elite squadron of iconoclasts.

The contrarian brigade sometimes seems to be waging a war on irony itself. Despite the secretary's repeated promises to wipe out conflicts of interest, some of the experts who advised on the new dietary guidelines have financial ties to the meat and dairy industries. (When those ties were first reported, HHS responded with a statement calling it "absurd to suggest that anything other than gold standard science guided our work on this presidential priority.") Makary, an avid podcast guest, has used his airtime to issue devastating takedowns of nutrition education, only to be interrupted by advertisements for unproven dietary supplements. Vinay Prasad, another top FDA official and medical provocateur, has joined Makary on the agency's FDA Direct podcast for what they called a "bashing session" of The Wall Street Journal's opinion desk--which has a long history of publishing Makary, Bhattacharya, and Kennedy.

Rousing citizens with patriotic calls to battle is a tried-and-true political strategy, but the hostility generated by this public-health administration may not be sustainable. Adrenaline surges don't last forever, and overreliance on extreme rhetoric will flatten important differences between public-health problems. Repeated attempts to discredit trusted medical experts may also backfire. Earlier this month, a federal judge temporarily prevented the government from terminating millions of dollars in public-health grants awarded to the American Academy of Pediatrics. In her ruling, Judge Beryl Howell cited multiple combative social-media posts made by HHS officials and advisers against the physician group. At the very least, the MAHA strategy of picking fights against the nation's primary care doctors, news outlets, and career officials is unlikely to inspire a resurgence of the public's trust. Outrage over skim milk and Froot Loops can only go so far, and Americans may soon grow tired of Kennedy's forever wars.
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The Program That's Turning Schools Around

The key to closing the achievement gap may lie outside the classroom.

by Annie Lowrey

Wed, 28 Jan 2026




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

On a chilly day before Christmas, Teresa Rivas helped a tween boy pick out a new winter coat. "Get the bigger one, the one with the waterproof layer, mijo," she said, before helping him pull it onto his string-bean frame. Rivas provides guidance counseling at Owen Goodnight Middle School in San Marcos, Texas. She talks with students about their goals and helps if they're struggling in class. She's also a trained navigator placed there by a nonprofit called Communities in Schools.

The idea behind CIS and other "community school" programs is that students can't succeed academically if they're struggling at home. "Between kindergarten and 12th grade, kids spend only 20 percent of their time" in a classroom, Rob Watson, the executive director of the EdRedesign Lab at the Harvard Graduate School of Education, told me. If America wants kids to thrive, he said, it has to consider the 80 percent. Educators and school administrators in San Marcos, a low-income community south of Austin, agreed. "Tests and academics are very important," Joe Mitchell, the principal of Goodnight Middle School, told me. "But they are secondary sometimes, given what these kids' lives are like away from here."

Along with mediating conflicts and doing test prep, Rivas helps kids' families sign up for public benefits. She arranges for the nonprofit to cover rent payments. She sets up medical appointments, and keeps refrigerators and gas tanks full.

A new study demonstrates that such efforts have long-term effects. Benjamin Goldman, an assistant professor of economics at Cornell, and Jamie Gracie, a postdoctoral fellow at Harvard, evaluated data on more than 16 million Texas students over two decades, examining data from the Census Bureau and IRS, as well as state records on academic outcomes. They found that the introduction of CIS led to higher test scores, lower truancy rates, and fewer suspensions in Texas schools. The program bumped up high-school graduation rates by 5.2 percent and matriculation rates at two-year colleges by 9.1 percent. At age 27, students who had attended a CIS school earned $1,140 more a year than students who had not.

Jonathan Chait: Why the left stopped talking about achievement gaps

The program's impact is "quite big," Gracie told me: Spending $1,000 on CIS increased student earnings at age 27 by $400, whereas spending $1,000 on smaller class sizes increased student earnings by $40. The researchers estimated that every $3,000 in CIS investment would increase income-tax revenue by $7,000.

Although contemporary education policy has focused intently on standardized tests, student and teacher tracking, and other accountability measures, the CIS study suggests that the United States could bolster achievement by providing more social support too. "You could have the world's greatest teacher," Goldman told me. "It's only going to matter so much if you're not actually showing up to school." Watson said he hoped the study would lead policy makers to finance community-school programs in every low-income neighborhood. "If you care about morals and social justice, there's something here for you," he said. "If you care about good fiscal and economic policy, there's something here for you."

But the country is veering in the other direction. The White House has slashed hundreds of millions of dollars from a free-school-meal initiative, ended a $1 billion grant covering mental-health counseling, and revoked $170 million from the federal community-schools program, which helps cover the salaries of hundreds of workers like Rivas. Other whole-child initiatives might lose financing if they are found to fall under the Trump administration's DEI rubric. At the same time, the White House is reducing financial support for low-income families, cutting more than $1 trillion from SNAP and Medicaid.

The United States wants schools to act as a "great equalizer," yet socioeconomic differences among students remain the central drivers of student outcomes. Community schools can't prevent homelessness, pay for health insurance, or stop parents from getting deported; they cannot construct a strong safety net. Still, they can help to close the gap.

A decade ago, the San Marcos school district's dropout rate was higher than the state average, and its standardized-test scores lower. In 2016, Michael Cardona was named superintendent and tasked with a turnaround mission.

"We have great--amazing--kids," Cardona told me. But more than 100 students were homeless in the 8,000-student district. "That's a lot for a town with one high school," he said. Seven students had died by suicide in recent years. Students had been involved in 282 recorded incidents of domestic violence over an 18-month period. "Typically, it was mom trying to discipline the kid or grandma trying to discipline the kid, taking away the cellphone, then the kid beats up the family member and gets put in jail," Cardona said.

A visit to a fifth-grade gifted-and-talented classroom put the crisis into even sharper relief for him. Cardona asked the students a softball question: What could he do for them as superintendent? One asked if he could help keep their father out of prison. Another wondered if he could stop their mother from partying every weekend. Afterward, he sat in his truck and cried. "These are the students identified as the best of the best," he said. "We've got a mental-health issue in this district unlike anything we've ever seen."

Cardona decided to focus not only on test scores and remediation measures but also on social support. The district expanded its health-care and counseling initiatives, putting a focus on early intervention. And it reached out to CIS, which offered to place a navigator, such as Rivas, in every school.

CIS is a half century old and works with 2 million children in 26 states. (It's not a pilot, in other words; it's three times the size of Head Start.) The nonprofit has a few unusual qualities. For one, it doesn't apply rigid criteria or means tests in determining who gets help, and doesn't provide a set menu of benefits to students and families. The model is adaptable. In some districts, navigators focus on violence prevention or absenteeism. In San Marcos, they focus on behavioral health. Inside schools, CIS staff members created lamp-lit, womblike rooms, stocked with fidget toys and snacks, where kids can calm down and talk about their feelings. Some middle-school girls told me that Rivas helped them with "drama and stuff"--meaning "girls fighting over boys." One boy who was having trouble sleeping and had a 69 average in math told me that Rivas was helping get his eyes shut and his grades up. "You only need one more point!" she said, beaming.

Idrees Kahloon: America is sliding toward illiteracy

CIS workers help families navigate existing public programs. "The traditional economist view would have been, Just give people cash. They'll figure out what to do with it," Goldman told me. But decades of studies have found that families in crisis don't know that help is out there, possess limited capacity to research complex social-safety-net initiatives, and are averse to signing up for benefits, given the stigma. Community schools take paperwork away from stressed-out families and put it on trained employees.

CIS workers also come with a pool of funds to distribute. A freshman named Valencia Ayub told me about a time when her mother had lost a job at Dollar Tree, and her father had lost his job as an electrician. She considered going "straight to work" to help her younger sisters, rather than applying to college. CIS sent two checks, one for $500 and one for $800, to cover the family's rent. School systems don't have to make these payments themselves; in general, CIS is inexpensive for school districts to offer because it uses a mix of public, private, and philanthropic funding.

These kinds of wraparound supports keep kids in class, reduce the number of behavioral incidents, and make sure students are capable of learning when they sit down at their desks; as Goldman and Gracie's study showed, they also have long-term effects. For those reasons, "there's been a significant expansion in terms of systematic initiatives and interventions," Anna Maier of the Learning Policy Institute told me; school districts, states, and individual institutions have built out their social-work capacity. Still, the country underinvests in kids and schools, creating achievement gaps that classroom teachers struggle to close and preventing children from reaching their full potential. The Trump administration's withdrawing community-school financing as it slashes the safety net stands to make the problem worse.

In San Marcos, at least, the school district is seeing improvements. Kids feel safer, and the number of violent incidents has fallen. "At the end of the day," Cardona told me, "that's what I look at."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/education/2026/01/texas-education-community-schools/685703/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Education | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            News | The Atlantic
          
        

      

      Science | The Atlantic

      
        How to Have a 'Don't-Know Mind'
        Michael Pollan

        My quest to understand consciousness took me to a cave in New Mexico and then deep into the cosmos.

      

      
        Winter Ice Could Humble the United States
        Nancy Walecki

        Snow, "we can handle," one official said. Ice is another story.

      

      
        The Dangers That Scientists Found Inside L.A.'s Smoky Homes
        Katharine Gammon

        The first studies of last year's fires have revealed some unexpected hazards of urban mega-fires.

      

      
        The Sciencewashing of Everyday Life
        Ellen Cushing

        Fashion, beauty, and food companies are using nonsensical jargon to make a sale.

      

      
        
          	
            Education | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            News | The Atlantic
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



How to Have a 'Don't-Know Mind'

My quest to understand consciousness took me to a cave in New Mexico and then deep into the cosmos.

by Michael Pollan

Mon, 26 Jan 2026

Anyone who thinks the contemplative life amounts to a form of quietism or a retreat from the world's suffering should spend some time shadowing Joan Halifax, the Zen priest and anthropologist. I'd been curious about Halifax for years, ever since I heard about an annual trek that she leads through the mountains of Nepal, bringing a cadre of doctors and dentists to remote mountain villages with little access to health care.

Each summer over the course of two weeks or so, this Nomads Clinic covers more than 100 miles on foot and horseback, at altitudes of nearly 18,000 feet. These "medical mountaineers," as they've been called,  all volunteers, sleep in tents, often in freezing temperatures. But after some 40 annual trips to Nepal--Halifax is normally based in Santa Fe--she recently decided it was time to hang it up. She had just turned 80.

In addition to bringing medical care to remote mountain villages half a world away, Halifax has ministered to the dying in hospice, worked with the homeless in New Mexico, cared for prisoners on death row, and led countless protests for peace. I don't know if Halifax has shed the last remnants of her ego--she would say she hasn't--but the selflessness she manifests in the conduct of her life is something to behold, a reminder of what the exploration of human consciousness can lead a person to do and be. This, too, is a Buddhist principle--that overcoming one's own small self should lead to greater compassion for others, and that the suffering alleviated when we transcend the ego is not only our own.

For more than 30 years, Halifax has been the abbot at Upaya Zen Center, the retreat she founded in Santa Fe in 1990. I've had the chance to meet her a couple of times; once, we appeared together on a panel to talk about psychedelics. Halifax was married to the pioneering Czech psychiatrist Stanislav Grof for several years in the 1970s. Working together, they gave transformative doses of LSD to the dying. For a period of time, Halifax regularly took large doses of LSD herself. Her first psychedelic trip, while wandering the streets of Paris in 1968, showed her "that there was beauty behind the beauty I perceived, and that mind was both in here and out there. I was dumbstruck."

I could relate. After years of curiosity about psychoactive plants, my own experimentation with mushrooms and LSD in recent years fundamentally changed the way I understand the mysteries of consciousness and the self. So in 2024, I emailed Halifax to see if I might pay a visit to Upaya. My idea was to spend a week or so in residence, meditating with the aspiring monks, performing monkish chores, interviewing Halifax, and seeing if I could make a little more progress untying the knot of self. "Upaya is a factory for the deconstruction of selves," she had told me. I was curious to find out how that worked.

Read: Psychedelics open your brain. You might not like what falls in.

But Roshi Joan, as everyone calls her, had other plans for me. She decided I should spend a day or two at Upaya and then accompany her up to "the refuge," an off-the-grid compound of tiny houses and huts stretched out across a broad hammock of meadow at 9,400 feet in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, north of Santa Fe. Whenever she's not traveling or running conferences or teaching, Halifax retreats to these mountains, where she meditates and hikes and paints and writes and doesn't have to play the role of abbot. She dispatches students to the refuge when she deems them in need of a period of monastic solitude--for years at a time, in some cases.

"After you've acclimated to the altitude, we'll drive up to the refuge," she said by email before my arrival in Santa Fe. "You can stay in the cave." This was not put in the form of a question.

The cave?

Halifax explained that even though it had neither plumbing nor electricity nor an internet connection, this was "a five-star cave" and I would be comfortable--or, more likely, I'd be uncomfortable in a spiritually productive way. I'm not much of a camper but decided I might as well put myself in her hands to see what the experience would yield.

The first thing you notice about Joan Halifax is her undiminished beauty--the shining blue eyes and the easy smile and the generous sweep of white hair. That she's 83 is hard to believe. She moves through Upaya's little village of low-slung adobes and tended gardens with a graceful authority. Yet abbot is a role that, these days, she's more than happy to trade for the solitude and freedom of the refuge.

The refuge is at the end of a 25-mile-long rutted dirt road that climbs through a shadowy forest of pine and spruce, punctuated by the sparkle of the occasional stream or meadow. Though it was well into June, spring was still unfolding at this altitude, the meadow grasses and spruce tips bright green and the groves of ivory-trunked aspen just leafing out. After we unloaded our SUV at the main house, where we would gather for meals (and connect to the outside world, as the house has a satellite internet connection), Halifax escorted me to my lodgings, a hike of half a mile along a path through meadows lined with aspen trees, their new leaves fluttering gently. Along the way, she identified the scat of elk, deer, and bears.

The cave was a 12-by-15-foot cell dug into a south-facing hillside and lined with brown stucco; it was windowless except for a sliding glass door overlooking the meadow. In one corner stood a spartan single bed, in the other a small woodstove. Between them, against the back wall, a meditation cushion sat on a raised platform, beneath an embroidered fabric depicting a Buddhist figure I didn't recognize. I pictured myself seated cross-legged on the platform, like one of those levitating yogis in a New Yorker cartoon. The room also had a small sink fed by a five-gallon jug of water suspended above it, a two-burner camp stove, some shelving for clothes and books, and a car battery hooked up to a small solar panel outside. This produced just enough juice to power a reading light and charge a phone, though with no cell service or internet connection, what was the point?


(Courtesy of Michael Pollan)



What was the point? Why did Roshi Joan want me here rather than at Upaya or the main house, with its creature comforts? (And why did she keep putting off our interview?) I came to suspect she had decided that the questions I had for her--questions regarding Buddhist ideas about the self and consciousness and her own path from psychedelics to Zen--were best approached obliquely, perhaps by way of firsthand experience rather than words; that I should answer them myself. When I'd told her what I was working on, she had diagnosed me as hopelessly stuck in my head. Better to spend several days alone with myself meditating and navigating these hills than in the more familiar landscape of concepts, something to which I should have known a Zen priest would be allergic. When we finally did sit down for our interview, in the main house on the morning of the third day, Roshi Joan began by saying, somewhat cryptically, that she had "divested from meaning." Okay. 

It took me a while to realize that for Halifax, the practice of Buddhism was everything and theories were of little use or consequence. It was only through doing that she had learned her most enduring life lessons, whether that meant sitting with death-row inmates who taught her how powerlessness ferments into anger, or ministering to people in their last days and hours. "You learn to be nimble toward whatever is arising, because there's no one death," she said, "and if you cling to expectations, you will experience futility." It was here, in doing the work, that Buddhist ideas about impermanence, conditioning, and dependent arising became flesh.

I took the hint. When I asked Halifax about herself or about Buddhist philosophy, she often ducked my questions or directed me elsewhere, so during one of our daily walks, I instead asked her to describe exactly how her factory for the deconstruction of selves operated.

People come on silent retreat for a week or two at a time and spend most of their days sitting in the Zendo--the meditation hall--facing a wall or tracing walking meditations on the gravel paths that meander through Upaya's gardens. (I'd witnessed this glacial parade of earnest zombies.) I asked if novices received any guidance or technique. Not much, she said. Students are instructed about posture, and beginners are told to follow the breath, which "unifies body, mind, and space." As Halifax has written, zazen, or sitting, "is not a mental exercise, a thing you do with your mind." Rather, "it is about being radically open to things just as they are, not grasping at or rejecting phenomena, but simply being present and at ease with moment-to-moment uncertainty and groundlessness" and "letting openness or not-knowing deconstruct our version of reality. It is the method of non-method." Just sitting, upright--that, apparently, is all there is to zazen.

"Zen is the hardest school," Halifax explained, "because there is so little support." But at Upaya, she told me, "there is the jungle gym of structure"--the strict rules and rituals and routines that govern life on retreat.

"There's a certain point at about day three where you can feel the whole room go poof," she said. "And everyone realizes we're now in one body, one mind." I asked her how this transformation was achieved. "We don't say we're deconstructing the self, but that is what we're doing," she told me. "Living in silence means you can't start a conversation, so there's no opportunity for self-presentation. Then there are the rituals that organize the day. These draw people into the group and relieve them of having to make decisions. Rituals take the place of a certain amount of volition." It hadn't occurred to me that ritual and silence could serve as tools to change consciousness and breach the hard shell of self.

Arthur C. Brooks: Five teachings of the Dalai Lama I try to live by

But it is the agony of meditating for hours at a time that finally breaks down the ego. I asked her what people meditate about. "Mostly they ruminate and plan," she said. "They do that until they can't stand the thought of themselves any longer. You're just sitting there for hours on end, and the entertainment value of watching the same reruns all day long diminishes over time. Pretty soon, it becomes unsustainable; they're exhausted and uncomfortable, and that's when they drop in."

To "drop in," Halifax explained, is to enter a state of being completely present in time and space, experiencing "the sense field"--the world as it appears to our senses prior to thought--without conceptualizing, and surrendering the sense of a separate self. The recipe was simpler (and much less appetizing) than I would have imagined: To transcend the self, force yourself to be alone with it long enough to get so bored and exhausted that you are happy to let it go. 

Poof!

Halifax, who did anthropological fieldwork in Africa, thinks of the Zen retreat as an initiation ceremony, or rite of passage, and like most such rites, it involves the metaphorical death of the ego followed by rejoining the group. She regards the psychedelic trip as another rite of initiation, but "it's a shortcut," and one she'd rather her students not take. I wondered if this helped explain why she preferred that I stay at the refuge rather than mingle with her students at Upaya. Perhaps she thought contact with me would undermine the process by encouraging them to take the psychedelic shortcut.

"There is a lot gained when we give up the self," she noted. "We break out of rumination. We discover we're part of something larger, and we learn it feels good to care for others." When I asked Halifax if she had succeeded in exorcising her own self, she allowed that she can be self-righteous at times. "There is moral injury, moral outrage, moral apathy--all of them are products of either a sense of superiority or inferiority," she said. "So they're all ego-based."

I came to understand that Roshi Joan had sent me to the cave because there were no words or ideas she could offer that would teach me as much as simply being completely alone with myself in the middle of these mountains, with no phone or any other screens (and no toilet). Her idea, I eventually saw, was to pose a kind of experiential koan for me to puzzle and, perhaps, to help me unlearn some of the things I thought I had learned about consciousness and the self.


(Courtesy of Michael Pollan)



Cave life quickly stripped down to the bare essentials: collecting, splitting, and stacking wood; building fires; hauling water; digging pits in the woods; sweeping the floor and threshold; and, for hours each day, meditating on the platform. I've meditated for several years now, but never as easily or as deeply or as strangely as I did in my little cave. It may have been the silence, which felt bottomless, or the certainty that I would not be interrupted or distracted. Even the air there felt different, as if the absence of the electromagnetic waves that normally surround and pass through us made it easier to empty the mind of its usual detritus. I found I could sit for hours at a time, something I'd never managed to do before.

It helped that there was nothing else I needed to do, except maybe brew a cup of tea or sweep the cave again. Somehow, these seemed like particularly cave-appropriate activities. I fell into a routine so elemental and repetitive that it began to feel like ritual. The only snafu came the first time I attempted to use my hand-dug pit toilet and, failing to position myself properly, managed to pee into my sneaker. Now I was a shoeless monk. Which also seemed cave-appropriate.

One morning, I decided to try a meditation I'd learned from my time with the Nepalese French Buddhist monk Matthieu Ricard, who has written extensively on the self as an illusion. To see this, he suggested I explore the rooms of my mind, one by one, as if searching for a thief--what he called "the thief of self." Looking within, I found all sorts of mental stuff but, as Ricard had predicted, none of it qualified as a self. Rather, I witnessed a parade of unbidden, free-floating perceptions, feelings, images, sensations, and thoughts, but I could locate no thinker of these thoughts or perceiver of these perceptions.

The longer I sat, the stranger these appearances became, as the space of my awareness became an empty stage. Picture a circus ring where all kinds of images might suddenly and inexplicably appear out of nowhere. Why is there now a bank of three old-timey telephone booths with men inside making calls? And what's this hammer suddenly coming down on a knee?! Or that automatic glass door swinging open for no one? These stray images were then blasted away by a blazing sun that completely filled the space of awareness before transforming itself into a gigantic eyeball--a sighted sun with a black circle of iris. Could this be the anarchic mind that emerges when the ego relinquishes its hold?

Maybe, and yet these dreamy, hypnagogic images were more curious than frightening, probably because it was easy enough to chase them away, to change the mental channel, simply by willing it. So then who, or what, did the chasing? The source of that will, that inchoate "I," might have escaped introspective detection, yet it could still make things happen or stop happening. The self might well be illusory, I decided, but no more so than color or any other construct of the mind. Put another way, the self can be both illusory and real, or real enough.

Initially, I found I was talking to myself out loud, trying to fill the vast space of silence, which made it feel as though I had doubled my self rather than eliminated it--given it a little company. "Should I brew a cup of tea? Put another log on the fire?" I would ask. And I would answer: "Sure," or "Good idea." But after a day or two, I fell in love with the silence, and the voices stopped. I found the handful of chores completely absorbing, as if nothing in the world mattered as much as splitting firewood, fully occupying my attention and leaving no remainder of thought, self-consciousness, or anticipation. The distance between living and meditating had narrowed to a sliver. When I described the satisfactions of my routine to Roshi Joan during one of our hikes, she smiled: "That's the sacredness of the everyday."

Something was happening to my sense of self, and it seemed to have everything to do with what was happening to my sense of time. I had never given much thought to the relationship between self and time, but it explains a lot. When the self is deprived of time past (memory) and future (anticipation), it melts away. Absorbed in meditation, or in my chores, or in watching a small herd of elk graze in the meadow below at sunset, I could feel my time horizon shrink. The feeling was unfamiliar, since my usual mental coordinates place me somewhere in the proximate future, a locus of anticipation and, all too often, unfocused worry. But now, for longer and longer stretches, I was simply here, being, with no thought of the past or the future.

To my surprise, these moments of simple and more or less self-less consciousness did not occur when my eyes were closed--in fact, the darkness sent me zooming off to all kinds of strange places. No, now it was when my eyes were open that the stream of thought stilled and pooled, and not only on the meditation platform; it could happen when I was moving around the cave doing chores or hiking in the woods. The miraculous everyday fact of consciousness loomed larger than "the hard problem" of how a brain produces subjective experience.

Had I "dropped in"? There were moments when all I experienced was what Roshi Joan had called the "sense field." This happened especially upon opening my eyes in meditation, but it was never very long before I slipped back into reflection and then the inevitable jotting-down of notes, and all at once I was back in the self-world. To stay in that state of unthinking presence was like walking a tightrope only to suddenly look down, panic, and come plunging back to Earth.

Except once, when I managed to look not down but up. I had woken up in the middle of the night and stepped outside into the cold night air. There was a new moon, and the only light in the world was that of the stars, which were out in force, brighter and more numerous than I'd ever seen them, but also strangely different. Instead of dotting the same black scrim, like pinholes in a two-dimensional theater backdrop, the stars were scattered through space at dramatically varying distances, a vast swarm of them filling every last corner of an even vaster, more numinous, and emphatically three-dimensional darkness. Even stranger, the negative space between the stars had flipped to positive, forming a soft, almost palpable blackness that embraced the stars and reached all the way to Earth, enveloping it and me in the same intergalactic blanket. For the first time, I could see--no, could feel--that the stars and I shared the same infinite space.

Adam Frank: The truth physics can no longer ignore

My brain's usual priors, predictions, and inferences about the night sky had broken down, it seemed, allowing me to see more of the galaxy and space itself than I ever had. There was hugely more of it and less of me, rendered infinitesimal in the presence of this immensity. I felt as though every previous experience I'd had of the night sky had been filtered through some idea or model or expectation and so had been something less than completely conscious. And I understood that this state--abstracted, distracted--had been my default. A line in a poem by Jorie Graham came to me:

This is what is wrong: we, only we, the humans, can retreat from ourselves and
 not be
 altogether here.


Only we, the humans. Yes! What other animal can afford to be anything less than completely conscious?

This moment of being fully, freshly present to the universe stopped me cold and made me wonder if all my hard thinking about consciousness had missed something crucial about it. The more I focused the narrow beam of my attention on what consciousness is and what it does and how it came to be, the less of it I was actually experiencing--whatever it was. My time in the cave and, now, beneath this night sky showed me the price of my impatience with the mystery.

"Always keep a don't-know mind," Roshi Joan had said to me. Sometimes not knowing opens us to possibilities that knowing, or trying to know, or thinking we already know, closes off. In the years since I had embarked on this inquiry, desperate to know, I had narrowed the aperture of my awareness, sacrificing this, the glory of the night sky, for a keen intellectual focus. But as my days of solitude in these mountains had shown me, that wider circle of light, that numinous lantern of awareness, is still available to us, so long as we can break the spell of self and its distractions. Consciousness is a miracle, truly, and remains the deepest of mysteries, yes, but it is also so very simple that it can fit into a sentence: I open my eyes and a world appears.



This essay was adapted from Michael Pollan's book, A World Appears: A Journey Into Consciousness, published next month.
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Winter Ice Could Humble the United States

Snow, "we can handle," one official said. Ice is another story.

by Nancy Walecki

Fri, 23 Jan 2026




Open up the government's national weather-alert map, and pretty much the entire eastern half of the country is painted one color or another. A thick pink band stretches from New Mexico, across Texas, then through Pennsylvania, New York, and Vermont--a winter-storm warning. To the north, a dark-blue splotch around the Great Lakes--extreme-cold warning. And then a narrower, deep-purple band through the Southeast, from East Texas up through the Carolinas--ice-storm warning.



By Sunday, when the storm peaks, more than half of the people in the lower 48 will be experiencing some combination of snow, sleet, and freezing rain. Sixteen states and Washington, D.C., have declared states of emergency. Colder-than-usual air from Canada will drift across the eastern United States and meet up with an atmospheric river from the Pacific. The U.S. "didn't have any hurricanes last year, but this is definitely the equivalent of a hurricane, from Texas to the Northeast," in terms of its potential for power outages and wind damage, Ryan Maue, a meteorologist and the former chief scientist at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, told me. Those in the band with an ice-storm warning, he said, should think of "preparing for a hurricane--except it's ice." Many of these regions aren't used to getting this kind of winter weather. And as one man in North Carolina posted on X, "Ice will humble you fast."



"Two or three inches of snow, we can handle that," Maribel Martinez-Mejia, the director of emergency preparedness for the North Central Texas Council of Governments, told me. But, she said, more than a quarter inch of ice is a challenge; her region could see about half an inch or more. That amount can add as much as 500 pounds of weight to a power line and cause an outage. "The power grid is vulnerable to ice," Jason Shafer, a meteorologist and the chief innovation officer at PowerOutage.us, told me. "It's hard to winterize the system," in part because doing so is expensive. Many places don't have the money to spend on that project, especially if ice is a rare threat. So lines snap, and trees do too--onto the lines, sometimes. One way to avoid that is to put the lines underground, but, Shafer said, "we built everything overhead in this country."



Even if a power line doesn't break, ice can make it so cold that it doesn't send out enough power, Autumn McMahon, a vice president at Oklahoma Electric Cooperative, told me--"so linemen would have to go out and literally break the ice off of the power lines." (Much of her state is expected to experience "considerable disruptions to daily life," according to the National Weather Service.)



But before they can fix a line, workers have to be able to get to it. Ice makes that more difficult, Tony Robinson, a former administrator of FEMA Region 6 who now works for National Emergency Management and Response, told me. Utility companies are good at restoring power relatively quickly during a storm, but "if the ice is too bad and they're not able to get their equipment to the site"--well, that slows things down. And delayed power restoration "is obviously concerning," the Oklahoma-based meteorologist Alan Gerard told me, "especially since many homes in this part of the country are not insulated or prepped for cold weather." Pipes can freeze or burst, and people could be without water.



This is the type of storm that can tighten the aperture of people's lives for a time. Thousands of flights have already been canceled. The safest way to drive on an ice-slicked road is not to drive at all. In a power outage, keeping warm can mean hunkering down in one room of the house, blanketing the windows and doors overnight, and staying put.



Then there's the snow. Snow poses far less of a risk of power outages than ice does, but it is a hazard on roads, especially in areas that may not have snow plows. But even then, ice is a sneaky villain: States are aggressively pretreating their roads for snow and sleet, "but with freezing rain, it just washes that away, and then you're left with an ice rink," Rachel Riley, the director of the Southern Climate Impacts Planning Program, told me. Maue is particularly concerned about areas that get ice then snow, which can create a crust on surfaces that's then difficult to shovel.



Whatever version of frozen water hits the ground this weekend will linger. Much of the country will remain cold into next week or even into early February. Icy piles of snow will line icy sidewalks that line plowed and salted roads. Maue has been saying that the country will be "entombed" in ice.



But some areas are just going to be quite cold, with a fresh layer of snow--a relative rarity in some of those places. That can bring unfamiliar challenges but also unfamiliar delights. Kids may have "their first real snow," North Carolina Governor Josh Stein said at a press briefing yesterday. But much of the state, he said, will see not snow, but ice. Today, he took a more urgent tone, telling residents to be prepared to be stuck at home for a few days. "This is a serious storm," he said. "We are taking it seriously, and so should you."
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The Dangers That Scientists Found Inside L.A.'s Smoky Homes

The first studies of last year's fires have revealed some unexpected hazards of urban mega-fires.

by Katharine Gammon

Fri, 23 Jan 2026




After just a year, the fires that spread around Los Angeles are already the most studied urban wildfires in history. While the Palisades Fire lapped at the edge of UCLA, the Eaton Fire, on the east side of town, came dangerously close to Caltech. Even as the fires were spreading, these research powerhouses, as well as the University of Southern California, deployed sensors, scientists, and new hypotheses. Researchers around the city began collecting water, soil, and air samples; physicians started to recruit participants into long-term health studies.



Even as the researchers absorbed the reality of the damage across an area that included 20 million residents, they understood that this was a chance, one that might never exist again, to better understand the nature of these types of disasters. These particular fires offered researchers opportunities to collect samples in ways they hadn't before been able to--"so close to the fire and so timely," Yifang Zhu, an environmental scientist at UCLA, told me.



Some of these efforts will take years to become fully fleshed out. The Los Angeles Fire Human Exposure and Long-Term Health Study, for instance, is a multi-institution, 10-year effort to better understand the short- and long-term health impacts of the fires. A year after the fires, though, researchers have some early answers to what happens to mental and physical health after wildfires move from trees and shrubs to homes and buildings.



Not all fires are the same, and although these fires started in the hills with scrub brush, they ended up in urban areas, flaming through more than 18,000 structures. "It's a new type of fire, because it's an urban conflagration," David Eisenman, a researcher at UCLA who has spent the past 25 years studying the impact of disasters on mental and physical health, told me. These fires may start in areas where wildland and urban settlements edge up against one another, but as they spread, they "mostly consume, by volume, man-made products in megacities--that's a real difference." Researchers have long studied what goes into the air when trees burn in a fire, but when the fuel is homes, cars, and businesses--the stuff of people's lives--what ends up in the air is largely unknown. The many chemicals, including asbestos and lead, in our homes can form a toxic soup. The combustion process can also create new hazards; scientists were surprised to find airborne nanoparticles of hexavalent chromium, the contaminant made famous by the movie Erin Brockovich, hanging around cleanup sites.



One surprise lesson was that the fire risk didn't end once the smoke had dissipated. Levels of benzene spiked, then came down after about a week. But even after the outdoor air began to clear, measures of hazardous chemicals in indoor air showed signals from fire-related compounds that had infiltrated people's homes and kept off-gassing. While people were looking to the smoke and fire as the danger, scientists were seeing real risk lurking inside homes, as people hunkered down. "The outdoor air became cleaner, but the indoor levels went up," Zhu said.



Smoke has been linked to increased respiratory and heart problems, so researchers were already on high alert for some issues. Still, they dug into emergency-room data from the weeks after the fire started without any assumptions about what they might find. When researchers combed through emergency diagnoses at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center for people living in fire-affected zip codes, then compared those numbers with the same period across the previous seven years, they found that respiratory illness spiked by 24 percent. They also observed a 46 percent increase in heart-attack rates. (Fine particulates from smoke can trigger inflammation and disrupt heart rhythms.) Although researchers expected to see some of these effects, the scale put into perspective just how much of a disaster the fires had been for the city's health: "The wildfires caused just the same amount of excess respiratory illness as the worst periods of COVID," Susan Cheng, a cardiologist and researcher at Cedars-Sinai, who led the study, told me.



Other health problems had less clear explanations. The team found, for instance, that abnormal blood-test results in the emergency room more than doubled. Their blood sugars or protein levels or kidney-function markers were off, and unlike the cardiac and respiratory results, those numbers stayed elevated for 60 to 90 days after the fires. Cheng said it's too early to know why, but a study last summer showed how immune cells in wildfire-exposed people had reduced function and contained heavy metals, including mercury and cadmium. "I think we're just still kind of at the tip of the iceberg here in terms of understanding what all the downstream effects will look like," she said.



Eisenman started thinking about the scope of this type of damage while the fire was still consuming the Palisades. When he first saw the fire, from his house, he shrugged: Fires weren't uncommon in the Santa Monica Mountains. But that night, as he sat awake, staring at the Watch Duty app on his phone as the fire line expanded into his favorite hiking trail at Will Rogers State Historic Park, his heart sank.



"That's when it hit me," he said: "This is going to have an enormous effect on people beyond the homes that were being burned." He thought of the smoke blanketing the city, but also the mental health of people who would lose their livelihoods and houses, as well as respites in nature that might provide some breathing space.



Beyond the physical-health effects, fires also leave people with more anxiety, depression, and PTSD. Preliminary data from a survey of mental health in L.A. County show higher rates of depression, anxiety, and perceived stress after one year. And researchers have come to understand that smoke itself is associated with mental-health problems, whether because it affects people's bodies directly or because it shuts people in their homes, cutting them off from their communities, jobs, schools, and recreation. Previously, researchers had imagined the trauma of fire as the most worrying issue, Eisenman said. "But on a population level, the smoke goes much further and affects many more people."



As climate change makes fire conditions likelier, more areas are susceptible to fires like those that scorched Los Angeles. Areas of Australia, Chile, and Greece are experiencing extended fire seasons and fires that leap from wild areas to large cities. That could make the health insights from Los Angeles vital for other cities around the world.



But that information will be vital here, too. "We know this is going to not be the last one in L.A., and L.A. won't be the last city to have this level of megafires," Zhu said. This city's experience can help write the handbook for other cities and for future disasters.
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The Sciencewashing of Everyday Life

Fashion, beauty, and food companies are using nonsensical jargon to make a sale.

by Ellen Cushing

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




There's a double helix in my local Sephora. It's roughly the size and shape of a soda can, and it is accompanied by a placard referencing patents and peptides, as if in a science fair. It's trying to sell me a hair mask.

Online, the company responsible for this display describes itself as a "biology-first haircare brand, powered by biotech." It practices "biomimetic hairscience," and, thanks to "a decade of complex research into the bioscience of hair," has patented a peptide that repairs hair "at a molecular level across multiple types of bonds including polypeptide chains and disulfide bonds." I have no idea what any of this means. The mask costs $75.

In 2026, it is possible to cover your body in science. You can put on probiotic leggings and a patented bra, and then you can apply lipstick containing hyaluronic acids "with differentiated molecular weights" and slather your face in a "triple-lipid peptide cream" developed by self-identified "skintellectuals." You can also eat your science, by way of "clinically-studied key herbs, adaptogens, and minerals--at amounts informed by research." If you get thirsty, you can have water that has been chemically manipulated with extra hydrogen atoms, just in case two aren't enough for you. Even decades-old products have been newly recast as miracles of modern chemistry: After years of selling itself purely impressionistically, via close-up shots of hot athletes dripping sweat and swilling neon liquid, Gatorade has recently begun touting itself as "Lab Tested." As the wellness movement collides with the supercharged demands of selling products in a crowded market, science-speak seems to have invaded every crevice of the fashion, beauty, and food industries.

Read: Eat your vegetables like an adult

Many of the claims these products make are perfectly legitimate, if a bit goofy; others are transparently nonsense. And dubious, science-flecked marketing claims have existed about as long as marketing has. But they used to be comparatively unsophisticated, and quite literal: Cheerios contains a certain amount of fiber, and fiber is good for you, thus Cheerios is good for you and you should buy it. A skin-care product is superior to its competitors because it has more vitamin C, and vitamin C is good for your skin. These ads were informed but plainspoken, employing the simple logic of cause and effect, inputs and outputs, using words most people recognized. They talked, basically, like a family-medicine doctor.

Today's ads, by contrast, talk like the Ph.D. kind of doctor, using polysyllabic words and alluding to things viewable only under a microscope. They seem designed not to illuminate but to obfuscate, to impart the veneer of science at such a high level that people will never really ask how, or if, it works. Almost no one is looking up a peer-reviewed study, or spelunking through the patent database, to make sure the claims on their package of goo are accurate. "People like buying products that are, quote, research backed," Neil Lewis Jr., a behavioral scientist at Cornell, told me. "But most people, they're not equipped to actually evaluate those claims. They don't have the time or expertise, often, and so they sort of just look for some heuristic cue, and that's good enough." What science-washed products promise--more than what they actually promise on the package--is that someone else did the work for you.

For years, the trend in consumption was beautiful but useless trash. Now, Stephen Zagor, who teaches courses in food business at NYU and Columbia, told me, "science is the new it thing." For companies, nodding to state-of-the-art technology and papering a corporate website in clip art of molecules is an indication that their product is the best, empirically. And for consumers, drinking a soda that went to grad school is a signal too--of savviness and responsibility. It's cultural capital: If others "see us eating a food item that has been surrounded by scientific discussions, people think automatically we know what we're talking about, when we don't have a clue either," Zagor said. "Science makes ignorance feel smart."

Read: The Trump administration's most paralyzing blow to science

Many companies do actually employ professionals--cosmetic chemists, food scientists. But science in the private interest doesn't necessarily work like science in the public interest. It tends to operate on a different timescale, and to use different yardsticks. The scientists who work for corporations need to be sure that their products provide enough short-term benefit to keep people buying, while abiding by consumer regulations. They are employed to ask questions the market wants answered, ideally as quickly as possible.

The irony here, of course, is that this is happening at a time when institutional science, the kind that doesn't come with next-day shipping, is under considerable threat. The federal government has embarked on a concerted, and largely successful, effort to undermine, discredit, and defund serious scientific research at any opportunity. Influencers and pundits have sought to cast scientists themselves as elitists and liars, in an effort that appears to be working: Nearly one in four Americans has little or no confidence in scientists to act in the public's best interest. Thousands of scientific minds have, by brute force or something subtler, left the National Institutes of Health, the Food and Drug Administration, and academia. Their absence leaves a vacuum. Some of these people worked on projects that couldn't be sold; others worked to regulate the ones that could. Sometimes, when I am feeling particularly pessimistic, I worry that we are approaching a world in which scientists are employed not by independent institutions but only by companies--a world in which science itself is marketing copy, and little more.
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<em>The Atlantic</em> hires David Brooks as a staff writer

New home for his writing, and to launch a video podcast

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




The Atlantic is announcing that David Brooks, who for years has contributed memorable Atlantic cover stories and essays on political and societal issues, is joining the magazine as a staff writer beginning next month. The Atlantic will be the home for all of David's writing, and he will also host a new weekly video podcast that will launch later this spring. David worked as an opinion columnist at The New York Times for 22 years.

In a note to staff, The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg, writes: "David's work--his columns, his stories for us, and his many books--have made him known and acclaimed around the world. He is, among other things, America's best pop sociologist, someone with a reporter's curiosity and a writer's grace. He is an unparalleled diagnostician of the faults and weaknesses of governments, institutions, and social structures, as our readers know from such stories as "The Nuclear Family Was a Mistake," "Confessions of a Republican Exile," and "How the Ivy League Broke America."

The forthcoming podcast will explore the moral, social, and philosophical underpinnings of human decency--with a particular focus on the role that institutions play in shaping communities and ideologies. The podcast is produced by The Atlantic and made possible by support from Yale University, which is also announcing today that David will be a presidential senior fellow at Yale University's School of Global Affairs.

The Atlantic has been rapidly growing its podcast network, and this new video podcast will be the fourth to launch in the past 12 months. Last year, The Atlantic launched Galaxy Brain with Charlie Warzel and The David Frum Show, and is developing a new show with Adam Harris. The third season of Autocracy in America with Anne Applebaum is out now; The Atlantic's flagship show is Radio Atlantic, hosted by Hanna Rosin.

Press Contact: Anna Bross | press@theatlantic.com
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Trump Shrugs Off the Ilhan Omar Attack

He baselessly claimed that the congresswoman "probably had herself sprayed."

by David A. Graham

Thu, 29 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 attack on Representative Ilhan Omar on Tuesday was horrifying but depressingly predictable. Not only has the country seen a recent spree of political violence, but Omar, a Democrat from Minnesota, has also been a frequent target of death threats.

The suspect, whom police have identified as Anthony Kazmierczak, was arrested after he squirted a combination of apple-cider vinegar and water at Omar during a town hall in Minneapolis, according to court documents. She was apparently not injured in the attack and continued to speak for 25 minutes before being medically screened. Kazmierczak has a long rap sheet, and he also has a long record of social-media posts that support right-wing causes and President Trump. His brother told The Independent that Kazmierczak frequently complained about Somali immigrants and about Omar in particular, who was born in Somalia before immigrating and becoming an American citizen. Court documents allege that he once said someone "should kill that bitch."

Kazmierczak's alleged animosity toward Omar didn't come out of nowhere. A chorus on the right, led by Trump, has worked for years to villainize her. When ABC News reached Trump on Tuesday night, he said that he hadn't seen the footage of the attack but then baselessly claimed that Omar had staged the incident. "I don't think about her. I think she's a fraud," he said. "She probably had herself sprayed, knowing her."

For a guy who claims not to think about Omar, Trump sure seems obsessed with her. Just a few hours earlier, at a speech in Iowa, Trump had been talking about her. "She comes from a country that's a disaster," he said. "It's considered, I think, the worst. It's not even a country." He has sought to make her the face of Somali immigration, usually invoking her name when he mentions the fraud rings involving Somali immigrants in Minnesota. (Omar has no known connection to the criminal investigations.) Trump has mentioned her at least 10 times this month alone on Truth Social, where he's labeled her "disgusting," called her a "fake 'Congresswoman,'" and alleged that she married her brother, a long-running claim that fact-checkers have noted is baseless. He said last week that she should be investigated for "Political Crimes," a chillingly authoritarian phrase, and even found time to rant about her during his speech at the World Economic Forum.

In fact, Trump helped turn Omar into a national figure in 2019, shortly after she entered Congress. "'Progressive' Democrat Congresswomen, who originally came from countries whose governments are a complete and total catastrophe," should "go back and help fix the totally broken and crime infested places from which they came," he wrote on social media in July of that year. The comment was widely interpreted as a swipe at Omar (among others)--a theory that Trump effectively confirmed a few days later when he complained about her personally, inciting a rally crowd to chant "Send her back!"

In other words, Trump is a major driver of the visceral anger toward Omar. He knows the effect his words might have, though he avoids specifically encouraging violence against her, a phenomenon that Juliette Kayyem, a terrorism scholar and an Atlantic contributor, has called "stochastic terrorism."

Trump is familiar with this line of thinking, even if he hasn't used the academic term. After two attempts on his life in 2024, including one that left him bloodied in Butler, Pennsylvania, Trump and many of his allies charged that Democrats and other Trump critics were to blame for demonizing Trump and saying that he was a threat to democracy. Many of the same arguments followed the assassination of Charlie Kirk last year, and some on the right tried to crack down on political speech even as they hailed Kirk for defending it.

A handful of Omar's critics, including Representative Nancy Mace, a South Carolina Republican, have condemned the attack on her. "Regardless of how vehemently I disagree with her rhetoric--and I do--no elected official should face physical attacks. This is not who we are," Mace wrote on X. But others have hewed closer to Trump's line. Representative Randy Fine, a Florida Republican, said that Omar shouldn't have been attacked, and then immediately pivoted: "I also blame Ilhan Omar for what happened."

After the assassination attempts on Trump and Kirk's murder, some people believed that a national effort to lower tensions and avoid violent rhetoric might be possible. But the victim-blaming emanating from Trump and Fine shows that many prominent extremists have no appetite for calming their language, and they haven't developed a principled commitment to suppressing political violence--they just don't want their own side to face it. Maintaining a peaceful, stable democracy is nearly impossible when some prominent figures are willing to inflame and then shrug off violence against their political adversaries.

Related:

	Open the door wider for refugees, Ilhan Omar writes. (From 2024)
 	Minnesota proved MAGA wrong. 




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Battles are raging inside the Department of Homeland Security.
 	Hillary Rodham Clinton: MAGA's war on empathy
 	The accidental winners of the war on higher ed
 	Tim Walz fears a Fort Sumter moment in Minneapolis.




Today's News

	Senate Democrats blocked a spending package to keep the federal government open because of a dispute over Department of Homeland Security funding. They are demanding limits on immigration enforcement following recent fatal shootings in Minneapolis and have been negotiating with President Trump to avert a shutdown before the deadline at midnight tomorrow.
 	Tom Homan, the White House "border czar," said that the administration could eventually reduce the number of federal immigration agents in Minnesota, but only if state and local officials cooperate and protest-related interference declines.
 	A federal appeals court ruled late yesterday that the Trump administration had acted illegally in ending Temporary Protected Status for Venezuelans, finding that Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem had exceeded her authority; the Supreme Court has allowed the terminations to remain in effect for now. The decision also upheld a lower-court ruling on TPS protections for Haitians.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: The idea of a "trans-national America" argued against forcing immigrants into an Anglo-Saxon mold, Jake Lundberg writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Al Drago / Bloomberg / Getty



Whatever This Is, It Is Not Strategy

By Eliot A. Cohen

"At least," a friend sighed, "they didn't call it the 2026 National War Strategy." True enough, although if Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth claims that he now leads the Department of War, logical consistency would suggest substituting the fiercer war for the feebler defense in the National Defense Strategy.
 But logistical consistency, like coherence and gravitas, does not characterize the new NDS. It is a document that supposedly nests within the National Security Strategy, explaining at greater length the implications of overall policy for the armed forces. The 2026 version does not do that. Rather, it restates some of the basic priorities of the Trump administration but for the most part confines itself to flattery of the president, insults, and bombast.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	America can have the oil.
 	The three lessons of Minneapolis
 	What tearing down housing projects did for kids
 	Radio Atlantic: "This has got to end."
 	Alexandra Petri: Patriot! Here's how to identify a domestic terrorist.
 	The new shadowbanning panic




Culture Break


Michael Mortimer Robinson / Superstock / Bridgeman Images



Read. Writing a great memoir about choosing a "good enough" life, it turns out, is hard, Lily Meyer writes.

Listen. Bruce Springsteen's "Streets of Minneapolis" taps into a time-old tradition to rail against a modern crisis, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

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

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

by Drew Goins

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




Updated with new questions at 3:45 p.m. ET on January 29, 2026.

In Princeton, New Jersey, a short stroll from the university you have heard of, there lies a little campus home to the Institute for Advanced Study. It was founded in 1930 not to confer degrees nor--God forbid!--to make money, nor even to conduct research toward any end in particular. The institute proclaims that its purpose is "the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake."

Founder Abraham Flexner reckoned that brilliant minds, once freed to pursue "useless satisfactions," would stumble upon discoveries of "undreamed-of utility," as he wrote in a magazine a few years into the institute's work. It seems to have worked for Albert Einstein, who had an office there. J. Robert Oppenheimer, too.

Enjoy this week's "useless" satisfactions. I look forward to your theory of everything the week after.

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

Thursday, January 29, 2026

	The recently released police drama The Rip stars what Hollywood duo, who rocketed to best-friend fame after co-writing the 1997 film Good Will Hunting?
 -- From David Sims's story on what is missing from the pair's on-screen reunion
 	Confederate forces fired the first shots of the Civil War in 1861 at what sea fort off the coast of Charleston, South Carolina?
 -- From Isaac Stanley-Becker's interview with Tim Walz about a possible modern analogue
 	The protest song "Streets of Minneapolis" is the latest release from what musician known for other political music, including "The Ghost of Tom Joad," "The Rising," and one very famous song about the singer's birthplace?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's essay on the enduring weight of protest songs




And by the way, did you know that one of the first American protest songs was "Yankee Doodle"? In 1755, a British doctor put new words to a popular tune, mocking the American colonists as "doodles," or simpletons, and "dandies," or fops.

Once war broke out, British fighters taunted their American opposition with the song, but as the tide shifted, the Americans embraced it and began belting it back with proud defiance. And in 1781, when the British surrendered at Yorktown, some witnesses reported that the moment was set to the music of "Yankee Doodle."

Until tomorrow.



Answers:

	Matt Damon and Ben Affleck. The Rip, David writes, is "the kind of nostalgia-inducing star vehicle" that would be best served by leaning into its leads' easy chemistry. Alas, its director appears too intent on faithfully depicting a police procedural to let audiences have much fun with the Boston buddies' reunion. Read more.
 	Fort Sumter. Walz, the governor of Minnesota, worries that the recent violence there by ICE officers cracking down on protests might cause a similar "national rupture," Isaac writes. Walz also predicts that the chaos visited upon his state will spread to others soon. Read more.
 	Bruce Springsteen. The artist's new song is in the same tradition as his "Born in the U.S.A." and so many other protest songs from Springsteen, Bob Dylan, Woody Guthrie, and more, Spencer writes. "Who expected to be living this far in the future," Spencer asks, "and yet trapped in the same old story?" 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.



Friday, January 23, 2026

	What 2025 film holds the record for most Oscar nominations, including one for its star, Michael B. Jordan (yes, just one, despite his playing two roles)?
 -- From David Sims's article on how the Oscars are rewarding Hollywood's big bets
 	In 1848, President James K. Polk offered Spain $100 million to renounce its claim to what Caribbean territory--an offer the Spanish rejected, meaning that the United States never came to own the island?
 -- From Vivian Salama's article on contemporary echoes of manifest destiny
 	The doctrine of foquismo--that a small group of guerrilla fighters can create the conditions for a revolution--was developed by what fighter of the 1950s and '60s?
 -- From Jason Burke's essay on the lessons of the previous century's radicals




And by the way, did you know that the United States spent only $10,000 on the last land that it outright purchased? In 1944, the country bought Water Island, 500 volcanic acres in the Caribbean just south of St. Thomas; it had purchased the Virgin Islands (including St. Thomas) from Denmark a few decades earlier.

Water Island was not then owned by Denmark, but rather the Danish East Asiatic Company. By World War II, the United States wanted Water Island too, to support military operations on St. Thomas, so it scooped up the land for a bargain.

This, however, was not the last time the United States tried to purchase land, and not even that decade. Two years after the Water Island purchase, the Truman administration offered Denmark $100 million in gold to buy ... Greenland.

Have a great weekend!



Answers:

	Sinners. The feting of Sinners and other swings for the fences (such as One Battle After Another) is a pivot for the Academy, David writes, which is coming off a yearslong tilt toward international and art-house movies. This is not a year, he says, in which the Academy will be struggling for relevance. Read more.
 	Cuba. There's a clear parallel to Donald Trump's quest for Greenland--a proposed acquisition that now looks as though it's not going to come to pass either. Vivian notes that Polk's failure to annex Cuba turned Americans against expansionism for decades to come. Read more. 
 	Che Guevara. Burke argues that extremist movements always learn from their forebears; nothing comes from nothing. And history shows that absent a political outlet for radical change, violence will necessarily resurge, he writes. Read more.


How did you do? Come back next week 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.



Thursday, January 22, 2026

	What establishment is known as the "nation's attic" for its vast collection of American artifacts?
 -- From Lily Meyer's article on the long-running argument over that attic 
 	The Arabic word for "everything" is the name of what website that concerns itself with elections, sports scores, geopolitical happenings, and basically any other predictable event a user can think up?
 -- From Saahil Desai's article on the danger of this sort of site
 	What political-science term describes a country with a weak government, an exploited working class, and an elite-controlled economy that usually depends on one (possibly fruity) commodity?
 -- From Marc Novicoff's essay on looking for a label for Donald Trump's governance




And by the way, did you know that the vaunted Athenians, inventors of democracy, most commonly selected their political officeholders by chance? Bronze tokens representing the adult men of Athens would be slotted into a carved-stone device called the kleroterion, then dice would be repeatedly dropped into the contraption to rule out tokens until only the number required to hold office remained.

The proper poli-sci term for this is sortition, which also applies to how the United States selects people for jury duty today. But imagine the rest of U.S. democracy working like that: You're tossing out your junk mail when you notice a letter from the feds--congrats, the big government Plinko board has decided you're serving one year in Congress. Good luck!



Answers:

	The Smithsonian. The world's largest museum complex is, naturally, more than just dusty storage, and the "attic" moniker belies the power the Smithsonian Institution has to shape the narrative of the United States, Lily writes. The story matters more than all the stuff--so it's no wonder people fight over it, she says. Read more.
 	Kalshi. Like Polymarket, Kalshi is one of those sites that purports to be a "prediction market" and not a gambling platform--repeat, not a gambling platform. Except, Saahil writes, any forum for betting is definitionally manipulable; the media outlets that breathlessly report odds as determined by Kalshi had better beware. Read more.
 	Banana republic. The term, typically applied to Latin American countries, doesn't really fit the United States, Marc writes (although artificial intelligence certainly seems like the country's banana right now), nor does authoritarianism, fascism, or kleptocracy. Rather, Marc argues, the United States might right now be a kakistocracy. Read more.




Wednesday, January 21, 2026

	The strangely shaped juhyo--"monsters" made where the wind sculpts snow around evergreen trees--appear each winter on Mount Zao, in a rural prefecture of what country?
 -- From Alan Taylor's collection of photos of the phenomenon 
 	The Trump administration this month posted images of politicians and celebrities sporting a particular type of mustache--a campaign intended to encourage consumption of what dietary item?
 -- From Yasmin Tayag's article on one of the food world's longest wars
 	In internet slang, what four-letter first name can be applied to any muscular, romantically successful "alpha male"? (Drop a letter, and you get a word for a man who behaves boorishly toward women.)
 -- From Thomas Chatterton Williams's essay on the crisis of "looksmaxxing" 




And by the way, did you know that--speaking of snow monsters--the U.S. State Department in 1959 issued guidance on yeti expeditions? It informed Americans who wished to hunt for the abominable snowman that they would have to comply with certain rules set by Nepal: They needed to pay for a permit, they had to share any photographic evidence they found, and they were allowed to capture the yeti alive but could kill it only "in an emergency arising out of self defence."

Alas, this did not mean that State officials believed in the monster. Rather, they were trying to show their support for Nepalese sovereignty--and thus keep the country out of the clutches of a boogeyman that scared Americans even more than the yeti: communism.



Answers:

	Japan. The monsters make for eerie skiing in the mountains of Yamagata prefecture, the site of one of Japan's oldest resorts. If a jaunt there is out of the question, the photos Alan compiled are a stunning substitute. See the pictures.
 	Milk. The dairy 'staches are a throwback to the "Got Milk?" campaign launched in the 1990s. Now the Trump team wants everyone drinking whole milk specifically, Yasmin says--possibly to recapture America's lost promise? The details are fuzzy. What's clear, Yasmin writes, is that "the idealized era of perfectly safe, perfectly wholesome dairy never really existed." Read more.
 	Chad. (And your drop-a-letter answer is cad.) The Chad is one of the more legible elements of the corner of the internet devoted to "looksmaxxing"--the "monomaniacal commitment" to improving one's appearance, as Thomas puts it. Reporting on this troubling, uncompassionate subculture, Thomas concludes that it might be the perfect distillation of the moral crisis young men face. Read more. 




Tuesday, January 20, 2026

	Whereas Swedish institutions select the winner of every other Nobel Prize, the award for peace is conferred by a committee from what country?
 -- From Anne Applebaum's analysis of Donald Trump's threatening Greenland letter
 	What 1986 sports movie follows the boys of tiny Milan High School to their state-championship victory over Muncie Central?
 -- From Keith O'Brien's article on the end of the underdog
 	The Barbz are--or were--the fan base of what "Anaconda" rapper, who recently alienated many of them when she appeared at a Turning Point USA event alongside Charlie Kirk's widow?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's essay on Trump's ever-stalled effort to win the culture war




And by the way, did you know that throughout the history of the Nobel Prizes, there have been years so turbulent that the Peace Prize committee determined not to confer an award, even as other categories went on?

This happened in a few of the interwar years as Nazi Germany rearmed, Italy invaded Ethiopia, and peace generally disintegrated. It was also the case for the years of World War I, with the exception of 1917, when the committee recognized the Red Cross for its humanitarian aid. (All of the Nobel Prizes were suspended during the early years of World War II.)

The circumstances were a bit different in 1948, when the committee ruled that "there was no suitable living candidate." The clear message was that the award--which by rule cannot be given posthumously--should have gone to Mahatma Gandhi, assassinated earlier that year.



Answers:

	Norway. Neither of those countries, you'll note, is Denmark, the Scandinavian state that Greenland is a part of. Still, Anne writes, in a letter to Norway's prime minister, Trump threatened invasion of the territory as a consequence of his not receiving a Nobel Peace Prize--never mind that Norway's government doesn't determine the winner, either. Read more.
 	Hoosiers. The real-life miracle that immortalized Milan, Indiana, is perhaps the underdog story in sports. Indiana University's win on Monday in college football's national championship is, likewise, a great story, O'Brien writes--but no matter how many Hoosier comparisons commentators make, the victory is not the tale of an underdog. That storyline, at least in college football, is kaput. Read more.
 	Nicki Minaj. Minaj's appearance at AmericaFest was certainly a "plot twist," Spencer writes, but it's also in keeping with conservatives' attempt to so disorient America that they can graft "a new zeitgeist" onto the culture. Alas--ask a Barb--culture is still too surprising and messy to control. Read more.
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Another Way to Be an American

The idea of a "trans-national America" argued against forcing immigrants into an Anglo-Saxon mold.

by Jake Lundberg

Thu, 29 Jan 2026




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

In 1915, former President Theodore Roosevelt criss-crossed the country as a champion of what he called "Americanism." The concept was becoming commonplace in American discourse, marking a stand against what he referred to as "hyphenated Americanism." The persistence of such identities--German American, Italian American, Jewish American--was for Roosevelt "the one absolutely certain way of bringing this nation to ruin," creating a "tangle of squabbling nationalities." "The foreign-born population of this country," Roosevelt said, "must be an Americanized population--no other kind can fight the battles of America either in war or peace."

In 1916, the writer Randolph S. Bourne offered a rejoinder in The Atlantic. In his essay, "Trans-national America," Bourne wondered: If Americanization on the terms that Roosevelt and others had defined failed, what of it? Should immigrants not shape their own lives as they see fit? Should they deny their own cultures and identities? To be open to this sort of cultural diversity was not, Bourne wrote, "to admit the failure of Americanization. It is not to fear the failure of democracy. It is rather to urge us to an investigation of what Americanism may rightly mean."

Bourne's investigation came in the form of this essay, which is often glossed as a rejection of the "melting pot" ideal and an early statement on multiculturalism--long before that term was in circulation. But in its immediate context, "Trans-national America" was something more urgent. During a moment of rising xenophobia and growing war fever, it was a direct challenge to the orthodoxy that there was only one way to be an American.

The alarm about immigrants and their incomplete assimilation into American life was not new to the mid-1910s. The wave of arrivals that began in the last decades of the 19th century sparked a range of nativist and exclusionary movements--particularly against East Asians--and considerable anxiety about those deemed too alien to integrate into the culture. The prospect of American intervention in the First World War after 1914 turned alarm into panic about immigrants' supposedly divided loyalties. Calling on Congress for defense appropriations at the end of 1915, President Woodrow Wilson lashed out at those immigrants "who have poured the poison of disloyalty into the very arteries of our national life." "Such creatures of passion, disloyalty, and anarchy," he said, "must be crushed out."

For Bourne, the mood was eerily redolent of what he'd seen in Germany when the First World War broke out in the summer of 1914. As he scrambled to leave the country at the end of a post-college European tour, he saw how quickly militarism could coalesce into conformity--and how easily people could forget their principles in the process. At home in 1916, Bourne watched as calls for military "preparedness" merged with hardening definitions of loyalty and belonging.

Bourne tendered "Trans-national America" to The Atlantic (which had published his early work) to persuade Americans that they were asking the wrong questions about identity and belonging. If the melting pot had failed and the hyphenated Americans remained hyphenated, this was so much the better in Bourne's view. Stripping new arrivals of their cultures and identities and forcing them into an Anglo-Saxon mold that didn't fit them couldn't be called freedom. It wasn't even terribly American, considering so much of what passed for Anglo-Saxon culture in the United States was rooted in what Bourne saw as cowering fealty to English practice and precedent.

"Trans-national America" offered what Bourne called "a higher ideal." America represented, in his telling, "a unique sociological fabric" as a gathering of the world's peoples. The country's dynamism lay not in its uniformity but in its diversity. A capacious America could avoid the fate of an Old World embroiled in a brutal military conflict. "Living here in mutual toleration, freed from the age-long tangles of races, creeds, and dynasties," Americans could work out what Bourne called "a federated ideal" in which people were "mingled, yet not homogeneous"--in which "they merge, but they do not fuse." This was Bourne's concept of "trans-nationality": a cosmopolitan American identity that embraced the world, and America itself, rather than emulating what had come before. Why, Bourne wondered, would anyone reject such a vital national formation? The alternative--"the weary old nationalism,--belligerent, exclusive, inbreeding"--was on display in a Europe at war.

Although Bourne was not an immigrant himself, he knew what it was to be an outsider in a world that was wary of them. During his birth, an obstetrician's forceps had deformed his face; when he was a young child, spinal tuberculosis had stunted his growth and curved his spine. Bourne moved through the world keenly aware of both his disability and his difference--to which he testified with incisive clarity in a September 1911 Atlantic essay. As an undergraduate at Columbia, Bourne came to feel at home and first glimpsed the possibility of his "higher ideal" in lively intellectual exchange. To argue, debate, and ultimately understand was the foundation of what Bourne called a "Beloved Community" rooted in respect for people's ideas and individuality. The model of the college could be expanded to the country at large, a nation built on "intellectual sympathy" for "different cultural expressions." Such a community, Bourne said, "will make understanding and not indignation its end. Such a sympathy will unite and not divide."

But Bourne's essay and ideas could not stem a tide that was becoming a torrent. The continued drift toward war would only further amplify the panic over immigration. Bourne called for national educational service as a means of advancing his vision of a beloved community on a national scale; others welcomed American intervention abroad, and the conscripted military service it would require, as the best means to "yank the hyphen" out of immigrants with supposedly split loyalties. The immediate future did not belong to Bourne but to those he wrote against. Bourne's more strident anti-war writings after "Trans-national America" would get him blackballed from most mainstream publications. The broader xenophobia of the time was built into a series of laws restricting immigration, increased suppression of dissent, and the rise of a national Ku Klux Klan that appropriated "100 percent Americanism" as its slogan.

Mercifully, perhaps, Bourne was not around to see it. He died in 1918, a victim of the flu pandemic. Although never quite forgotten, Bourne's ideas gained new currency in the 1960s; a reflection and anthology of his work was published in 1965--the same year the Immigration and Nationality Act reversed the restrictions that had been in place since the 1920s. At least for a little while, people were able to see, as Bourne did, that "it bespeaks poverty of imagination not to be thrilled at the incalculable potentialities of so novel a union of men."
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Patriot! Here's How to Identify a Domestic Terrorist

A Trump-administration guide to the Minnesota protests

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 28 Jan 2026




The terrorists are the ones without masks. They're the ones yelling "No!" or "Stop!" or "Shame!" or blowing whistles. Sometimes they brandish cameras at federal agents. Sometimes they wantonly swallow whole canisters of pepper spray. These are just some of their diabolical tactics.

The terrorists are the ones who call this place home (that's what makes it domestic terror). The terrorists are the ones who are dressed as clergy. Some of them, confusingly, are even ordained as clergy. As you look, ask yourself: Is that a Minnesota nice person (not even guaranteed to be "nice"!) or a Minnesota ICE person? (The former is a terrorist; the latter basically has total immunity.) Is he a nurse who works for the VA, or a masked man shooting him in the back? Remember, the terrorist is the one trying to protect his neighbor.

You can tell they're terrorists because they didn't just stay home. Any good, law-abiding citizens would know better than to put themselves in harm's way. On such a cold day! They think they're there to help, but they're not. They're raising their voices. They're asking for it. They're following federal agents in minivans with stuffed animals in their glove box. Sometimes, they wear hats. Sometimes, they have beards. Sometimes, they're 5 years old. It doesn't matter. The terrorists are the ones you watch slump over in the unbearable videos, the ones who should be standing, should be breathing, but aren't.

The worst thing of all is the weapon they keep unleashing against ICE: disrespect. Not the kind of disrespect that doesn't see you as human, mind. That's paltry compared with this one, the kind that doesn't see you as authority. The terrorists may complain about being slammed into the snow or yanked out of the Target where they're working or having the window of their vehicle smashed in or being flung into a van and sent to a detention facility in another state. But that's superficial compared with the deep impact of disrespect. That's the weapon these terrorists never stop wielding.

Make no mistake, though: The terrorists are very, very dangerous. They are spreading their poisonous ideology everywhere. Even to places on the internet where you thought you'd never see their ideas. Martha Stewart is with them! Republicans have even started to take their side.

That's the danger. They're insidious, these terrorists. If you see enough of them, you start to wonder, because they seem just like your neighbors. They seem just like you. They hardly seem like terrorists at all.
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Donald Trump, Demolition Man

If his East Wing project stalls out, that will serve as a potent metaphor for his presidency.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 28 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.

Destruction is easier than construction. If Donald Trump's decades as a real-estate developer didn't teach him that, his time as president might.

In October, the administration bulldozed the East Wing of the White House in order to build a ballroom he wants to put on the site. Although Trump had promised over the summer that the project wouldn't "interfere with the current building," workers razed the entire structure, which was constructed in 1902 and expanded in 1942. Trump managed this the same way he has so much in his second term: He simply didn't ask permission from any of the possible relevant authorities, including Congress, and acted so fast that no court could restrain him. In order to circumvent the legislature's power of the purse, he sought donations from private corporations and individuals.

The demolition was hardly the most egregious action that Trump has taken as president, but it captured popular and media attention because it was such a clear metaphor: Trump had secretively demolished part of a building that belongs to the people of the United States, treating it as his own. That metaphor may become more potent yet. Recent events suggest that the gaping hole where the East Wing once was may lie there exposed, undeveloped, and contested for quite some time.

In a court hearing last week, Richard Leon, a federal judge appointed by George W. Bush, skewered the government lawyers representing the administration against a challenge to the ballroom, which would be as tall as the original executive mansion and have nearly double its footprint. Although a law enables the executive branch to conduct maintenance on the building without congressional authorization, Leon said it was not intended to cover $400 million projects. A Justice Department attorney suggested that Trump's ballroom was similar to previous renovations, including a pool added decades ago, but Leon was not having it.

"The Gerald Ford swimming pool? You compare that to ripping down the East Wing and building a new East Wing? Come on," he said.

Such reactions from a judge are not generally considered a favorable omen for a litigant. Leon has not issued a ruling yet, and whatever he concludes is likely to be appealed. But the hearing suggests the real possibility that Trump will be unable to construct anything in the East Wing's place, leaving just an empty site and idled construction equipment.

Destruction followed by stagnation seems to be something of an MO, the likely outcome for some of Trump's less tangible and visible changes to the federal government. Consider last week's clash over Greenland. Trump threatened European and Canadian leaders with tariffs and unspecified future consequences, culminating in Trump settling for a tentative deal that appears to closely resemble the existing arrangement, but not before creating bad blood and encouraging Europe to think of the U.S. as not much of a friend. Trump has the capacity to tear down the global international order, but he has neither the plans nor the wherewithal to rebuild anything in its place.

Similarly, DOGE found it relatively easy to destroy USAID, but the administration hasn't been able to create any new way of extending soft power around the globe. Leveling threats of tariffs on adversaries and allies alike has been relatively easy, but the result has been a weakening of the economy and American trade ties, and a crumbling of the old global-trade system. He has been unable to bring a huge boom of manufacturing jobs and factories to U.S. shores.

Trump's aggressive immigration enforcement has deported so many people, led so many people to leave the country, and discouraged so many people from coming that U.S. population growth slowed dramatically between June 2024, near the end of the Biden administration, and July 2025, according to numbers released this week by the Census Bureau. Yet the right's hope for pronatalist policies that would try to drive up birth rates have amounted to little. Reduced population growth--or a sinking population, should it come to that--threatens economic growth.

Trump no longer talks about fully repealing the Affordable Care Act; he and Republicans have now adopted a strategy of slowly bleeding the program. The GOP-controlled Congress allowed subsidies to lapse at the end of 2025, helping produce a big drop in the number of people insured under the ACA. But despite offering "concepts of a plan" during the presidential campaign, and rolling out a "Great Healthcare Plan" this month, experts say Trump still hasn't put together anything resembling a real blueprint for improving health insurance. Meanwhile, Secretary of Health and Human Services Robert F. Kennedy Jr. seems to be having much more luck undermining the existing institutions and practices of American public health than remaking the nation's practices in his idiosyncratic image.

Even if these things are ultimately achieved, the difficulty and cost of doing so is likely to be much greater than Trump has promised to voters. The same is true of the ballroom project. The president first said it would cost $200 million. By October, the price tag had risen to $300 million. In December, the administration quoted a $400 million figure. Anyone can guess what the final bill might be if the ballroom is ever built, but given the private funding, each jump in the cost creates new opportunities for donors to buy influence from the president.

Some Democrats have said that any new president who replaces Trump should move promptly to tear down his ballroom. If the project never moves forward, though, they'll have no need. Perhaps they could instead leave the empty site, a fitting monument to the Trump presidency.

Related:

	More than the East Wing got demolished.
 	Anne Applebaum: Trump's "American dominance" may leave us with nothing.




Today's News

	Two Border Patrol agents who fired their guns during Alex Pretti's fatal shooting in Minneapolis have been placed on administrative leave, according to the Department of Homeland Security.
 	President Trump warned Iran that it should negotiate a new nuclear deal or face possible U.S. military action, as an American aircraft carrier and additional warships arrived in the Middle East. Iran responded that it is open to talks but threatened to defend itself forcefully if provoked.
 	Democratic Representative Ilhan Omar was sprayed with an unknown substance at a Minneapolis town-hall meeting last night. The suspect was arrested and is in jail on suspicion of third-degree assault.




Evening Read


Brandon Bell / Getty



What Should Americans Do Now?

By George Packer

The killings in Minneapolis of Renee Good and Alex Pretti have been compared to the murder of George Floyd, because they all happened within a few miles of one another, and because of the outrage they inspired. There's an important difference, though: In 2020 the United States was in turmoil, but it was still a state of law. Floyd's death was followed by investigation, trial, and verdict--by justice. The Minneapolis Police Department was held accountable and ultimately made to reform.
 No one should expect justice for Good and Pretti. Today, nothing stands in the way of the brutal tactics of ICE and the Border Patrol. While President Trump seems to be trying to defuse the mayhem he's caused by reassigning a top commander, he is not withdrawing the federal agents from the state or allowing local authorities to investigate, let alone prosecute, them for their actions.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The David Frum Show: What the neocons got right
 	America's convenience-store conundrum
 	Anthropic is at war with itself.
 	The program that's turning schools around
 	The Islamic Republic's predatory contract with its people
 	The return of athlete outrage




Culture Break


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic



Conspire. When the 49ers lost in the playoffs, some fans embraced a theory about electromagnetic waves instead of facing reality, Kaitlyn Tiffany writes.

Explore. Can we just let teens exist in public? When malls ban unaccompanied minors and when cities enact curfews, they restrict adolescents' ability to participate in society, Julie Beck writes.

Play our daily crossword.



PS

We want to hear from you. Take just a few minutes to fill out this survey and tell us what you think about The Atlantic Daily.



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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What the Administration Is Signaling to Federal Agents After Minnesota

Trump officials' combative defense of immigration operations has given rise to a culture of impunity.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 26 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.


Perhaps the most disturbing part of the Trump administration's immigration operation in Minnesota is not just that agents of the state are killing peacefully protesting citizens on the streets. It's that they're doing it with the expectation of impunity, backed by top government officials who are brazenly lying about what happened.

The response from President Trump, Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem, and other officials has sent a clear message: When immigration agents kill peaceful protesters, the government will defend them unconditionally, no matter if clear video evidence contradicts its version of events. It will resist investigating shootings, and it will do everything it can to block probes by other authorities. Vice President Vance has even claimed that federal agents have "absolute immunity" for their actions. This approach all but guarantees more killings.

The culture of impunity runs from the bottom to the top. It includes the federal agents who shot Alex Pretti, a 37-year-old ICU nurse, multiple times in Minneapolis on Saturday morning, despite videos that appear to show that the agents had already removed his holstered gun, and despite knowing that many bystanders were filming. (If this is what Border Patrol feels comfortable doing on camera, one can only guess how they might act in private.) It also encompasses the administration officials who offered false accounts immediately, without bothering to wait for the facts.

Videos show Pretti filming officers before being pepper-sprayed and tackled by multiple officers, who then shot him while he was on the ground. Yet the Homeland Security secretary accused Pretti of "domestic terrorism" and said that he'd "attacked" agents, a claim that FBI Director Kash Patel repeated. Noem also said that Pretti had been "brandishing" a gun. (He had been legally carrying a concealed weapon, a right that the administration has previously celebrated.) Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche argued that because Pretti was shouting and had "a phone right up to ICE's face," he was not protesting peacefully. The Trump aide Stephen Miller labeled him an "assassin," and the Border Patrol commander Greg Bovino said that Pretti "wanted to do maximum damage and massacre law enforcement." No known evidence backs any of this up, and videos show that much of it is provably false.



When law-enforcement officers shoot civilians, it is common--if unsavory--for government officials to defend them. The Trump administration has gone far beyond this. Fatal shootings are almost always subject to investigation. After an ICE agent killed Renee Good earlier this month, Blanche (who once was Trump's personal lawyer) said that the FBI would not launch a civil-rights investigation into the shooting. Instead, MS NOW reported, the Justice Department instructed the FBI to seek a search warrant to investigate Good for possible criminal liability. A federal magistrate rejected the warrant, which is unusual--except that, as the magistrate noted, Good is dead and could not legally be considered a suspect. An FBI agent resigned after she was allegedly pressured to stop pursuing a civil-rights inquiry into the ICE officer, Jonathan Ross, who'd shot Good.

Something similar started to play out immediately after Pretti's death. Federal agencies seem unsure what, if any, investigation is occurring, according to The Washington Post, although White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt said today that DHS and CBP are investigating the Pretti shooting, including reviewing body-cam footage. Federal agents refused to give even "the most basic information" to Minneapolis police at the scene, Chief Brian O'Hara said yesterday, and they initially blocked the Minnesota Bureau of Criminal Apprehension, the state's criminal-investigation office, from accessing the crime scene. The state then went to court and obtained an order from a (Trump-appointed) federal judge blocking the destruction of evidence. That such a move was even necessary is astonishing.

A state-level agency like the BCA has nowhere near the resources or expertise that federal agencies do, and local investigators face legal hurdles when investigating federal agents. Yet administration officials have so clearly declared their position with lies and prejudicial statements that any federal investigation would be suspect from the start--another example of how Trump's politicization of the Justice Department has undermined its ability to do its job.

Compared with the aftermath of Good's shooting, more Republicans are expressing concerns about the operation in Minneapolis and Pretti's killing. Even Trump has vacillated somewhat. He blamed Democrats for Pretti's death but was noncommittal in a conversation with The Wall Street Journal about whether the agents involved had acted appropriately, in contrast to his quick blaming of Good for her own death. He has since conceded that ICE agents may have made a "mistake" in her case. Vance has also backtracked some, abandoning his claims of "absolute immunity." (Law-enforcement officers are entitled to what's known as "qualified immunity," or protection from liability unless breaking clear legal or constitutional boundaries.)

Even as Republicans grow wary, they have tried to blame Trump's aides rather than the president himself; Oklahoma Governor Kevin Stitt, for example, lamented that the president was "getting bad advice." But the culture of impunity proceeds directly from Trump. He has enthusiastically embraced the idea that the federal government should serve his personal whims. He argued that investigations into himself, even for overt offenses such as taking home boxes of sensitive documents, were improper. And he has made clear that when people act to assist him, whether they are aides or January 6 rioters, he will use his clemency powers to protect them from consequences.

Trump has spent years dehumanizing immigrants, exhorting law enforcement to treat suspects more roughly, and attacking the rule of law. The killings in Minnesota aren't the collateral damage of Trump's approach to governance. They're a direct result.

Related:

	Believe your eyes in Minnesota.
 	The logical end point of Trump saying he could shoot somebody on Fifth Avenue






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	ICE is failing the legitimacy test.
 	Welcome to the American winter.
 	Davood Moradian: What I saw in Mashhad




Today's News

	President Trump announced that he is sending the White House "border czar" Tom Homan to Minnesota to oversee and coordinate federal ICE operations amid intense backlash and protests over recent fatal shootings.
 	A massive winter storm brought dangerously cold temperatures and heavy snow to much of the United States over the weekend, dumping more than a foot of snow in at least 19 states. Roughly 21 people have died, and about 700,000 customers remain without power. Travel and public services across the Midwest and the Northeast remain widely disrupted.
 	Israel said that it has recovered the body of Ran Gvili, the last deceased Israeli hostage in Gaza, marking the first time since 2014 that no Israeli hostages remain in the Gaza strip.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal compiled suggestions from Atlantic staff and readers on seeking delight in the mundane.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Joe Boyd



How to Have a 'Don't-Know Mind'

By Michael Pollan

Anyone who thinks the contemplative life amounts to a form of quietism or a retreat from the world's suffering should spend some time shadowing Joan Halifax, the Zen priest and anthropologist. I'd been curious about Halifax for years, ever since I heard about an annual trek that she leads through the mountains of Nepal, bringing a cadre of doctors and dentists to remote mountain villages with little access to health care.
 Each summer over the course of two weeks or so, this Nomads Clinic covers more than 100 miles on foot and horseback, at altitudes of nearly 18,000 feet. These "medical mountaineers," as they've been called, all volunteers, sleep in tents, often in freezing temperatures. But after some 40 annual trips to Nepal--Halifax is normally based in Santa Fe--she recently decided it was time to hang it up.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Colleges are stuck between bad options for fighting hateful ideas.
 	Trump's head-scratching turn toward China
 	How the Bernie Goetz shootings explain the Trump era
 	Radio Atlantic: Another death in Minneapolis
 	Jonathan Rauch: Yes, it's fascism.




Culture Break


Will Heath / NBC



Watch. Last Saturday's "Weekend Update" segment (streaming on Peacock) explains how Saturday Night Live benefits from making pop culture a little bit cringe, Michael Tedder writes.

Read. Before her murder made her a true-crime obsession, Elizabeth Short was a real person. Black Dahlia tries to separate truth from myth in the infamous case, Sarah Weinman writes.

Play our daily crossword.



PS

Last Wednesday, covering President Trump's speech at the World Economic Forum, I remarked, "Perhaps the Germans have a word for the experience of watching your country's leader embarrass himself and the country on the global stage." Several Germanophone readers wrote in to tell me that, in fact, they do--or at least one that partly captures the feeling. Fremdscham is a term for vicarious embarrassment, a sort of inverse of schadenfreude. I'm going to have to add this one to my vocabulary. Now, if we can only find a way to shoehorn presidential presence into it!

-- 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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The Art of Finding Joy in Everyday Life

Suggestions from <em>Atlantic</em> staff and readers on seeking delight in the mundane

by Isabel Fattal

Sat, 24 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.


Last spring, my colleague Elaine Godfrey wrote about finding joy in mundane places. She posed a question that generated dozens of replies from our readers: "How do you add small, delectable moments to your everyday life?" The responses are as specific as they are inspiring.

Some readers said they spent time with their pets: "The dog and then the cat get their morning pets and rubs, from nose to tail," Denise L. wrote. "I inquire how they slept, about the day's plans, and if breakfast was to their liking." Others said they turned to tried-and-true morning rituals: "Is it a cliche to point to morning coffee as an immediate, life-affirming delight?," Meg Z. S. asked. "Each day contains exactly one first sip and no more. You need to make it through a whole day to earn another--and then it starts all over again."

Spend time with Elaine's and our readers' recommendations below. I hope you find some delight in your Saturday, however you're spending it.



On Moments of Joy

How to Make Life Feel a Little Nicer

By Elaine Godfrey

Readers give their tips for seeking out small moments of joy.


Read the article.

An Easy Summer Project Worth Doing

By Elaine Godfrey

Finding small moments of joy can make every day feel--at least a little--like vacation.


Read the article.

The Quiet Profundity of Everyday Awe

By Dacher Keltner

That feeling--of being in the presence of something vast--is good for us. And, counterintuitively, it can often be found in completely unremarkable circumstances. (From 2023)


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	When was the last time you felt truly happy? In 2021, our How to Build a Happy Life podcast heard from people around the world who had an answer to this question.
 	The infrastructure of joy: In 2019, Ian Bogost asked: "Will building delight into cities make them more cloying or more fun?"




Other Diversions

	The sports conspiracy that's too easy to believe
 	The upside of professional rejection 
 	In praise of snow (From 1995)




PS


Courtesy of Maureen T.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "You can find wonder even when you are merging onto the highway in the evening. The sky was awesome," Maureen T., 75, in Toronto, Ontario, writes.

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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The 'One Other Thing' That Comes With Every Trump-Era Dinner

The Agriculture secretary suggests one corn tortilla, one piece of broccoli, one piece of chicken, and one inscrutable last thing.

by Alexandra Petri

Sat, 24 Jan 2026




At first, we didn't think much of it, the One Other Thing. When Agriculture Secretary Brooke Rollins suggested a meal of one corn tortilla, one piece of broccoli, one piece of chicken, and "one other thing"--all for a mere $3-we dwelled more on the other parts.

The one corn tortilla, the unit of broccoli, the piece of chicken! How strange and bland a combination! How stingy in contrast to the birthday steaks our leaders enjoyed! If we'd only known then. Corn tortilla. Broccoli. Chicken. And one other thing. Maybe a carrot! Maybe a bit of cheese! We assumed that it had to be food. That was our mistake, I think. Assuming that the One Other Thing had to be food.

And at first, after we signed on to receive the Recommended Meal, it was food. A mint. Some popcorn. An almond. Nothing too surprising. On the fifth night, we let the baby open it. He put it into his mouth immediately, and I had to fish it out. Something hard and black. That was when we noticed that it was coal. A lump of coal. He laughed, but we were unsettled. What had we signed up for?

After that, for a week, it was normal things. A gummy vitamin, a single blueberry, a small packet of relish.

Following the news of victory in the protein war, the One Other Thing seemed to be in a celebratory vein. It was protein every day: a scoop of whey; a bar full of nuts; a dry, pistachio-flavored cube.

But this was not to last. After the protein, we got something folded up in a thick envelope. "What is it, Mama?" my kids kept asking. I unfolded it and discovered what appeared to be a health plan? But it was only two pages long, and that included the cover page.

Sometimes, at least, it was something we could use around the house: an eraser shaped like the Statue of Liberty; tape; exactly five pencils. Once, it was a little origami replica of Mike Johnson. I don't think it was edible, but the craftsmanship was very impressive.

For a while, the Thing was something to do with Greenland. A bit of torn-up charter; rocks; ice; a flake of mineral so small, it blew away when I tried to get a closer look. Now that's over. I hope. Hope has been a mistake when it comes to the One Other Thing.

It's been getting worse and worse. One night, a stamp with the president's face on it. Another night, a discarded penny, now no longer legal tender.

The next night, the tinfoil contained a miniature wooden horse that sounded empty when I tapped it but, when I looked again, had opened and sent tiny soldiers swarming over the broccoli. They would have carried it off had I not acted quickly and placed a cup over them. Then a plastic retainer case with J. D. Vance's Soul lettered on it. The next night, the scent of a woman's perfume. The night following, a human tooth?

I began to dread the One Other Thing. I kept praying that it would be something we wanted, as simple as ketchup for the broccoli, or mustard for the chicken. A sauce of some kind.

The past few days, when I have gone to open it, nothing has been inside. Nothing I can see, at any rate. The foil is empty but smells of sulphur. All I get is a feeling of existential dread, like a giant fist tightening around my chest, every time I unwrap the foil packaging. Each day, it sits there at the corner of the plate, steaming, in its tinfoil. Waiting. And I know I have to look. Corn tortilla. Broccoli. Chicken. And One Other Thing. There is no escape from the One Other Thing.
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The Rumbles Within Trump's GOP

The president's fixation on Greenland has posed yet another test for Republican leaders.

by Russell Berman

Fri, 23 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.


Earlier this month, Representative Blake Moore of Utah, a Republican, signed a bipartisan statement about Donald Trump's aggressive pursuit of Greenland that, by the standards of the Trump-loving GOP, amounted to a rare and sharp rebuke of the president. "Sabre-rattling about annexing Greenland is needlessly dangerous," Moore and Representative Steny Hoyer of Maryland, a Democrat, said in the statement.

The 45-year-old Moore is in just his third House term, but he's no rank-and-file member of Congress. For the past two years, he has served as the vice chair of the Republican Conference--the same leadership perch from which Mike Johnson leapt to the House speakership after the mid-session ouster of Kevin McCarthy. Moore also happens to be, with Hoyer, the co-chair of the Congressional Friends of Denmark Caucus, and it was in that capacity that he delivered his warning to Trump. "The last thing America needs," Moore and Hoyer said, "is a civil war among NATO that endangers our security and our way of life."

When I spoke with him yesterday, Moore seemed relieved to see that, at least for the moment, the president's sabers had calmed down. "I think we've landed in a really good spot relatively quickly," Moore told me by phone the morning after Trump announced that he had reached "the framework of a future deal" with NATO Secretary-General Mark Rutte. Moore had yet to be briefed on the developments in Davos, but he said he was happy that the administration had backed off its threat of slapping tariffs on European allies that had opposed Trump's Greenland endeavor.

Trump's obsession with acquiring the territory of a long-standing NATO ally has posed yet another test for Republican leaders who have allowed him to largely ignore Congress on both foreign and domestic policy. "I have no intention of getting in the way of President Trump and his administration," Johnson told reporters Wednesday. He was speaking about the president's tariff authority, but he could have been referring to any number of issues on which the administration has stretched or entirely obliterated the normal bounds of executive power--including unilaterally dismantling congressionally authorized federal agencies and capturing Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro in a military raid without even notifying lawmakers. Johnson might still be in lockstep with Trump, but some congressional Republicans have shown signs of wavering. GOP lawmakers joined Democrats to force a vote first on releasing the Epstein files and then on extending expiring health-insurance subsidies.

A few Republicans on Capitol Hill, such as Senator Thom Tillis of North Carolina, had taken a much stronger stand in opposition to Trump's move on Greenland than their colleagues usually would have. One House Republican, Representative Don Bacon of Nebraska, had suggested that an unauthorized military attack on the island could lead to the president's impeachment--with GOP support. (Whether Bacon's prediction is correct is another matter.)

Perhaps it's no coincidence that Tillis and Bacon are planning on leaving Congress at the end of this year, unlike Moore. The most recent member of the Republican leadership to openly defy Trump, former Representative Liz Cheney of Wyoming, lost her job as House Republican Conference chair and then her seat in relatively quick succession.

Yet Moore's close ties to Denmark--his family has roots there dating back to the 16th century, a spokesperson told me--and his leadership post make this a tricky moment for him. "Folks don't recognize how long-standing our ally relation with Denmark is. It's one of our longest ever," Moore said. During our conversation, he mixed in praise for the administration's renewed focus on Arctic security while making clear that, unlike Trump, he does not think that the United States needs to possess Greenland. "There is already so much we can accomplish without having to purchase, acquire, own that land to achieve the outcome that we want," Moore said.

Moore told me that Congress would need to approve any "sustained military presence" or "trillion-dollar acquisition of Greenland." And breaking with Johnson, he said that Congress should take a more active role in tariff policy. "I believe we need to be far more involved in all trade discussions," Moore said.

In his and Hoyer's statement, they warn that "an attack on Greenland" would "tragically be an attack on NATO." But when I asked Moore if he agreed with Bacon that a military incursion could lead to Trump's impeachment, he dismissed the possibility altogether. "There was no potential of an attack on Greenland or military operation there," he said. "It's not even in the realm of possibility."

So, I asked Moore, did Trump back down on Greenland, or did his heavy-handed pressure successfully force NATO to make concessions they would not otherwise have made? Despite his earlier condemnation of "sabre-rattling," Moore adopted the more charitable view of Trump's approach. He compared Trump's pursuit of Greenland to the president's aggressive first-term push for NATO countries to boost their contributions to the alliance. "President Trump's a tough negotiator, and people know that," Moore said. "Denmark is going to stand firm, too, and they should be able to because" they bring a lot to this table, Moore continued. He noted that "if we come to an agreement, I only think it's going to be a net positive for everybody."

Moore's optimistic response struck a familiar note. His brief break with the president was more a hairline fracture than a full rupture. And it still doesn't take much--in this case, the barest outlines of a diplomatic agreement--for Trump to bring a jittery congressional Republican back into the fold. But as global crises mount and the midterm elections near, the president is discovering that his party is not quite as sanguine as it once was.

Related:

	Does Congress even exist anymore?
 	Trump wants to be the new Polk.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	America's real "secretary of war"
 	Lessons from the extremists who hijacked the 1970s
 	Autocracy in America: Defund science, distort culture, mock education




Today's News

	Ukraine, Russia, and the United States are holding negotiations in the United Arab Emirates, the first known trilateral discussions about Russia's war in Ukraine since the conflict started.
 	A major winter storm forecasted to last through Monday is expected to hit 34 states starting today.
 	Hundreds of businesses across Minnesota closed today during an "economic blackout" to protest the presence of ICE in the state.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Boris Kachka on a biography to read that doesn't have "the boring bits."


Explore all of our newsletters here.



More From The Atlantic

	Teenagers are pushing Himmler's favorite myth.
 	Galaxy Brain: ICE is turning real conflict into viral content.
 	The firewall against Chinese cars is cracking




Evening Read
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The Sports Conspiracy That's Too Easy to Believe

By Kaitlyn Tiffany

The San Francisco 49ers will not be playing in the Super Bowl, because they lost to the Seattle Seahawks by a disgraceful score of 41 to 6 over the weekend. But of course, "someone wins, someone loses" is never the whole story in sports.
 Some fans are now buying into the narrative that the team had no chance because it suffered a suspicious number of devastating injuries over the course of the season (as well as in recent past seasons) ... To explain this, some fans pointed to the fact that the team's practice field and stadium are near an electrical substation and suggested that the electromagnetic waves emanating from it could be weakening players' bodies, making them especially susceptible to soft-tissue injuries such as tendon tears and muscle strains.


Read the full article.



Culture Break
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Learn to handle "no." Rejection doesn't have to be ego-shattering--and the people most likely to push through it tend to share a specific quality, Anna Holmes writes.

Debate. The Smithsonian's reputation as the "nation's attic" belies its unique ability to shape the country's narrative, Lily Meyer argues.

Play our daily crossword.

Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Biography Without 'The Boring Bits'

One example I highly recommend focuses on the work, not the life, of its subject.

by Boris Kachka

Fri, 23 Jan 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


In a recent Atlantic article about Adam Morgan's new book, A Danger to the Minds of Young Girls, Sophia Stewart poses a choice that many biographers struggle with: "what to do with the boring bits." This feels like an apt dilemma to invoke while critiquing a book about an editor. Morgan's subject, Margaret Anderson, was the first person to publish portions of James Joyce's Ulysses in the United States--and was convicted on obscenity charges as a result. But as Stewart writes, Anderson, who founded The Little Review in 1914, was an editor for less than 10 years, and afterward she lived "the way most people do, somewhat aimlessly." Because of this, Stewart believes, the biography falls short of its promise; Morgan fails to prove his argument that Anderson's "greatest work" was "the life she had forged" after leaving her career. Perhaps, she suggests, he should have focused on the editing--and edited out the boring bits.

First, here are four stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	George Saunders has a new mantra
 	A novel about the costs of family secrets
 	Why so many writers are athletes
 	"I am here in the evening light," a poem by Issa Quincy


Morgan's book is the latest in a series of recent biographies that set out, as Stewart writes, to anoint editors including Malcolm Cowley, Judith Jones, and Bennett Cerf "as the unsung architects of the American literary canon." The editor-biography I would most recommend is far older than the new crop, and it shows the benefits of a tight focus on the work--rather than the life--of its brilliant subject.

A. Scott Berg begins his 1978 biography, Max Perkins: Editor of Genius, by describing what Perkins, a legendary editor at Scribner, did for his authors: "He helped them structure their books, if help was needed; thought up titles, invented plots; he served as psychoanalyst, lovelorn advisor, marriage counselor, career manager, money-lender. Few editors before him had done so much work on manuscripts, yet he was always faithful to his credo, 'The Book belongs to the author.'" Following through on this opening, Berg illustrates in minute detail the way Perkins managed to act in all these capacities, turning piles of paper into great American novels such as The Great Gatsby and A Farewell to Arms.

"Are biographers storytellers or annalists?" Stewart asks in her piece. "The best of them combine the two vocations." Berg certainly does; his manner of focusing wasn't to pare away information, but instead to dig deep into the archives. Because his subject was surrounded by colorful and often unpredictable characters--alcoholics, neurotics, and blowhards--Perkins's self-effacing qualities make for a dramatic contrast and a wealth of wild stories. And because Perkins's work was painstaking, Berg's research was exhaustive. It took many interviews and manuscript analyses to emerge with a narrative that proves that Perkins didn't only edit geniuses, but was one. And it's rarely boring to watch a genius at work.

Berg did one more thing right. The first important choice a biographer must make is the same one an editor confronts: Pick the most promising project. This sometimes means an exciting or popular figure, but it can also mean an enigmatic character whose accomplishments (and associates) compel intense curiosity. Max Perkins, Berg's first book, won a National Book Award. He went on to write biographies of Charles Lindbergh, Katharine Hepburn, and Woodrow Wilson; all these works were acclaimed, but none was as surprising as his debut.




Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Dick DiMarsico / Library of Congress; The New York Public Library.



A Champion of Modernism, in Literature and Life

By Sophia Stewart

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

Read the full article.



What to Read

King of Kings, by Scott Anderson

Some events unfold so quickly, and overturn the status quo so completely, that they seem preordained. The Iranian Revolution of 1979 transformed the country almost overnight into a fundamentalist theocracy. But as Anderson, a war correspondent who has covered conflicts in the Middle East and beyond, shows in this thrilling account, nothing about the final months of the reign of the shah appears settled or inevitable. Drawing on government communiques and first-person accounts--including that of a cantankerous American diplomat who seems to have witnessed every pivotal moment--Anderson describes a failure that had many fathers: not just the imperious yet indecisive Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, or the ruthless Ayatollah Khomeini, but also the useful idiots who surrounded the cleric, along with President Jimmy Carter's fractious and communism-obsessed foreign-policy team. A catastrophe that reshaped the world, Anderson suggests, was enabled by people who couldn't imagine how the world might change.

From our list: The Atlantic 10





Out Next Week

? Neptune's Fortune: The Billion-Dollar Shipwreck and the Ghosts of the Spanish Empire, by Julian Sancton

? Beckomberga, by Sara Stridsberg; translated by Deborah Bragan-Turner


? Missing Sam, by Thrity Umrigar




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic*



The Real Fight for the Smithsonian

By Lily Meyer

"The object of the museum is to acquire power," announces a crusty old archaeologist in Penelope Fitzgerald's 1977 satire, The Golden Child. It isn't a goal he respects. He wants the museum where he's settled into semiretirement to genuinely devote itself to educating its visitors. Instead, he correctly charges, its curators act like a pack of Gollums, hoarding "the art and treasures of the earth" for their own self-aggrandizement and pleasure.

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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