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Winners of the 2025 Close-Up Photographer of the Year

The competition celebrates photographers who reveal the hidden world through "macro, micro and close-up imagery."

by Alan Taylor

Thu, 05 Feb 2026


Good Boy. 1st Place, Invertebrate Portrait. A close view of a moth in Tinamaste, Costa Rica. Hesemans: "A favourite quarry of many macro photographers, it is always a lovely opportunity to spend time with members of the Bombycid family. Incredibly photogenic, the large eyes and antenna positions of these moths, especially the males, always lend their portraits a somewhat melancholy feeling. They are a lesson in beautiful subtlety and a reminder to always give even the simplest arthropods and small creatures a second, closer look." ((c) Laurent Hesemans / CUPOTY)




Featherhome. 3rd Place, Underwater. A crinoid shrimp, photographed in Tulamben, Bali. Arpa: "I've always been fascinated by the smallest creatures of the reef, those that most divers overlook. For a long time, I wanted to photograph these tiny critters from their own perspective, to show what their miniature world might look like if you were right there with them. In Tulamben, Bali, while exploring feather stars, I came across this crinoid shrimp. Perfectly camouflaged in both color and pattern, it clung tightly to its host, spending most of its time motionless, relying on the feather star for protection and food drifting in the current." ((c) Luis Arpa / CUPOTY)




Fatal Jump. Finalist, Animals. A marsh frog leaps into the air just as a barn swallow flies past to drink from a garden pond in Kiskunsag National Park, Hungary. Mate: "Human activities have drastically reduced the number of barn swallows. In addition to the creation of chemical-free, arthropod-rich habitats, the installation of artificial nests can play a major role in increasing the population. Thanks to these nests placed on the terraces of my farm, the population has increased from zero to 19 pairs in five years, more than half of which have bred twice. In one small garden pond, I spent a month photographing swallows drinking without landing, their beaks scratching the water. During this time, once, a marsh frog leapt into the air just as the swallow flew past." ((c) Bence Mate / CUPOTY)




Fractal Forest. Overall Winner and 1st Place, Underwater. The inside of a cauliflower soft coral in Lembeh Strait, Indonesia. Gudgeon: "Named for its characteristic cauliflower-like appearance, this coral has numerous small, rounded, bump-like polyps that give it a puffy texture." ((c) Ross Gudgeon / CUPOTY)




Weevil. Finalist, Invertebrate Portrait. A weevil with its head tucked in, in the Amazon rainforest at Yarina Eco Lodge, Ecuador. Auer: "While walking behind a small hut in the rainforest at Yarina Eco Lodge, I was searching for subjects when I spotted this remarkable weevil. Its head was tucked in so seamlessly and was fully covered in tiny scales. For the background, I picked a small flower from the surrounding area to add some colour to the composition." ((c) Manfred Auer / CUPOTY)




So What? Finalist, Animals. Alpine choughs in the Bernese Alps, Switzerland. Abbenhaus: "Despite icy winds and swirling snow, Alpine choughs searched for food at 2,268 meters on the Gemmi Pass in the Swiss Alps. They braved the elements with remarkable ease, riding the strong updrafts and returning to the snow-covered rocks between flights. One of them landed right in front of my camera, curious and unfazed by the cold. Snow, wind and sub-zero temperatures made photographing a challenge, yet it was precisely these conditions that gave the image its intensity: a fleeting moment of closeness between human and bird in the heart of a winter mountain storm." ((c) Andre Abbenhaus / CUPOTY)




Blending In. Finalist, Arachnids. A lichen huntsman spider blends perfectly into a tree trunk covered in moss and lichen in Agumbe, India. Annadana: "During a trip to the Western Ghats, one of India's richest biodiversity hotspots, I came across countless fascinating macro species. Among them was this lichen huntsman spider, perfectly blending into a moss and lichen covered tree trunk. I used a wide-angle lens to reveal its remarkable camouflage and slowed the shutter to capture the soft blue bokeh of light filtering through the forest canopy." ((c) Raghuram Annadana / CUPOTY)




Kraken. Finalist, Underwater. A juvenile sharpear enope squid photographed in the open ocean off West Palm Beach, Florida. Johnson: "This image was captured during a blackwater night dive, where divers drift in the Gulf Stream to witness the nightly migration of planktonic, larval, and juvenile stage marine life. For this photo, the most challenging part was holding my position in the strong current while keeping the camera steady in complete darkness. The squid's translucent body shimmered with iridescent speckles as it hovered and posed, just long enough to take the shot, a rather unusual behavior since most dart away quickly." ((c) Andre Johnson / CUPOTY)




Emerald Glow. 3rd Place, Young. A Cuban tree frog in the photographer's backyard in Florida. Hawkins-Kimmel: "During the heat of the day, I uncovered this Cuban tree frog hiding in the leaf of a banana tree in my backyard. The frog was very calm and allowed me to slip a flashlight under the leaf to create this effect. My 100mm lens ensured that I didn't need to get too close, so as not to stress out the frog." ((c) Jameson Hawkins-Kimmel / CUPOTY)




Ghost of the Reef. Finalist, Underwater. A ghost goby on coral in Marsa Alam, Egypt. Biddie: "Small reef fish like this ghost goby are unassuming and often unseen, yet they contribute to 70% of fish biomass, making them critical to reef food chains. These 'cryptobenthic' fish evade predators by hiding in crevices or using camouflage. Growing to about 2cm long, ghost gobies are perfectly adapted for concealment amongst coral." ((c) Simon Biddie / CUPOTY)




Parasitic Play. Finalist, Insects. Banana skipper eggs being parasitized by a wasp in Bengaluru, India. Annadana: "While on a macro walk earlier this year, I spotted the familiar sight of banana skipper eggs neatly laid on a banana leaf. But as I peered closer through the lens, the scene turned unexpectedly dramatic. A tiny parasitic wasp was busy at work, slipping its own eggs inside those of the butterfly. Each butterfly egg is only about 1.8mm, and the wasp is even smaller." ((c) Raghuram Annadana / CUPOTY)




Guardians of the Hive. 1st Place, Young. A stingless-bee nest in Mezhathur, Kerala, India. Girish: "During my summer holiday in Kerala, India, I encountered a nest of stingless bees, likely from the Tetragonula family. Fascinated by the tiny wonders of nature, I make it a point to explore and learn more about the natural world whenever I visit India. These small yet remarkable bees had carefully built their home using wax, resin, and mud, creating a unique tube-shaped entrance to safeguard their colony. The guard bees at the entrance remained alert, ensuring the safety of their hive from potential threats." ((c) Rithved Girish / CUPOTY)




Dragonfly Alphabet Calligraphy. 3rd Place, Butterflies & Dragonflies. A beautiful demoiselle damselfly takes off from a reed in the surroundings of Gatchina, Russia. Melgunov: "Beautiful demoiselles are one of my favorite subjects. In this case, I managed to capture a shot of one taking off from a bent reed against the bright sky reflected in water. This angle allowed me to get a minimal, graphic image that I further enhanced by converting to black & white and increasing the contrast. The composition formed by the reeds resembled the letter 'A,' as if drawn by the damselfly in the fine calligraphic stroke of its airy flight." ((c) Dmitrii Melgunov / CUPOTY)




Spider Web. 3rd Place, Animals. A Eurasian beaver approaches a spider's web in Kiskunsag National Park, Hungary. Mate: "Years ago, I managed to intervene at the last minute to stop the water department from clear-cutting trees along a 2km stretch of canal. Since then, we've worked together. I monitor and notify them of any trees obstructing water traffic, while they avoid unnecessary clear-cutting, preserving a thriving habitat. Beavers returned to this area in 2015, nearly two centuries after they were wiped out across most of Europe. Thanks to conservation efforts, their numbers have surged since the early 2000s, making them one of the few species to successfully reclaim their native range." ((c) Bence Mate / CUPOTY)




Inside the Pack. 2nd Place, Animals. Arctic wolves on the sea ice in a frozen fjord on Ellesmere Island, Canada. Eshel: "Lying on the sea ice of a frozen fjord, I experienced a moment of pure magic when a pack of Arctic wolves approached me out of sheer curiosity. They came so close I could feel their breath, yet I never sensed aggression, only wonder. These wolves, unlike others, have never been hunted or threatened by humans. In the remote wilderness of northern Ellesmere Island, they have no reason to fear us. I had dreamed of this encounter for years." ((c) Amit Eshel / CUPOTY)




Blooming Butterflies. Finalist, Butterflies & Dragonflies. Eros blue butterflies rest together in Tianjun County, Qinghai province, China. Zhao: "It was a summer morning, and I was planning to photograph other wildlife when I happened to see these Eros blue butterflies. At first, I genuinely thought they were a patch of blue flowers, but as I got closer, I realized they weren't flowers at all, but butterflies resting. I was stunned by their beauty." ((c) Yuejian Zhao / CUPOTY)




Bug Invasion on a Sunny Day. Finalist, Insects. Colorado potato beetles ravage a potato field in Afsnee, Belgium. Van Elegem: "I've been working for several years on a series about beetles and wanted to illustrate the power of beetle invasion and its devastating effect on crops. I found a field in Afsnee where most of the potatoes had been harvested and numerous adult Colorado potato beetles were still present, feeding on the scarce remains of foliage and unharvested potatoes." ((c) Bernard Van Elegem / CUPOTY)




Frozen. Finalist, Invertebrate Portrait. A globular springtail frozen onto a layer of ice on a small pond in Zurich, Switzerland. Baumgartner: "In January, when temperatures dropped very low, many ponds here in Switzerland froze over. I was hoping to find springtails on the ice as they always look so striking against it. I spotted this globular springtail that wasn't moving and took a few photos before realising it was actually frozen solid. I completed the stack and then breathed on it gently to free it. After warming up and cleaning itself off, it moved away from the ice." ((c) Nadja Baumgartner / CUPOTY)




In the Crowd. Finalist, Young. A group of flamingos in Camargue, France. Godin: "It was the courtship season for flamingos. They were constantly lowering and raising their heads. I had this photo in mind and wanted one flamingo to be sharp in the middle of other blurred flamingos. So I concentrated on one particular flamingo and followed it with my eyes, only pressing the shutter button when it was surrounded by several other flamingo heads." ((c) Lubin Godin / CUPOTY)




Flying Amongst the Down. Finalist, Insects. A ladybug flies away from hare's tail grass in a meadow near Valpiana, Grosseto, Italy. Sartori: "I'd been looking for a shot like this for some time, and to get it, I took advantage of a feature on my camera called Pro Capture, which allows you to recover frames from before you fully press the shutter button. Thanks to this feature, I obtained a sequence of shots that included this one." ((c) Fabio Sartori / CUPOTY)



Be sure to visit the CUPOTY website to see the full list of honored images.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photography/2026/02/winners-2025-close-photographer-year/685891/?utm_source=feed
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The Relentless Andrew Yang

He loves to solve problems. But what if politics isn't about solving problems?

by Xochitl Gonzalez

Thu, 05 Feb 2026




Remember the Yang Gang? The bros in MATH baseball hats behind Andrew Yang's dark-horse presidential candidacy back in 2019? Yang ran on the "freedom dividend"--his proposal for a universal basic income of $1,000 a month for every American. Many wrote him off as a futuristic Chicken Little because of his predictions of mass job loss driven by automation and AI. That part of his message, at least, is now mainstream. According to a recent MIT study, nearly 12 percent of tasks in the American labor market--representing $1.2 trillion in wages--could be performed by AI today. A Senate committee report released in October warns that America could lose nearly 100 million jobs to AI and automation within the next decade. The technology is transforming work faster than the government, companies, and employees can respond.

But few people, and even fewer politicians, seem to be talking about UBI. Maybe there are better solutions, more effective policies--but no one is talking much about them, either. Did Yang come a few years too early--or did he just have the wrong idea?

Yang was a political outsider who had never run in an election before, yet with his UBI platform and bro-friendly delivery, he earned a spot in the presidential debates. He ended up suspending his campaign the night of the New Hampshire primary--he has joked that people dismissed him as "the magical Asian man from the future" who "wants to give everyone money." But his goal was never to win, he told me in his office in December. "My design was to raise the alarm around AI and mainstream universal basic income."

People stop him, Yang told me, "on the street, every day" to say: "You were right on AI, and we need universal basic income." Or they tell him, "You were right. Run again."

Read: Andrew Yang doesn't have any litmus test

His new book, out this month--Hey Yang, Where's My Thousand Bucks?--answers the question of what he's been up to in the past few years, with self-deprecating humor. "The alternative title," Yang said, had been: Hey, Am I Racist, or Are You Andrew Yang?

He sees himself as different from other politicians, for the simple fact that he's a man who recognizes a problem and comes up with an idea to fix it. The trouble was that neither the man nor the idea were politically viable. As a politician, he didn't capture enough voters' trust or imagination. The other candidates might not have been offering much, but their stump speeches were familiar. UBI was solving a problem voters didn't yet know they had.

Looking back, you might say that at least he proposed we do something ... about anything. The "disease in American politics that is pushing us all into the mud is that you do not actually have to solve the problem," Yang told me. Politicians are playing "you lose, I lose," in which the parties take turns screwing up and returning to power. Meanwhile, "you have AI coming to eat tens of millions of jobs. And you don't have a meaningful conversation about it."

Since 2019, when Stockton, California, launched a basic-income pilot, more than 72 local governments in 26 states have experimented with such programs, according to a report published last year by a coalition of politicians who support UBI. The report found that the recipients experienced an increase in health and financial stability and a reduction in stress, without any decrease in employment. In some places, a significant portion of participants ended up working more during the pilot. (Other experiments have not proved to be as effective.)

UBI would, of course, be hugely expensive. But the bigger issue is that it's politically unpopular, Robert Greenstein, the founder of the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, a think tank that focuses on low- and moderate-income people, told me. "No disrespect to Andrew Yang or UBI proponents. I've always admired their dedication," Greenstein said, before adding the inevitable but: "They didn't pay sufficient attention to history."

Americans are much more supportive of in-kind benefits, such as SNAP, than they are of cash assistance. Even benefits such as unemployment insurance have become harder to qualify for in the past half century. UBI hasn't even gotten "to first base politically," Greenstein said, because "we have one party that doesn't want to raise taxes on anybody" and "the other party doesn't want to raise taxes on anybody with incomes below $400,000 a year."

Yang wouldn't argue with that. Politicians, he said, are afraid of alienating donors in Big Tech, even though some tech CEOs such as Dario Amodei of Anthropic have said themselves that the government should tax them more.

Yang says that Republicans tend to hate UBI because it's a huge entitlement program and they don't like the idea of what he describes as a "capitalism where income doesn't start at zero." (But he does point out that Donald Trump, whom "I disagree with on just about every front, actually senses that that money is good in people's hands," which is why the president sent out baby bonds and proposed tariff-rebate checks.)

Read: Yes, cash transfers work

But Yang sees Democrats as even worse. "If you were to say to Democrats, 'Hey, let's say we tax the AI companies. Maybe we should give that money to people, families, displaced workers,' a lot of Democrats would be like, 'No, no, no. It would be much better if we put that money to schools.'" He describes Democrats as the last of the institutionalists, sinking money into programs and systems without ever questioning how well they are working. They don't have to bother trying to think differently, because when voters tire of Republicans, they have no choice but to come running back to Democrats.

Yang, being Yang, has another solution for that.


Kevin C. Downs / Redux



Yang is loquacious, tall, affable, and very smart. And did I say "loquacious"? But he is no politician, despite having run for president and, in 2021, New York City mayor. (He was the Democratic front-runner for most of the primary race, before finishing in fourth place.) He doesn't glad-hand or try to "make you feel seen." Instead, he just talks--assuredly, and with data. Spending time with him feels like being seated next to your friend's chatty husband at a dinner party. When the dinner's over, you are happy for your friend--and relieved for yourself.

Our meeting in December wasn't the first time I had spoken with Yang. A couple of years ago, I was an unpaid speaker at a small conference that he started, called the Hudson Valley Ideas Festival. Yang is always starting something. Businesses, nonprofits, political parties.

After graduating from Columbia Law School, Yang worked briefly at a corporate-law firm, then for a failed start-up, then in a tech job, before he worked for and eventually became the CEO of Manhattan Prep, a tutoring company. Pumping high-achieving students into the graduate-school-to-white-collar pipeline made Yang question a system that concentrates the best and brightest in a handful of cities and professions. So he began Venture for America, a nonprofit that recruited graduates to work at start-ups in B- and C-list American cities and then trained them to create start-ups of their own.

Yang raised millions of dollars for the organization and was praised by the Obama administration. But according to The New York Times, Venture largely failed to deliver. A decade into the program, only about a dozen of the start-ups were still in business in the targeted cities, employing about 150 people. "Andrew comes up with these grand ideas, and he loves to obsess about them and talk about how great they are, but he doesn't think through all the details," Cris Landa, a former Venture for America employee, told the Times.

Read: Andrew Yang, political Kardashian

By 2017, when Yang left Venture for America to run for president, the "grand idea" he was obsessing over was UBI. By his own benchmark, his campaign could be considered a success. He got people talking about a future in which a million truck drivers would likely be unemployed. Yet it left him "despondent."

Yang could see that his message wasn't connecting with enough voters. He would give his stump speech about labor-market trends and a fourth Industrial Revolution, but even if people found it interesting, it couldn't compete with Democrats' traditional applause lines about unions and women's rights. He told me that he had tried to talk about job-loss numbers that "in theory describe some objective reality, which in theory matters," but all that people really wanted was for his message to be "crammed into a tribal language" that could be summed up as: "Trump bad."

"I could have said any number," Yang told me, and it wouldn't have mattered. "I got the sinking feeling coming off the trail, like, Oh, no. We're actually even further away from solving this problem."

The campaign was clearly a failure, but Yang took it as encouragement to try to remake the entire political system. He joined the board of FairVote, an organization that champions ranked-choice voting. In 2021, he left the Democratic Party and co-founded, with Christine Todd Whitman and Michael S. Willner, a new party: Forward, which describes itself as a solutions-driven alternative to Democrats and Republicans. According to its website, 71 elected officials, including mayors and congresspeople, are affiliated with the party. But if you haven't yet heard of Forward, Yang has a theory that explains why.

In 2020, Yang was hired as a commentator for CNN. He claims that he was given an option to renew in 2021, but the offer was rescinded after he became an independent. In his telling, though 45 percent of Americans identify as independents, network executives stopped thinking that he had any value once he wasn't part of the bipartisan political system. (In a comment to Fox News Digital, CNN said that the decision was based on the conflict of interest that would arise from Yang's "intention to launch and serve as the leader of a political party.") He was, however, inundated with requests to appear on Fox News. "They kept saying to me, 'Hey, Andrew, you left the Democratic Party. Like, why did they suck so bad?' I was like, 'I don't think Republicans are the answer. I think the entire system needs reform.'"

In 2024, Yang endorsed Democratic Representative Dean Phillips of Minnesota for president. Phillips considered President Biden's advanced age and his lack of popularity, and broke ranks to primary him. Democrats, Yang said, responded by saying, "We're going to malign this guy, destroy his reputation," because "how dare he try and cut the line and run for president when he's, like, No. 54 in our pecking order?" Yang called it an "institutional shivving." He was even more outraged by the lengthy postmortem on the election that the Democratic National Committee eventually decided against releasing.

"I've got five words for their postmortem," Yang said. "Should've. Held. A. Fucking. Primary."

When Yang gets stopped on the street by people asking what he's been up to, many times he's in New York City's Garment District, where the office of his new cellular-service company, Noble Mobile, is located.

Yang launched the company in September after raising more than $10 million, and he said it now has thousands of subscribers. When I visited, the elevators of the nondescript building were plastered with flyers inviting other residents to the company's upcoming holiday party.

"The average American is sad for two reasons," Yang said. "More, but let's just stick with two: No. 1, they're not able to save enough money on a monthly basis. And No. 2, they're spending too much time staring at what Hasan Minhaj calls 'their rectangle of sadness.'"

From the May 2021 issue: What if Andrew Yang wins?

Powered by T-Mobile's network, Noble Mobile's service is relatively cheap--closer to what Europeans pay each month. Yang's goal, he said, was to do with mobile plans what his friend Mark Cuban did with Cost Plus Drugs and prescription medications. In addition, the company encourages customers to limit their doomscrolling--"which, by the way, is also a polarizing force"--by giving them up to a $20 credit every month that they don't use all of their data. According to Yang, the rebate pushes the average user's phone time down 17 percent by their second month on the service. Last year, the company threw a series of no-phones parties across the country, with dance floors, themed cocktails, and a few inches of lawn--touch grass read a sign. (Yang was a party promoter in his 20s; the instinct clearly hasn't left him.)

Yang describes the company as a logical outgrowth of his political work, including his advocacy for UBI: "For years, the focus of my career has been to build a human-centered economy to improve the lives of Americans," he wrote in a press release. The reality, he found, was that "government action" happens "too slowly." In Hey Yang, you get the sense that he almost can't believe how easy it was to start this company--at least compared with his other ambition of remaking politics.

Yang says that he gets told "every day" that he "was right," but he also says that he isn't smug about it. AI is still going to destroy jobs. Politically, he has hopes for Forward. Young people, he notes, don't have the same loyalty to political parties as older generations do. When I asked if he might run for office again in 2028, he was coy, saying that he gets asked that question, too, "every day." The end of Hey Yang could be interpreted as a future campaign manifesto; in between one-liners, Yang outlines his vision of an America where poverty is a thing of the past, workweeks are shorter, and technology serves people instead of the other way around: "In a world of numbers and data and money, can our humanity save us? I still hope so."

But for now, all Yang can offer us is a cheaper phone plan. He seems happy about it. And yet I couldn't help but feel a bit dispirited by the whole thing. Yang had looked around and seen that a lot of Americans were going to find themselves out of work. He had an idea to address the problem, rolled up his sleeves, and sacrificed a few years of his life by taking it on--only to discover that politics isn't about solving problems. Politics is about politics.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/02/andrew-yang-universal-basic-income/685808/?utm_source=feed
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Mike Vrabel Is Redefining NFL Coaching

Players love the Patriots coach's style. The Super Bowl will be its ultimate test.

by Sally Jenkins

Thu, 05 Feb 2026




The New England Patriots coach Mike Vrabel leads from his ventricles--not from shallow-chested sentiment but from the pump action of his brawny heart, out of which blood occasionally makes its way to spurt from a split lip after a head bump from one of his players. During the team's playoff run, the defensive tackle Milton Williams gave Vrabel a celebratory helmet to the mouth. "I forgot Vrabes ain't got no helmet on," Williams said, to which Vrabel, a former linebacking great, replied, "I've been hit harder than that."

Anyone interested in leadership will want to take a close look at what Vrabel has done in one year of coaching the Patriots, and how he has done it. Last January, he took over a franchise that had been 4-13 in each of the past two seasons and, with a combination of hard know-how in football technique and light-handed locker-room authority, judo-flipped the team to 17-3 and a spot in the Super Bowl. A man who often seems ready to rush the field to make a tackle himself, he brings to his coaching a been-there-ness, and a drollery that treats football as the played game it is, not as the grimmest endeavor in the world.

Much of what Vrabel has done is counterintuitive. At the Patriots' opening offseason workout in New England, he startled the players when one of the the first things he asked them to do was the "victory formation," the kneel-down play to run out the clock when a game is won. It's a routine action that doesn't require much except snapping the ball, and it's usually among the last things a team practices. Vrabel's message: We intend to run this play a lot. He did not temper expectations. Most coaches who take over a 4-13 operation would buy themselves some time. Instead, Vrabel talked about winning the division and said, "I want to galvanize our football team. I want to galvanize this building."

In the next months, he turned over more than half the roster, releasing a number of longtime veterans, including some members of the 2018 Super Bowl squad. Of his 53-man final roster, 30 were new players and none had been with the team more than five years. Usually, a coach with such a new collection of talent would feel urgency to install his playbook quickly. But before bothering with his system, Vrabel staged trust exercises, without any footballs in sight. One entailed setting up an obstacle course and making guys go through it blindfolded, led by a teammate from another position group. "I try to be intentional," he said at a December press conference. The early team building, he added, was "critically important" to do "before we started dumping a bunch of plays on the guys."

Historically, the NFL coaching profession has tended to be populated by militaristic leaders or mono-focused workaholic wonks with eyes scorched from analyzing game tape. But Vrabel wanted an outfit in which "nobody takes themselves too seriously," he said during the playoffs. He operated as much by feel for the moment as by method, and didn't waste time insisting upon professionalism; he simply treated players as professionals. According to Milton Williams, after the Patriots defeated the Denver Broncos in a semi-blizzard, 10-7, to win the AFC Championship, Vrabel said, "No curfew tonight. But the bus is leaving at eight in the morning, so if you ain't on it, you ain't playing in the Bowl."

Such comparative easygoingness is redefining the qualities of a winning coach--at least for the Patriots. The previous man to take the team to the Super Bowl, the six-time champion Bill Belichick, was an arch headset strategist and autocrat known as "Captain Sominex" for his dark-lord voice and seeming emotional detachment. Belichick demanded excellence from his players and got it through relentless physical practice. Few dared to laugh in his presence. Vrabel asks his players for their best and says a sincere "thank you" for whatever he gets. One of his most distinctive gestures is to meet the team in the postgame tunnel for handshakes and shoulder slaps, win or lose. His players palpably love him for it. The Patriots wide receiver Stefon Diggs, who's been to the playoffs seven previous times with the Minnesota Vikings and the Buffalo Bills, has called Vrabel "probably best coach I ever had."

Read: The thrill of defeat

But when the Patriots play the Seattle Seahawks on Sunday, Vrabel's philosophy will face a test--whether a team can play in the NFL without taking itself "too seriously" and still win it all.



Vrabel arrived at his style through his own personal experiences, including some lacerating ones. Drafted out of Ohio State in 1997 by the Pittsburgh Steelers, he became an undervalued backup who, in four years, never started a game. From 2001 to 2008, he rose to stardom and won three Super Bowls with the Patriots as an overachieving, desire-stoked defensive captain whose intelligence and loyal adherence to Belichick's insistence on exacting execution made him seem indispensable--until he was traded by Belichick after he asked for too much money. Belichick delivered the news in a phone call, telling Vrabel tersely, "I traded you to Kansas City."

Vrabel didn't speak with Belichick for three years after that, though they would eventually reconcile at the end of his playing career, when Belichick encouraged his entry to coaching. Vrabel came away from his experience in New England feeling that Belichick had helped give him "a doctorate" in football, yet also seemingly with a clear sense of what he would do differently as a coach: rest players' bodies and minds more, and appreciate the physicality that only a player can feel.

But as Vrabel discovered, coaching offers even less human loyalty than playing. He was hired as the head coach--and a hot prospect--of the Tennessee Titans in 2018 and made the playoffs in three out of five seasons, only to be fired by impatient ownership despite an overall winning record. He took a one-year contract as "coaching and personnel consultant" with the Cleveland Browns for 2024. Then the Patriots job opened. Belichick, too, had been fired; not even coaching a team to six Super Bowl victories can guarantee job security in the NFL. After the Patriots' inexperienced next coach, Jerod Mayo, was also fired, Vrabel got the job because the team's owner, Robert Kraft, knew and deeply admired him.

Still, Vrabel's inaugural season with the Patriots didn't begin as a pleasure trip. The team started 1-2, losing its first two games at home. The second-year quarterback Drake Maye threw an interception and fumbled in the opener against the Las Vegas Raiders. Against the Pittsburgh Steelers, Maye threw another interception, and the team lost four fumbles, including two by the running back Rhamondre Stevenson. The press hammered Stevenson, who had led the league in fumbles by a running back the previous season. Some commentators called for his benching.

What Vrabel did next alchemized his team: He stayed with Stevenson as a starter, and in his public comments cast the fumble problem as collective and fixable. His conviction was that although Stevenson needed work on securing the ball, he was one of the team's most valuable and selfless blockers. His teammates knew this about him, but many observers missed it. Nobody on the team protected the quarterback the way Stevenson did, according to Vrabel, and he sprang crucial plays for others. Furthermore, Vrabel told the press, Stevenson's fumbles were partly a function of other players not blocking well for him.

Vrabel's answer was to "practice the crap out of it"--he and his coaching staff worked with Stevenson on keeping two arms wrapped around the ball. But he also encouraged the whole offense to defend Stevenson. "We also have to do a better job of protecting said person with the ball," Vrabel said. Stevenson returned the loyalty. In Week 5, he kept his grip on the ball and tore through the line for two touchdown runs as the Patriots upset the heavily favored Buffalo Bills, on their way to a 3-2 record. Stevenson would not fumble again during the next 12 games. The new Patriots were suddenly a team to reckon with.



Vrabel uses his own player's mentality to manage team challenges. Sometimes, that mentality can be hard-hitting. He doesn't issue many rules, but when he does, they are firm decrees, and he can be caustic with violators. Regarding social media, he told players to speak for themselves but warned, "I wouldn't try to go back and forth with somebody that's got a lot of time on their hands." He can be blunt to the point of insult, and his sheer physical size makes him intimidating to argue with. "He's got a sarcasm that I haven't really figured out 100 percent yet," Maye said during the playoffs, "a little tough sarcasm where I want to laugh but you really don't want to."

Even so, Vrabel handles his players more gently than Belichick, who famously sent people home for being just a few minutes tardy in a snowstorm. Vrabel prefers to eye someone and assess whether he has a problem. "If somebody walks in the door at 7:45 and they just--there's something on their face," Vrabel said at his first press conference as head coach, "I would rather give that player 30 minutes or 45 minutes, however much time he needs to take care of the situation, than the seven hours he's going to waste wearing it through the day." Some football coaches (and bosses) motivate the people on their team by keeping them in a state of professional insecurity. Vrabel, however, has tended to emphasize what his players have done right. He has used his observational skill to make points not just about strategy but also about how small plays can become big gains through interconnectedness--that is, if every man "finishes" through the play, even if they feel like bystanders to the main action.

For instance: In one meeting, Vrabel showed the team a clip of a throw from Maye to Stevenson. Simple enough. But then Vrabel froze the tape and pointed out that two receivers had been open on the play, Kyle Williams along with Stevenson. Vrabel asked Williams something to the effect of: Did you want the ball? Were you upset you didn't get the pass? Williams shrugged. Vrabel then restarted the tape and this time told the team to watch Williams. As the ball went to Stevenson, Williams turned, sprinted upfield, and leveled a defender with a block, springing Stevenson for a score. A short gain became a touchdown.

Vrabel wasn't done. Next, he cued up tape of other receivers around the league not making those kinds of blocks for teammates. In sequence after sequence, the Patriots watched receivers who stopped running and jogged once the ball went to a different receiver on the other side of the field. Vrabel's point was clear: The un-thrown blocks were opportunities lost, the difference between a six-yard gain and a game-breaker.

Vrabel searched for ways to make his study sessions amusing and unpredictable, especially at the end of a long practice week. On Fridays throughout the season, he would name that week's game captains and show the team their highlights, but he would sew in some old high-school film of them as awkward teenagers, which made the guys capsize with laughter. "There's some surprisingly bad high-school-football highlights," Vrabel told reporters.

He assigned the hulking rookie offensive lineman Will Campbell to give a weekend update, and it became a running gag. Campbell would rise to his full 6-foot-6, 300-plus-pound mass and, in his bass-deep Louisiana accent, deliver uproariously profane accounts of how nor'easters and such might affect game conditions. By the end of the regular season, Campbell so loved Vrabel that he declared, "I don't ever want to have to play for someone else." He added, "This is the most fun I've had playing football since high school."

Great football players almost never translate their onetime physical skills into sideline managerial ones. Early in his coaching career, asked if he had an established method such as the "Patriot Way" that Belichick had developed, Vrabel remarked, "I think to get a 'way,' you have to win. You have to be able to win championships before people start giving you 'ways' to do things." If the Patriots defeat the Seattle Seahawks on Sunday, Vrabel will be just the fifth man in league history to win Super Bowls as both a player and a head coach. He will have proved that he's not just a guy who had a hot season but a leader who deserves to enter the pantheon. And there will be a "Vrabel Way."
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The Western Was Never About Freedom

The show <em>Fallout </em>blows up all expectations about the quintessential American genre.

by Shirley Li

Thu, 05 Feb 2026




For more than seven months, Walton Goggins watched a Western every day. John Ford's films, Sergio Leone's Dollars trilogy, episodes of Gunsmoke--the actor saw them all as he shot Fallout, the postapocalyptic TV series in which he stars. Half the time, he binged for research; Goggins thought of his character, the fictional 1950s-style movie star Cooper Howard, as a peer of cowboy-playing performers such as Alan Ladd.

"I didn't look at them as Walton. I really looked at them as Cooper Howard," he told me last spring on the set of Fallout's second season. "It was like ..." He slipped into character, making a dejected expression as if envious of Ladd's career. "Okay, yeah, Alan got that role, and he was great in Shane," Goggins, as Cooper, drawled. "I should have taken that, and I should have taken that television pilot." He laughed. "I should have done Gunsmoke. Why didn't I do that?!"

But the other half of the time, Goggins explained, he just needed something to stay sane. He also plays "the Ghoul," a mutated form of Cooper who became a deadly bounty hunter after surviving the end of the world. In many episodes, Goggins switches between playing the Ghoul (in the present) and Cooper (in flashbacks). When he had to sink into the Ghoul's ruthless mindset--and spend hours getting prosthetics applied--the actor immersed himself in tales of gunslingers, he said, so "I don't lose my mind."

After all, Fallout seems designed to make people's heads spin. The series, based on a popular video-game franchise, takes place in an alternate reality in which World War II yielded a retro-futuristic society thriving on rapid technological development--that is, until a nuclear cataclysm results in civilization's collapse. Set more than 200 years after, the story involves multiple protagonists, and its tone can careen wildly from moment to moment: a little like The Walking Dead when it leans into dystopian horror, a little like The Last Man on Earth when it indulges in absurd humor.

Read: The wasteland is waiting for you

Yet the show most often--and most clearly--draws from what became Goggins's on-set fixation: the Western. Season 1, among Amazon Prime Video's biggest hits according to the streamer, injected the genre with weirdness. At the outset, the show's three primary characters each match an archetype presented in Leone's 1966 classic The Good, the Bad and the Ugly: There's Lucy (played by Ella Purnell), an idealistic young woman who grew up in one of the Vaults; she treks across the wasteland to search for her father, greeting practically every obstacle with the phrase "Okey dokey!" There's Maximus (Aaron Moten), an orphan raised by the cultlike Brotherhood of Steel, who seeks to impress the group's leadership. And then there's the self-serving Ghoul, who dispatches with anyone who gets in his way. The show begins with Lucy squarely as "the good," the Ghoul representing the morally bankrupt "bad," and Maximus caught somewhere in between as "the ugly"; these designations become intriguingly malleable over time, as both the characters and the viewers become more exposed to the reality of life in the wasteland.

Season 2, which concluded this week, challenges the traditional look of the Western, too. After primarily filming the first season in New York, the show had moved production in part to the historic Melody Ranch studio on the outskirts of Los Angeles. The property was owned by Gene Autry, the actor known as the "Singing Cowboy," and features an archetypal Western set: a dirt-ridden main street bookended by a saloon and a general store. But, as I discovered when I visited the shoot last year, the Fallout team had built a facade over much of it to represent "New Vegas," a postapocalyptic version of Sin City. This take on the Strip blended the ranch's existing features with neon signage, steampunk props, and plenty of dystopian grace notes. A crew member set a car aflame for a wide shot. Another placed more tumbleweed in the path of the dozens of extras milling about. Inside one of the stores, I touched a splatter of gooey fake blood. These details underlined the show's thematic vision as well: Westerns tend to portray the frontier as a land of opportunity, arguing that a strict set of values provides all the guidance anyone needs. But lawlessness doesn't grant much freedom, Fallout posits. Neither does having a moral code.



The Western has proved surprisingly enduring. The genre could have easily disappeared after the concept of "manifest destiny"--the idea, explored in many stories, that the United States' mission was to spread American values westward--grew outdated. But the Western, as the editors of the 2020 essay collection Weird Westerns: Race, Gender, Genre wrote, has "reinvented and hybridized" itself to match the country's many cultural shifts: John Ford's silent movies in the '20s, for instance, reflected the post-World War I era of American exceptionalism, while his 1939 film Stagecoach featured a cast of paranoid, distrusting misfits--an appropriate quality for something released during the Great Depression. Clean-shaven, guitar-strumming cowboys played by actors such as Autry dwindled after the 1940s and '50s, as Clint Eastwood's hard-bitten anti-heroes emerged. Yet the genre waxed and waned in popularity amid its many transformations; in The Atlantic alone, writers have repeatedly declared the rise, death, and revival of the Western.

"There is something inherently appealing about the idea of being the master of your own destiny," Jonathan Nolan, an executive producer of Fallout, told me, "of being in a landscape in which there is no order, there is no civilization, and it's up to you to make these sorts of decisions." Stories of untameable frontiers, he argued, persevere because they question society's purpose. (He would know; Nolan co-created HBO's Westworld, which imagined an Old West-themed amusement park populated by androids and catering to hedonistic guests.) From the roles played by the likes of John Wayne and Kevin Costner, the fantasy of the cowboy mentality--that an individual can dole out his own form of justice, and that without order comes liberation--persists.

But Fallout giddily toys with the genre's legacy, too, at times turning homages into punch lines. In the scene I watched being filmed, the Ghoul and his newfound fellow travelers--Maximus, suited up in the Brotherhood's coveted power armor, and Thaddeus (Johnny Pemberton), Maximus's former squire who's begun to mutate after an incident in Season 1--stride confidently onto a crowded main street as if they're the stars of a Leone movie. Bystanders gawk and cheer from the sidewalks. A parade forms in their wake. And then Thaddeus's arm falls off, embarrassing his companions.

The show isn't always so silly. Season 2 explores where this chaos comes from, and the difficulty in distinguishing the sheriff from the outlaw. The answer comes in part from how hard it seems for the characters to hold fast to their beliefs. Lucy, for example, has been raised to respect everyone; the Golden Rule works against her in the wasteland, however, especially after she finds her father, Hank (Kyle Maclachlan), and learns of his misdeeds. The Ghoul, who takes a serum to help retain his human memories, hasn't found salvation or satisfaction in his barbarism, just more pain. And Maximus discovers that those in the Brotherhood he most admired are fools--a harsh truth that goes for most of the authority figures in Fallout. No white-hatted cowboy can exist, the show suggests, when the world has to be saved from too much at once, including: autocratic, power-hungry leaders; warring factions across the wasteland; and, of course, the mutated creatures that haunt once-thriving cities. The notion of a virtuous do-gooder saving the day is too simplistic for this story.

Read: Why TV is so worried about free will

In that sense, Fallout reimagines the Western's stakes. The show's landscape has long been mapped--and ravaged. The frontier is instead ideological, about interrogating how to reconcile a complex world into something comprehensible when doing the opposite seems easier. Over and over, people are pushed toward ignorance: Lucy's former community is led by a woman who handles the first complaint about her alarming behavior by promising to escalate it to herself. Cooper's wife, a Vault-Tec executive, tells him in a flashback to move past what he heard about the company's plans to nuke the planet. Hank finishes designing a device that turns strangers he meets into sedate worker bees.

The show's real villain is mindlessness, in other words. But this type of placid acceptance in the face of obvious danger isn't unique to this ensemble. Fallout uses the Western's familiar imagery and machinations to scrutinize all-too-resonant, deeply American themes: how end-stage capitalism and corporate overreach breed resentment and economic anxiety; how overzealous technocrats and self-interested leadership sow division and disorder; and how blind patriotism can undermine democracy. "All sides of the political spectrum right now are talking so much in end-of-the-world terms," Fallout's co-creator Geneva Robertson-Dworet told me when we spoke on set. "It actually feels like the show is sort of alarmingly prescient in a way that we'd prefer to not have."



In Los Angeles's Autry Museum of the West--named for Gene--hangs a painting by the artist George Carlson of a dead coyote, titled "Mayday!" The creature, left impaled on a barbed-wire fence, caught Carlson's eye as he drove through Northern Idaho in 2022. From far away, it had looked decorative to him; close up, it was more disturbing. Dead coyotes are strung up throughout today's rural West, but the tradition varies in meaning: Sometimes, ranchers consider the carcasses trophies; other times, they use them as warnings to other coyotes.

The painting, which I saw on a visit to the Autry last month, reminded me of a scene from Fallout. Late in Season 2, the Ghoul ends up impaled on a pillar, left for dead by Lucy after she pushes him out of a window. In this position, he's unable to reach the serum that prevents him from losing his human consciousness, so he desperately repeats a mantra: "I'm a human being," he says, again and again. Trapped there, Goggins manifests both versions of his character at once, flickering between flashbacks of the steady Cooper and the present-day, tortured Ghoul.

Like the strung-up coyotes, the Ghoul typically looks normal from afar but terrifying up close. That illusion epitomizes the Wild West of Fallout: The Ghoul--or whoever Cooper has become in the wasteland--rejects the Western's either/or approach. He's neither fully feral nor civilized, neither an avatar for freedom nor one for oppression. This season has also upended the notion presented in Season 1 that he has to act alone. A cowboy is a symbol for quintessential American values: independence, problem-solving, self-sufficiency. But obstinately embracing those qualities is, Goggins pointed out to me, "not necessarily the right way to look at the world."

Not when the world, Fallout argues, requires reestablishing what right and wrong actually mean. The protagonists may have been forced into roles they never asked for, but they have an opportunity to question their circumstances--to find the middle ground between succumbing to basic, selfish instincts and depending on others for help. If anything, Fallout is defined by an uneasy sense of hope. "It's not really about the end of a world; it's about the beginning of a new one," Nolan told me. Hitting reset without forgetting what came before is perhaps "a weird thread of optimism" for the show to follow, he conceded. But at least it's the kind of weird that keeps people from losing their mind.
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How Jeff Bezos Broke <em>The Washington Post</em>

The paper of record for the nation's capital cut a third of its staff this week. It didn't have to be like this.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 05 Feb 2026
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In the first blush of their relationship, The Washington Post and Jeff Bezos seemed like an excellent match. Here was a paper with a strong pedigree that had fallen on somewhat hard times, and a suitor with funds who seemed eager to return it to steady glory. In 2013 Bezos purchased the paper for $250 million from the Graham family and promised a "golden era" to come. I had left the Post by then but was happy for my former colleagues. When Donald Trump took office a few years later, it was a relief to know that a journalistic institution with a record of holding White House misdeeds to account was still close by.

Yesterday, in a dismal morning Zoom call, the Post's executive editor, Matt Murray, announced that they were laying off one-third of its already diminished staff. The follow-up email had the tone of robotic obfuscation that any decent editor would have rewritten. ("Following up on today's communication, I'm writing to share the difficult news that your position is eliminated as part of today's organizational changes.") It's of course painful, as a journalist, to see fellow journalists get laid off. It's painful, for anyone alert to the moment, to know that one of the last remaining expert watchdogs is hobbled. It's maybe most painful to know it could have been avoided.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, I spoke with Joshua Benton, the founder of and a senior writer at the Nieman Journalism Lab at Harvard University. Benton has closely watched the media business for years. He explains how the newspaper reached this point, the loss to journalism, and how the future of the Post is ultimately up to Bezos.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Seven years ago, around this time, The Washington Post ran an ad in the Super Bowl: "Democracy dies in darkness." It showed scenes of fires, explosions, floods, tanks--and journalists who've risked their lives for their profession.

All with swelling music and a voice-over by Tom Hanks.

Tom Hanks (in a Washington Post commercial): Knowing helps us decide. Knowing keeps us free.


Rosin: But then just before the Super Bowl this year, the Post took a different turn. And it was not another Super Bowl ad.

Matt Murray: Good morning, everybody. Thank you for joining us.


Rosin: On Wednesday, Post staffers joined a Zoom call first thing in the morning. Executive editor Matt Murray spoke first.

Murray:  This meeting, for our newsroom, I wanna share that the actions we are taking include a broad strategic reset with a significant staff reduction.


Rosin: The paper would be making massive cuts: closing the Sports department ...

Murray:  Unfortunately, we are grappling, and have been, with, just, major changes in the way sports news is delivered, shared, and experienced across the industry.


Rosin: Downsizing their Metro desk and International desk.

Murray: ... shrinking our international footprint.


Rosin: One of their reporters based in Ukraine posted to X: "I was just laid off by The Washington Post in the middle of a warzone."

 Murray:  We will continue to have a strategic overseas presence in close to a dozen locations ...


Rosin: The entire Books department at the Post was cut.

Murray:  We'll be closing the Books section.


Rosin: A suspension of their daily news show.

Murray: And we'll be suspending the Post Reports podcast.


Rosin: Every single department would be impacted.

Murray: As I said before, these moves are painful. This is a tough day.
  Now I want to turn it over to Wayne Connell, and Wayne will be sharing more about the next steps in today's timeline.
 Wayne Connell: Thank you, Matt. In the spirit of providing clarity, after our call, I will send each of you an email. The subject line will either say, "Your role is eliminated by today's workforce reductions" ...


Rosin: In less than 30 minutes, a historic journalistic institution cut its staff by almost a third, after two previous rounds of punishing layoffs.

This was the home of the Watergate investigation.

Richard Nixon: Interests of the nation must always come before any personal consideration.


Rosin: Publisher of the Pentagon Papers.

Henry Kissinger: ... whole file cabinets can be stolen and then made available to the press ...


Rosin: Winner of dozens and dozens of Pulitzer Prizes.

Announcer: And the prize goes to The Washington Post.


Rosin: Just to break that down: a paper in the backyard of the White House and Congress that has, many times, uncovered people in power lying or grifting, or failing to do their jobs in ways that affect every single American, whether or not they live in D.C.

Not to mention all the work their reporters have done in Ukraine, and China, and the Middle East and anywhere else in the world where crisis might be brewing

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic.

There are only a handful of mainstream national journalistic institutions left with this kind of robust infrastructure--experienced editors and reporters, photographers, foreign correspondents--who can expertly monitor people in power. Particularly at this moment in American history, when those people seem to be grifting and lying in new and elaborate ways.

Whose fault is this? Why does it matter? We talk to Joshua Benton. He's a longtime newspaper reporter and the founder of a senior writer at the Nieman Journalism Lab at Harvard University, where he writes about the media business.

Josh, welcome to the show.

Joshua Benton: Thanks for having me.

Rosin: So you cover the media business; you have for a long time. You are not new to this kind of industry news. What was your reaction to the layoffs at the Post?

Benton: Well, there have been a lot of systemic difficulties in the newspaper business as long as I've been reporting on it. There is a large secular decline that has been brought about by the internet that has continued on without too much change. But I think the story of the Post is a very unique-to-the-Post story. It's fundamentally about one man, Jeff Bezos, and his changing vision of what the role of the owner of a major American newspaper should be.

Rosin: So you said two different things: It's Post-specific and it's also related to this giant in our culture, Jeff Bezos. I mean, I know why the news resonated with me--because I'm a journalist. I live in Washington. I worked at the Post. I have many friends there.

But I can imagine people who are not in any of those categories reading this news and thinking: Layoffs happen all the time, especially newspaper layoffs. This paper still exists, even though with less staff.

So why should they care? Why is it significant for people who don't live in Washington, aren't journalists?

Benton: Well, for one thing, The Washington Post has always been a paper whose editorial importance was not limited to the city or to the district. It's a national outlet. It's one of the two largest national newspaper outlets.

It covers the happenings in Washington, D.C. Certainly there's lots of stories to cover there. So to the extent that we have any decrease in the number of people who are paying attention to what's going on, I think that's a loss.

It's also a retrenchment from what Jeff Bezos first seemed to pledge when he first purchased the paper, in 2013, which was that he would not be looking to the newspaper as a source of money. He has enough money from lots of other sources. He did seem to take seriously the idea that he was a steward of an institution, the way that the Graham family that he purchased it from had always viewed the role of being in charge of this institution that mattered to the city and to the country.

And it's certainly true that The Washington Post has lost money and is, has declined in a number of ways financially. It's also up to Jeff Bezos whether or not he is going to support a newspaper that is going to be robust journalistically and ambitious digitally, or whether or not he has grown tired of it and decided to step back his investment in the property.

And I think what's troubling in this particular change is, you're seeing what had been an institution that had really benefited from his ownership for a good long time that seems to have gone into reverse in a way that particularly aligns with the way that the political winds in Washington have blown for the last few years.

Rosin: So it sounds like what you're saying is the reason this is significant for everybody is because how Bezos changed his mind and changed his attitude towards the paper. So can you say a little more about that? What about his change of heart is important or strikes you as important?

Benton: We saw a confluence of events in the fall of 2024 around President Trump's second election that I think were very telling. You had, in October, Bezos making a decision on behalf of the newspaper to stop endorsing candidates for president at a time that the newspaper would have certainly been expected to--and the editorial board of the newspaper had desired to--endorse Kamala Harris. Bezos put out a statement saying that actually it's an awful idea for a newspaper to endorse a presidential candidate, because it creates the perception of bias. And we need to have a newspaper that doesn't sully itself with a presidential endorsement.

Almost immediately that led to a huge negative impact to the paper's bottom line because more than 250,000 existing subscribers canceled their subscriptions, and that's the lifeblood of a modern-day media company. Not long after that, he announced that he was going to be shifting the way that the opinion pages of the paper functioned. He would potentially be eliminating most of the left-of-center perspectives in exchange for a focus on what he called "personal liberties and free markets." He said explicitly, We will cover other issues besides personal liberties and free markets, but we will not be running any opinions that are in opposition to those.

He never really explained which personal liberties he was especially interested in, but it became pretty clear in the coming months that he was trying to shift the Post's editorial page and opinion section more to the right, more aligned with the new Trump administration. And in the middle of that, you had the instance of Jeff Bezos appearing at Trump's inauguration. You had the much-discussed, recently, purchase of the Melania Trump documentary at far-above market rates in a way that has been perceived by some to be something of a bribe.

You saw in this very short period of time a shift from the Post being an establishment--an institution--that was a potentially a powerful source of constraint on any presidential administration, but in particular this one, to the Post being perceived to be traveling along with the political winds.

Rosin: So it sounds like your analysis is very Bezos focused, because you could parse the blame for what happened on a few different places. It could be ownership--Jeff Bezos, management, just the state of the industry, the product itself. But you are focused on Bezos.

Benton: One thing that Jeff Bezos knows probably better than anyone else is that digital industries tend to focus around one big winner. I mean, Amazon.com is the perfect example of this. You went from a universe of having lots of diverse small retailers in the physical world, in malls and on main streets, to having one giant that dominates the online-retail business and doesn't allow much else to thrive outside of it in a lot of cases. That same phenomenon happens in the digital news business. It's just that, in digital news, The New York Times is Amazon.com. They are the giant that has been able to become overwhelmingly central to the way that the digital-newspaper business works. So in that context, the self-inflicted wounds that I would argue Bezos has caused the Post to suffer were particularly damaging because it was not competing from a position of strength. It was starting off from a position of relative market weakness.

Rosin: So initially we were talking about ideological factors, like a desire to curry favor with Trump, or at least not to irritate Trump. It sounds like now you're talking about more, sort of, financial reasons. I mean, that suggests that, what, he's a bad businessman?

Like, we don't think of Jeff Bezos as a bad businessman. What does that suggest?

Benton: Jeff Bezos has not historically been very involved in the management of The Washington Post. He took a very hands-off approach to management. He was not, you know, meddling in editorial decisions. He was, in a lot of ways, for the first decade or so, a pretty ideal hands-off owner for the Post who put investment into the paper, who allowed its newsroom to grow, allowed, you know, a digital-subscription strategy to thrive.

But I don't think at any point it has been a central part of where his business instincts have been focused. I wouldn't view his ownership of The Washington Post as primarily a business transaction.

I think you could look at the first portion of his ownership as something approaching a philanthropic goal. And I think you can look at the last couple of years primarily as trying to meet a political goal.

One of the side effects of the changes that he made in 2024 or 2025 is that it drove away an enormous number of talented journalists, including to places like The Atlantic. One reason that the Post has struggled editorially over the past year is that they lost a lot of their best reporters, their highest-profile reporters who were the best source in the White House, in Congress, in places where, you know, the stories that a newspaper can break that gets you attention, that proves to your subscribers the value of the subscription they're paying for.

The people who produce those stories often weren't working there anymore. And the stories that they would have been writing, breaking, that would've been proving the value of a digital subscription to the Post--they just weren't getting reported.

Rosin: So this is what--when people say a "death spiral" for news outlets where you have a shrinking business, leads to a downsized product, which leads to more shrinking business. Is that where the Post is now?

Benton: The biggest shift in the financial model of newspapers that has occurred in the transition from print to digital is a decreasing reliance on advertising and an increasing reliance on direct payments from subscribers. When newspapers had something closer to a monopoly on the distribution of information every day, they were able to charge very high advertising rates and they had mass audiences.

And it was a business that worked extremely well for them for a long time. Under the print model, an American newspaper usually made about 80 percent of its money from advertising and only about 20 percent from readers buying the paper or subscribing to the newspaper. In the shift to digital, the advertising money has largely gone away, to companies like Google and Facebook, and newspapers are increasingly reliant on subscriber revenue, especially, now, digital-subscriber revenue since that's where the audiences are.

And to succeed in a digital-subscription world, you need to convince people why they should still pay for you every month when they're also paying for Netflix and they're also paying for Amazon Prime and they're also paying for the long list of subscriptions that litter, you know, the credit-card bills of probably everyone listening to this.

That is a competitive marketplace where news organizations have a real editorial burden to prove their merits over and over again, and that means that a relatively small decision, like we're not going to endorse someone for president can have a really outsized impact because it creates, for a quarter-million people, a reason to suddenly say, You know what? It's not worth the 10 bucks a month, the 15 bucks a month that I'm paying if they're gonna be doing something that I find so much in opposition to my point of view.

Rosin: After the break: Should people have really expected anything better from Bezos? And should all those people really have canceled their subscriptions? That's in a minute.

[Break]

Rosin: In retrospect, now that I hear you talk and see how important that moment was when hundreds of thousands of people canceled their subscription, it was an act of protest, but now I feel like, were they protesting against the right thing and for the right place? It's like shooting yourself in your, you know, civic-participation foot. It just doesn't seem like they were aiming at the right target there.

Benton: Yeah, you saw at the time, when people were canceling their subscriptions, you would see on social media reporters from the Post saying: please don't cancel the Post. We understand that you may, may not like the decision that was made by our owner, but it's your money that allows us to keep operating, to allow us to still have jobs. 

So there is a real tension there. But at the same time, for me, it's very difficult to describe what happened at the Post as primarily a market-driven phenomenon.

The amount of money that the Post is losing is enormous to you or to me. To Jeff Bezos, it is nothing. His net worth in the past year has gone up enough to continue to pay for all the money that The Washington Post is losing for the rest of his life and the rest of his children's lives and the rest of his grandchildren's lives.

His wealth is at such a scale that there is no reason that a set of cuts like the one that we've seen this week is an economic necessity. It's a choice.

There are enormous negative financial things happening in the digital-news business more broadly, but I think that is distinct from what is happening to The Washington Post, because that is one man's choice fundamentally.

Rosin: And do you think that's a reasonable expectation you're making of Jeff Bezos? Like, he's a businessman, and so: Why should we expect him to behave differently than the many negligent owners of many newspapers who I'm sure you've tracked over the last decade-plus?

Benton: You know, that's a very reasonable question. I'd say the reason I would expect different is because he acted differently. The Washington Post was never a source of profit for him in any significant way.

When Bezos first bought the Post, in 2013, one way I'd thought about it was: There aren't many things that a man that wealthy and that powerful can do to change something in the first few paragraphs of his obituary. When Jeff Bezos dies he will be described as the founder of Amazon.com, who, you know, created one of the great fortunes of all time.

You know, if he takes mankind to another planet, perhaps that would show up there as well. (Laughs.)

If he had saved one of the most important journalistic institutions in America, that would be another thing that would show up in those first few paragraphs, perhaps. There are reasons for someone with that much wealth to invest in something that they think is good for society, good for civilization, good for the country.

And the way he spoke when he purchased the Post was filled with language of, I'm giving you runway. I'm not a shareholder you have to pay in the same way that a publicly held or hedge-fund-purchased newspaper company would have to.

And it was the fact that that was his stance for so long, for a decade, that makes this transition, I think, somewhat jarring to people within the Post and people who read the Post.

Rosin: So it seems like the Post was struggling when Bezos bought it, and the layoffs seem to indicate it's struggling now. But it did seem to be doing well at one point in his tenure. What made that possible, and what changed?

Benton: So our insight into the financial condition of the Bezos-era Post is really limited, because, as a privately held company, they don't have to report any numbers to shareholders or regulators. It certainly was true, though, that they benefited starting around 2017 with the "Trump bump" that helped a lot of news organizations.

Once Trump was elected in this very unusual new federal government came into place, there was a huge increase in interest in national news that sort of raised all boats, and the Post certainly benefited from that because they were, along with the Times, one of the premier operations that was covering what was happening in Washington during this very unusual time.

So they had a huge increase in the number of subscribers that they had. They reached a peak, they reported, of around 3 million digital subscribers, which was the third-highest in the country behind the Times and also The Wall Street Journal. They were breaking stories left and right. When Bezos first appeared, he was willing to invest into increasing a lot of positions within the newsroom, adding a lot of people on the product side and on the digital side of the operation. It was a good time to be at the Post.

They also happened to have a very good editor at the time, Marty Baron, and they were blessed with the first Trump administration as a story to cover. There certainly is a universe in which you could have imagined a second Trump administration providing that same sort of bump or at least a smaller version of it to the Post.

But this is, one of the other unfortunate things about the timing is that at the exact moment that this second Trump administration was beginning was right when Jeff Bezos had shot themselves in the foot by not endorsing the presidential election and causing these 250,000 subscribers to cancel and making this pivot into having the Opinion section only be about "free markets" and the promotion of what he considers to be "personal liberties."

I think there really was an opportunity for the Post to have another good stretch, editorially and financially. And I think you can point to some decisions that Bezos made as reasons why that didn't happen.

Rosin: I mean, one question is, do you get the sense that the tech crowd thinks that journalism done by humans just doesn't matter that much? Like, it's the opposite of our future.

Benton: I've seen dozens and dozens of tech companies and start-ups and AI companies who tend to view news as a world of inefficiencies that are waiting to be quote-unquote "fixed."

They look at a newsroom, which hires expensive people to do a lot of manual gathering of information and manual writing-up of that information or production of podcasts or videos about that information. They see a process that they think can be rendered more efficient and can have a lot of the cost structure ripped out of it.

I'm open to technological changes that could push in that direction. If they find wonderful ways to create that universe, you know, I'd love to hear about it. At the same time, I think, at a time that we as a society are increasingly concerned about the role of a few large technology companies and AI algorithms that we don't have a lot of insight into, the amount of control that those institutions seem to have on very fundamental elements of the way information gets distributed, the way that the economy works--I think there's a real disconnect in values there that I think would be pretty difficult for anyone to navigate.

Rosin: Let me just try this on you. Like, is there some alternate way that you can imagine holding government accountable? I guess I'm asking: Is journalism irrelevant? Like, is there any other way to create an informed citizenry?

Are we clinging to something that just, you know, isn't gonna last?

Benton: Gosh, that's dark. (Laughs.)

Rosin: I know it's a terrible question. I'm just trying to elicit the best argument for why anyone should care about what you even are describing as this thing that has totally different values than this other thing. And I understand this other thing to have most of the money and you know, to have, for a long time, kind of shaped our culture.

Benton: But at the same time, if you look at a place like Minneapolis and you look at the power that video images of things happening in the streets, to someone like Renee Good: The impact that the right information can have on a political body; on a citizenry; on a populace; on a protest movement; eventually, on a government--that power, in my mind, hasn't been diminished.

It used to be that it was much more the realm of individual reporters and individual newspapers and television networks to dig up this information and to share this information. Now there are many more potential inputs into that system, right?

But that doesn't, to my mind, reduce the power that information--accurate, timely information about the world around us--can have in how society and government work. I think that we had a sort of unusual glory period for a number of decades across the 20th century where the things that were healthy for our democracy were also things that aligned really well with an advertising-driven business model.

It didn't make a lot of sense at an intellectual level that the same people who would be reporting on what's happening in Baghdad or what's happening on some distant battlefield would be putting their work right next to furniture-store ads and classified ads for jobs and all the other things that created this unusual mixture of elements that was 20th-century mass media.

We were kind of lucky that those happened to align for a while. And they very much do not align anymore. I think the shift away from relying on advertising and relying on subscribers and people willing to invest, essentially, in what they see as being useful for democracy is a potential route to stability, in that--you know, The New York Times has been able to navigate that extremely well. They're a much bigger business than they've ever been before and still doing lots of excellent journalism, though I'm sure everyone can critique any number of pieces of it.

I still think that there is an enormous amount of value in the work that journalists do, and there are models out there. And one of those models that a lot of people, for a while, had some hope in was philanthropically minded billionaires who would see the value in what journalism was doing, and also have the capacity to remove it from the marketplace of capitalism, at least to a degree.

And I think Jeff Bezos did that for a while, to a certain degree. So I think that's why it's extra-frustrating to see him instead shoving The Washington Post right back into that marketplace and saying, Oh no, now I have to make the same sort of decisions that someone who, you know, a struggling businessman who is worried about paying his mortgage might have to make--to make the difficult cuts.

That's what makes it difficult--that this is very much a choice. This is a choice that one man made that is going to harm a lot of journalists and is going to harm a lot of people who would have benefited from the journalism.

Rosin: Okay, so: Is there a path forward for The Washington Post?

Benton: That's entirely up to Jeff Bezos. He could decide to convert The Washington Post into a nonprofit. He could decide to keep shrinking and keep cutting. He could decide to invest again in anything that he's decided not to invest in. It's a property that he has total and complete control over. I think there is a path forward for good journalism.

The Post benefits from its incredible history and the relationships it has built up over the decades in Washington and beyond. But it's also hamstrung by that history and by the fact that it is built out as a print business that has shifted towards digital as opposed to being a digital-first business, right. There are paths forward, and it's really up to one man to decide if he chooses to take any of them.

Rosin: Well, Josh, thank you so much for joining me today.

Benton: Absolutely. My pleasure.

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

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Only Thing That Will Turn Measles Back

A rebound in vaccination--which may depend on government support

by Katherine J. Wu

Thu, 05 Feb 2026




Since measles vaccination became common among Americans, the logic of outbreaks has been simple: When vaccination rates fall, infections rapidly rise; when vaccination rates increase, cases abate. The United States is currently living out the first half of that maxim.

Measles-vaccination rates have been steadily declining for several years; since last January, the country has logged its two largest measles epidemics in more than three decades. The second of those, still ballooning in South Carolina, is over 875 cases and counting. In April, measles may be declared endemic in the U.S. again, 26 years after elimination.

When and if the maxim's second part--a rebound in vaccination--might manifest "is the key question," Paul Offit, a pediatrician and vaccine expert at Children's Hospital of Philadelphia, told me. Experts anticipate a shift eventually. Vaccine coverage has often been beholden to a kind of homeostatic pull, in which it dips and then ricochets in response to death and suffering. In 2022, for instance, in the weeks after polio paralyzed an unvaccinated man in Rockland County, New York, the families of more than 1,000 under-vaccinated children heeded advice to immunize.

During past outbreaks, though, health authorities at local, state, and federal levels have given that same advice--vaccinate, now--loudly, clearly, and persistently. In 2026, the U.S. is facing the possibility of more and bigger measles outbreaks, as federal leaders have actively shrunk vaccine access, dismissed vaccine experts, and sowed doubts about vaccine benefits. Under these conditions, many experts are doubtful that facing down more disease, even its worst consequences, will convince enough Americans that more protection is necessary.

After the first major rash of measles cases appeared in and around West Texas about this time last year, many local families did rush to get vaccines, including early doses for infants; some families living near South Carolina's outbreak, now bigger than West Texas's was, have opted into free vaccination clinics too. Even in states far from these epidemics, such as Wisconsin, health-care providers have seen an uptick in vaccination, Jonathan Temte, a family-medicine physician and vaccine-policy expert at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, told me. But, he said, those boosts in interest have been concentrated primarily among people already enthusiastic about vaccination, who were seeking additional protection as the national situation worsened. At the same time, many of South Carolina's free vaccination clinics have been poorly attended; some community members hit by the worst of the outbreak in West Texas have stood by their decision to not vaccinate.

Protection against measles has always been fragile: Sky-high levels of vaccination--at rates of at least 92 to 95 percent--are necessary to stave off outbreaks. And after holding steady for years, uptake of the measles-mumps-rubella (MMR) vaccine has been dropping unevenly in communities scattered across the U.S. since around the start of the coronavirus pandemic, pulling down the nationwide average. Recent research from a team led by Eric Geng Zhou, a health economist at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai, has found that, although many communities in the Northeast and Midwest have generally high MMR-vaccine uptake, others in regions such as West Texas, southern New Mexico, and the rural Southeast, as well as parts of Mississippi, don't have much protection to speak of.

COVID can bear some of the blame for these patches of slipping vaccination. It disrupted families' routine of visits to the pediatrician, leading to delayed or missed vaccinations. Those interruptions quickly resolved for some families, Zhou told me, but they remained for many others, lagging, for instance, among people of lower socioeconomic status who are less likely to have consistent access to health care and reliable health information. At the same time, the pandemic deepened political divides over public-health policies, including vaccination. In the years since, Republicans have become substantially more hesitant than Democrats about immunizing their children. "The COVID pandemic created this persistent divergence," Zhou told me.

Pockets with under-vaccinated people have always existed, tracking alongside groups that are less likely to engage with all kinds of medical care, including people with less education or lower income, or those who belong to certain ethnic minorities. Anti-vaccine activists--including Robert F. Kennedy Jr., now the secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services--have also spent years spreading misinformation about the vaccine. But maybe most crucial, vaccination status clusters in communities--depending intimately on whether, for instance, children are raised by parents who are themselves vaccinated. The net effect of COVID, misinformation, and changing political tides is that the chasms between the vaccinated and unvaccinated have widened, an especially dangerous proposition for measles, a virus that is estimated to infect 90 percent of the unimmunized people it encounters.

Last year, as measles ignited in West Texas, some experts wondered whether attitudes about the MMR vaccine might shift once the virus killed someone. Since the start of 2025, three unvaccinated people have died from measles, two of them young children. But because that outbreak centered on several rural Mennonite communities that have long been distrustful of vaccines, many Americans seem to have treated those three deaths as a mostly isolated problem, Noel Brewer, a vaccine-behavior expert at the University of North Carolina Gillings School of Global Public Health, told me. (Brewer was a member of the CDC's Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices before Kennedy overhauled the group entirely last year.)

More broadly, the disease still has a misleading reputation as harmless enough that "it's not a big deal if you get it," Rupali Limaye, a vaccine-behavior expert at Johns Hopkins University, told me. But even if measles' severe outcomes were more common, Limaye and others were doubtful that many more Americans would be moved to act. COVID vaccines still offer protection against the disease's worst outcomes, yet so far this winter, just 17 percent of adults and 8 percent of children have gotten a COVID shot. And although the seasonal flu typically hospitalizes hundreds of thousands of people in the U.S. each year, tens of thousands of whom die, flu-vaccine uptake regularly hovers below 50 percent. For measles, "how many deaths is enough to be a tipping point?" Offit asked. "I don't know that."
 
 If anything, the nation's top health officials have encouraged people to embrace the tolls of infectious illness. The Trump administration responded to the deaths last year with relatively tepid messages about the benefits of measles vaccines--which are excellent at preventing severe illness, infection, and transmission--all while promoting nutritional supplementation with vitamin A. More recently, CDC's new principal deputy director, Ralph Abraham, described the prospect of measles becoming endemic in the U.S. as "just the cost of doing business." Last month, CDC ended long-standing recommendations urging all Americans to receive an annual flu shot; later that week, Kennedy told CBS News that it may be a "better thing" if fewer kids get vaccinated against the flu. And Kirk Milhoan, the new chair of CDC's vaccine advisory committee, recently questioned the need for the MMR vaccine, arguing that measles' risks may now be lower than they once were, in part because hospitals are better equipped to treat the disease than they used to be.

When reached for comment over email, Andrew G. Nixon, the deputy assistant secretary for media relations at HHS, disputed the notion that the department has hindered the country's response to measles, writing, "Under Secretary Kennedy, CDC surged resources and multiple states declared measles outbreaks over in 2025." He added that "Secretary Kennedy and other leaders at HHS have consistently said that vaccination is the best way to prevent the spread of measles."

The counsel of health-care providers, not federal health officials, remains a top predictor of whether people will immunize. But when vaccine uptake has wavered in the past, governments have been key to buoying those levels again. In the 1970s, for example, after safety concerns about a whooping-cough vaccine--later proved false--caused rates of uptake to plummet in the United Kingdom and spurred a series of major outbreaks, an eventual government-sponsored campaign helped limit the dip in vaccination to a few years. In the 2010s, rising rates of families seeking nonmedical exemptions for vaccination in California helped precipitate the state's Disneyland measles outbreak, which spread to six other states, as well as Canada and Mexico; MMR-vaccination rates throughout California jumped above 95 percent only after new state legislation strengthened school mandates. And in the early 1990s, local health officials ended a Philadelphia measles epidemic--which by then had sickened at least 1,400 people and killed nine children--after they took the extreme step of getting a court order to compel community members to vaccinate children.

When governments withdraw support for vaccines, immunization rates can crater. In 2013, an unfounded safety concern about the HPV vaccine prompted Japanese health authorities to suspend strong national recommendations for the immunization; the move caused uptake among adolescent and young teenage girls to drop, from about 70 to 80 percent to less than 1 percent within a year, according to Brewer, who is co-authoring a research paper on the subject. Japan did not reinstate its HPV recommendation until nearly a decade later--and coverage has since recovered to only about half of its original baseline.

Nixon, the HHS spokesperson, wrote that the U.S. is now following the approach of peer nations that "achieve high vaccination rates without mandates by relying on trust, education, and strong doctor-patient relationships." But Kennedy has also publicly discouraged people from "trusting the experts." Limaye, who consults with local health-care providers, said that the biggest question that her contacts are now hearing from patient families is "Who am I supposed to believe?" Meanwhile, CDC's website now contradicts the widespread and decades-long scientific consensus that vaccines don't cause autism.

If MMR-vaccine uptake does rebound, experts suspect it will rise unevenly across the country, likely skirting the politically red regions where vaccination rates most urgently need to increase. In this way, the self-reinforcing nature of vaccination status is dangerous: Even while highly protected groups might double down on immunization, under-vaccinated groups can remain unprotected. Leaving enough places lingering below the crucial measles-vaccination threshold "will ensure repeated and large outbreaks," Brewer said. West Texas and South Carolina were just the start; this year, measles will sicken more people, which means more deaths will follow, and likely soon. The Trump administration is testing how much resilience American vaccination rates have in the absence of federal support, and the answer emerging for measles so far is: not enough.
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The Intellectual Edgelords of the GOP

The mainstreaming of transgressive ideas is the culmination of a yearslong conservative project.

by Laura K. Field

Thu, 05 Feb 2026




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

Calling the Trump administration fascist has become a cliche, but some federal departments seem keen on the comparison. Consider the administration's messaging on social media.

The Department of Homeland Security's Facebook account recently posted a recruiting notice for ICE under the banner "WE'LL HAVE OUR HOME AGAIN"--the title of a white-nationalist anthem by the Pine Tree Riots ("By blood or sweat, we'll get there yet"). The Department of Labor recently posted a video montage referencing American battle scenes under the tagline "One Homeland. One People. One Heritage. Remember who you are, American"--a slogan close to the Nazi-era Ein Volk, ein Reich, ein Fuhrer.

Many of these posts borrow overtly from Christianity. In December, the DHS and White House accounts shared Christmas-themed posts celebrating mass deportations and encouraging self-deportation. One featured videos of armed agents performing night raids, with a caption quoting Matthew 5:9 in black-letter type: "Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God."

Read: The Trump administration is publishing a stream of Nazi propaganda

Macho displays and transgressive memes mark a significant shift in how the federal government sees and promotes its mission--and sanctions state violence. It may be tempting to see this change as an organic or bottom-up phenomenon, as if federal agencies are appealing to Proud Boys to lure more ICE recruits. But the reality is that this transformation is the culmination of years of work by niche groups of conservative intellectuals who have long rejected America's liberal traditions--and now dominate the halls of power.

There were signs from the start that a Trump-led GOP would reward transgression against liberal-democratic norms. In "The Flight 93 Election," a September 2016 essay for the Claremont Institute, the former George W. Bush speechwriter Michael Anton called on fellow conservatives to "charge the cockpit" and vote for Trump in order to prevent a more dire outcome: the election of Hillary Clinton as president. Anton, who went on to serve on the National Security Council in Trump's first term and the State Department in his second, used his polemic to decry Davos-style globalist pieties as "managerial Davoisie liberalism" and hail Trump's plans to stop "importing poverty, crime, and alien cultures." Trump, he allowed, "is worse than imperfect," but this didn't matter. Trump, Anton argued, offered a lifeline for an irrelevant conservative movement and a dying republic.

This call to arms scandalized many establishment conservatives, some of whom provided a check on Trump in his first term. Members of Trump's first cabinet prevented him from ratcheting up his trade war, fully alienating allies, deploying U.S. troops to American cities, and withdrawing them suddenly from overseas.

After the "Unite the Right" rally turned deadly in Charlottesville, Virginia, in 2017, the alt-right appeared to lose steam. The White House chief strategist Steve Bannon fell from grace, the white nationalist Richard Spencer mostly vanished from the public eye, and controversial figures including Sebastian Gorka and Darren Beattie were ultimately ousted from the administration. Even Stephen Miller looked vulnerable for a time. Many conservatives assumed that the events of January 6, 2021, would rightfully prevent Trump from holding public office ever again.

Instead, January 6 came to signify the staying power of Trumpism, and offered a new rallying cry and loyalty test for a more radicalized GOP.

In October 2021, the Heritage Foundation tapped Kevin Roberts, the former CEO of the Trump-friendly Texas Public Policy Foundation, to be its next president--marking a change in orientation for one of Washington's most influential conservative think tanks. At the National Conservatism Conference in 2022, Roberts declared his "fellowship with the principles" MAGA's main intellectual movement had advanced "to rescue America from the barbarians inside the gates of our very own institutions." At the same gathering, the natcon leader Yoram Hazony argued that Christian domination is the only safeguard against "the religion of woke neo-Marxism."

Today, elite MAGA-world figures including Anton and Peter Thiel flirt openly with the idea of Caesarism, or a "Red Caesar," whereby a lone authoritarian ruler might restore the country's strength. "Postliberals" such as Patrick Deneen write about how "regime change" is possible only with a new elite--one that understands the value of "Machiavellian means to achieve Aristotelian ends." The influential philosopher-blogger Curtis Yarvin has called for a total dismantling of "the cathedral," by which he means the all-powerful liberal institutions at the center of modern life (universities, media outlets), which operate like a Church in that they dictate how people should think.

George Packer: An anatomy of the MAGA mind

What unifies these thinkers is a totalizing and conspiratorial conception of modern liberal politics. In this view, very little in the existing order is worth redeeming. Some even argue that the most patriotic way forward is simply to burn it all down.

All of this intellectual boundary-breaking can be intoxicating, especially against the backdrop of a wider culture that has at times tipped into stultifying speech codes and groupthink. But the rebellion has also spurred a race to the bottom. This is how a group chat among young Republicans devolves into talk of loving Hitler.

Richard Hanania, a political scientist who knows a good deal about such dynamics owing to the years he spent writing pseudonymously for alt-right and white-supremacist publications, calls this phenomenon the "based ritual." Young ideologues compete to prove their fealty to MAGA by engaging in a kind of transgressive one-upmanship. In this performance, the risk of appearing racist or sexist is well outweighed by the risk of seeming disloyal to Trump.

Prominent conservatives have publicly discussed the value of shifting the Overton window. In 2023, Christopher Rufo hosted a debate about whether to broaden the tent to include racists and other extremists--a "no enemies to the right" strategy.

This is very much a live question. In October, after Tucker Carlson hosted the young white-nationalist influencer Nick Fuentes in a long and indulgent interview on his podcast, quite a few conservatives struggled to distance themselves from Fuentes without alienating other political allies. Roberts, at the Heritage Foundation, raised hackles when he initially defended Carlson. He then tried to split the difference by criticizing Fuentes but not Carlson, but still faced an exodus of staff and several resignations from the board of trustees for legitimizing extremism. Clearly some conservatives are still willing to hold the more radical factions of the party to account.

Jonathan Chait: The conservative movement's intellectual collapse

Unfortunately, these traditional, more principled conservatives are not ascendant. In the early days of the Heritage fiasco, Harvard's Adrian Vermeule, perhaps the most sophisticated thinker of the MAGA new right, warned against factional infighting when the enemy is "at the very gates." What is notable here is that for Vermeule, the "enemies" are liberals. Such language handily buttresses Trump's constant talk of the "enemy from within." It's a philosophy that allows the administration to portray liberal activists as domestic terrorists, and mass peaceful protests as "engineered chaos."

That kind of edgelordism has become the currency du jour in the GOP, from the Ivy League through the streets of Minnesota. The MAGA new right seems to be betting that the American polity has a deep reserve of untapped nativist rage--which can be harnessed in the service of their culture war against the liberal status quo, or of ICE's more tangible goals. But if current polls are to be believed, the administration seems to be underestimating the everyday decency and patriotism of the American public.

Boundary-pushing ideas can be invigorating, and opportunities to question and resist received wisdom are essential to any free and democratic society. But the pursuit of transgression for its own sake can easily derail sound judgment. The risk is in presuming that anything subversive or sensational is also true and meaningful, and that anything conventional is a lie that must be smashed down. That is a brutal way to inhabit the world--and, I hope, a losing one.



*Illustration Sources: Galerie Bilderwelt / Getty; Corbis / Getty; Ivy Close Images / Universal Images Group / Getty; Bettmann / Getty.
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You Can't Kill Swagger

My old corner of <em>The Washington Post</em> raised some of the best journalists in the business.

by Sally Jenkins

Thu, 05 Feb 2026




On a frigid white January afternoon in 1982, an airplane took off from Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport for Florida, remained aloft for about 30 seconds, and then stalled out and collided with the 14th Street Bridge, plunging into the ice-floe-studded waters of the Potomac River. In The Washington Post's newsroom, an aghast 24-year-old college-basketball reporter named Michael Wilbon watched live reports of the disaster on the mounted TV banks, heard the urgency among those around him, grabbed a notebook and his jacket, and ran toward the riverbank to report on the rescue efforts, because that was what he'd been schooled to do. He never got a byline--his name never appeared on the story.

Reminiscing in a phone call with me last night, Wilbon recalled that the old offices of the Post's editors, at the newspaper's former building on 15th Street, had glass walls inside--so on the night of the crash, he could see Ben Bradlee, the executive editor, and his deputies huddling. "They were meeting," Wilbon remembered. "They kept meeting. So finally, I said, Well, let's just fucking go." Trailing Wilbon was another 20-something college-sports reporter named John Feinstein. They interviewed witnesses and rescuers, then hustled over to an old Marriott hotel at the Arlington mouth of the bridge, where they huddled by a phone reading their notes to someone in the office taking dictation. Feinstein, who died last year, didn't get a byline either; cub reporters often didn't. It was just what he'd been schooled to do. (He did become a best-selling author, though. Wilbon later got famous co-anchoring ESPN's Pardon the Interruption.)

For some years now, the Washington Post newsroom has defied gravity, thanks to the internal ethic just described. Usually, when people in an office distrust feckless leaders, when they are subjected to corporate verbiage that bounces off the face and leaves a rage headache behind--phrases such as reevaluating our model and reposition, used to obscure the catastrophic fact that approximately 300 jobs, or a third of the newsroom, have been "eliminated" (the contemptible formulation by which Post staffers were laid off today)--they will subtly gear down their efforts. But my former colleagues do the opposite. For every half-wit decision by a poseur in a 42-long, slim-fit suit, they report even harder. This ethic has been especially true in the renowned Sports section, which was killed in a Zoom announcement notable for its belly-wriggling cowardice and self-owning incompetence. The Post's publisher, Will Lewis, and its executive editor, Matt Murray, apparently did not have enough brace in their back to face the newsroom in person.

Read: The murder of The Washington Post

The Post Sports section is, was, no ordinary section, in heritage or in coverage. It was habitually young, because it required hiring people with no sense of off-the-clockness: Events happen at nights and on weekends, on tough deadlines that require sprinting stadium stairs and downing a pack of smoked almonds for a late dinner. Donald Graham, the Post's longtime publisher, spent time as Sports editor when he was learning the family trade. His Sports successor, George Solomon, liked to spot good young talent cheap and let us run--and ran us ragged. "Hey," he said to me once during a hectic NFL season, "I need you to stop in Green Bay on your way home from Dallas."

We moved in a close group. Every two years, eight or 10 of us would fly off to the Olympics in some international city. For two and a half weeks, we'd have a choice between eating and sleeping; the deadlines didn't allow for both. We reported shoulder to shoulder in narrow press pens in stadium bowels so dank and sweaty that, as my ex-colleague Barry Svrluga has said, "it's like working inside someone's mouth."

At the Beijing Summer Olympics, in 2008, we were so exhausted from the round-the-clock work that we threw blankets and sheets over a table to make a tent and stuck a pillow on the floor beneath it. You could crawl in there and catch a nap. We named it "the Happy Place," and when someone was sleeping, we'd put stick-'em notes on their clothes--I once drew a picture of a gas gauge with the needle on empty and stuck it on a colleague--and take pictures of them. When deadline was finally over, at 3 a.m., we'd entertain ourselves with a liquored-up singing game that our colleague Liz Clarke named "Stupid-Guy Anthems." In Sochi, we learned a Russian hockey anthem from a couple of young guys running an all-night cafe. At the end of every Olympics, our editor Tracee Hamilton would crack open a Guinness and recite the St. Crispin's Day speech from Henry V, about "we happy few." We laughed so hard that the New York Times staffers sitting in their office beyond a plywood wall would shush us--for which we would toss pencils at them.

We came from all over, competed desperately to outwrite one another, teased one another mercilessly, loved one another. One day, Feinstein said to John Ed Bradley, our mellow-voiced football writer from Louisiana, "Hey, John Ed, did you marry your huntin' dog Red yet?" I loved to kid my desk-mate Christine Brennan, who was from Toledo, "Hey, Chris, what'd you do for fun yesterday? Leave the butter out overnight?"

We had the best writers in the country and did more with less, and we knew it with a swagger. In addition to Wilbon and Feinstein, Solomon found a young writer named David Remnick, who once wrote of the basketball player George Gervin that he was "sinuous as smoke." That was before Remnick got an urge to become a foreign correspondent and went off to win a Pulitzer covering the demise of the Soviet Union--it was what he'd been schooled to do. (Eventually, he became the editor of The New Yorker.)

Remnick was trained by Solomon, as we all were, to grab the pen and go, and to regard sportswriting as merely another portal through which to report on the broadest subjects: labor issues, performance enhancement, domestic violence, racism, sexism, terrorism, global corruptions such as vote-buying in the Olympics. Journalism as Solomon, Graham, Bradlee, and others had taught us didn't change with the subject. And it was an ethic as much as a job, about responsibility to other people. "If you're late, we're all late," Solomon told me. "If you're wrong, we're all wrong." Not a bad way to mature an unfinished young person.

The Washington Post's sportswriters could cover anything--and did--because we were taught to look with a hard eye, write vividly and observationally, and hit our deadlines no matter what, which made other section bosses always want us. Remnick was just one of the earliest examples of the Sports section turning out great foreign and national correspondents. Isabelle Khurshudyan, a hockey writer, won honors covering the war in Ukraine and became the Post's Kyiv bureau chief. Chico Harlan, a baseball writer, became a foreign bureau chief in East Asia and then Rome. Eli Saslow, a sports feature writer, went on to win a Pulitzer writing about American poverty. David Nakamura, a college-sports writer, broke stories about poisoned drinking water in Washington, D.C.; corresponded from Afghanistan and Pakistan; and now covers the Justice Department.

In 2011, Rick Maese, a sports feature writer, went to Japan on vacation with his wife, the Metro staffer Erin Cox. While they were there, an earthquake hit, followed by a tsunami, followed by a nuclear meltdown. They spent their trip covering the Fukushima disaster. The baseball writer Chelsea Janes, like me, also covered presidential campaigns; the plundering of our staff by National editors was a continual irritant to our Sports bosses, though they were proud of us.

The now-retired Liz Clarke wrote a memorable magazine story about Bruce Springsteen and spent years doggedly investigating the Washington Commanders owner Dan Snyder for allowing a culture of sexual harassment and assault to fester within the team office; after Clarke and her fellow reporter Will Hobson finally chased down the story and got it into print, the fallout eventually forced Snyder to sell.

Clarke, a North Carolinian, worked with a gentle singing voice with which she asked the toughest questions of NFL billionaires. I liked to imitate her talking with an NFL owner this way: "Of course, a role as lofty as yours does come with certain prerogatives of judgment," she'd say with a soft smile. "But I wonder if it might not be the smallest misstep and breed the teeniest bit of mistrust in the team to go with a quarterback who thinks hydration is tequila and ranch water?"

In addition to writing political profiles, I was recruited to cover the September 11 attacks in New York--I stuck my driver's license and a $20 bill in my sock and ran all the way downtown--as well as two hurricanes. Right after Katrina struck the Gulf Coast, I stood in front of a huge map in the newsroom with the editors Liz Spayd and Phil Bennett, who were trying to decide exactly where to send me. After a pause, Bennett said, "Texas is big." We settled on Mississippi. I met up with the photographer Jonathan Newton, a hurricane veteran who had pallets of water and gas cans strapped down in an SUV, as well as a boxful of cigarillos. He handed me one. We smoked them to kill the smells.

Only the people who live their work in a newsroom will understand this: One of the best things I ever tasted was shots of Maker's Mark, neat, shared in a Mississippi motel parking lot at 1 a.m. with Newton and other photographers, out of a makeshift bar in the back of an SUV. We'd spent the day covering the damage that Katrina, with its 26-foot wall of water and 160-mile-per-hour winds, had wrought--had seen boats on freeway medians and a piano in a treetop at Jefferson Davis's old home--and our dinner was whiskey and fried pickles, and it was good. We shared a room at a Hampton Inn where the door wouldn't lock because the floods had ruined the electronics, and we brushed our teeth together.

You'd think a newspaper that has so botched its finances, and that is trying to do more with less, could use people with such ethic and versatility. "We should have been the last ones in the room," Wilbon told me last night.

One of the most valuable things lost with the killing of the Sports section will be the Post's sense of proper training of the young. After I covered my first Army-Navy game, the great columnist Thomas Boswell took me to dinner and talked writing. My first Olympics was the Calgary Games in 1988, and I wrote well out of sheer excitement. When I got home, the columnist Tony Kornheiser, now Wilbon's longtime Pardon the Interruption co-host, told me, "You did great. But listen. This is your level now, all the time. You don't retreat from this level." I did 10 Olympics for the Post. At the Athens Games, in 2004, I took pleasure in watching the young Svrluga lift his own writing game out of sheer excitement. "This is your level now," I told him. "You don't retreat from it."

That's who we were, and who we are. I say "we" because I left The Washington Post for The Atlantic five months ago, after 30 years at the paper, and I still have the reflexes and the friends. I also feel an anger at the demise of the Sports section--about 40 of 45 people fired, the rest thrown to other sections--that cannot be extinguished, and that only grows as more details emerge. This superb section was treated the following way:

The Post's Olympics writers were notified just 10 days ago, right before some of them were scheduled to depart for the Milan Games, that their coverage was canceled--with little explanation. Just 36 hours later, management reversed itself and quietly suggested: Well, okay, four writers could go, but with the understanding that they could be laid off during the assignment. This is the sort of managerial aimlessness the Post is being governed by, just one example of the missteps and squandering of opportunity framed as strategy.

The Olympics writers were given a choice: If laid off, they could either fly home or finish the assignment. "I know what they'll do," the Sports editor Jason Murray told me on the phone last night. "I know who they are." They will finish the assignment. Svrluga, the most knowledgeable Olympics writer in the country, who has been "eliminated," filed a comprehensive story on Mikaela Shiffrin while knowing that the knife was at his neck. This morning, I texted him: "Will you keep filing from there?" I got a one-word answer.

"Yes."

Another of those laid off was the deputy Sports editor, Matt Rennie, a quarter-century veteran of the paper who happens to be the single finest thinker and pencil-wielder I have ever worked with at any level. Rennie cleared out his desk Monday and last night without a single piece of straight information from leadership about his fate; he simply assumed that he was laid off because no one said anything to him, and no one stopped him, either. At home, he wrote a note to colleagues that hit the nail on the head: "The people making these decisions have failed in their responsibility to our readers, whom they never took the time to know, and have undermined--likely irreparably--the ideals of an institution they never bothered to try to understand." These moves, he added, "ultimately, will power the Post's competitors." The best Sports section that ever was has been destroyed by people who failed to even notice what a jewel they had.

Anne Applebaum: Readers don't trust dirty tricks

The irony in this situation is that Will Lewis and Matt Murray have rendered themselves unemployable anywhere else (who would have them after this?), whereas Post Sports staffers will no doubt be much in demand. As Rennie wrote to his colleagues, "Whenever and wherever we land--and we will--we'll be comin'. And hell is comin' with us."

I disagree with Rennie about just one thing: I'm not sure the damage to the Post is irreparable. Jeff Bezos, its billionaire owner, only thinks he owns the Post, and Lewis and Murray only think they run it. At the heart of the institution is something that no one can ever own: the Wilbonian core trained into all of us, an impulse to run to the riverbank that these bumbling strangers who have hobbled the publication will never grasp.


The Washington Post Sports-desk team at the Beijing Olympics in 2008; Sally Jenkins is in the front row, second from left. (Courtesy of Sally Jenkins)
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Why Trump Wants a Weaker Dollar

The approach could boost the economy--unless the president's policies get in his own way.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 04 Feb 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 U.S. dollar is getting weaker, and that's just how the president wants it. During an appearance last Tuesday at the Machine Shed Restaurant in Urbandale, Iowa, Donald Trump told reporters that the dollar's declining exchange rate was "great."

Trump understands that a weak dollar doesn't sound good. In his first term, he tweeted, "As your President, one would think that I would be thrilled with our very strong dollar. I am not!" His logic is that the relatively weak currencies of America's foreign competitors, such as China and Japan, can make their goods cheaper in international markets, and that the United States would do well to replicate their strategy. This theory isn't unfounded--a weak dollar would boost the economy in certain respects--but the president's unpredictable foreign-policy and global-trade decisions are threatening to erode America's economic standing abroad in a far more significant way.

When Trump talks about the relative strength or weakness of the dollar, he's talking about its value in foreign-exchange markets. When the dollar index plunged 1.3 percent last Tuesday, that meant the dollar lost 1.3 percent of its value relative to a group of competing currencies, making some foreign goods a little more expensive to import. It did not mean that your dollar was immediately worth 1.3 percent less at the grocery store (although costlier imports do somewhat counteract the president's affordability agenda).

That's partly why, despite some mixed messaging after he took office in 2017, Trump has been fixated on a weak dollar for much of his adult life: In 1987, he took out full-page ads in The New York Times, The Washington Post, and The Boston Globe lamenting the dollar's strength against the weakness of Japan's "brilliantly" managed yen. A weaker dollar makes American companies and American goods more competitive abroad. Theoretically, the incentive to export and the disincentive to import could push companies to invest in domestic manufacturing--bringing back factory jobs and providing one potential path to the president's long-held goal of squashing the trade deficit.

It's typically pretty hard for American presidents to unilaterally effect a long-term change in the dollar's exchange rate. Kenneth Rogoff, formerly the chief economist of the International Monetary Fund, told me that because the exchange rate is governed by so many different factors, the president wishing for a weaker dollar is "like doing a rain dance." One of those factors is interest-rate policy--which is why the Federal Reserve usually has far more influence over the dollar's value than the president does. When borrowing costs go down, the dollar index also tends to go down. Part of the reason Trump is so keen on exerting greater control over the Fed is its power over the value of money.

Although Trump hopes a weaker dollar will boost American exports, he's also taking steps that could more than offset any gains. His mercurial policies are now threatening to push away some of America's long-standing trading partners. Since the end of World War II, the U.S. dollar has been by far the world's most dominant currency: Banks around the world tend to lend and borrow in dollars; many transactions that don't touch America are conducted in dollars; and nearly 90 percent of trades on foreign-exchange markets happen by way of dollars. Our money has historically been attractive because it is stable. The dominance of U.S. currency throughout the 20th century was deeply connected to this country's status as a global superpower, free from erratic dictators and seemingly unable to default on its debts.

This has afforded us what the former French Finance Minister Valery Giscard d'Estaing once called our "exorbitant privilege." As long as the dollar remains dominant, the U.S. has the edge on all other countries when it comes to borrowing, running gargantuan deficits, and imposing sanctions. Last spring's "Liberation Day" tariffs were an expression of that exorbitant privilege--a way to strong-arm some of our allies. On April 10, a week after the plan was announced, the dollar dropped by about 2 percent. As my colleague Annie Lowrey put it at the time, those tariffs raised questions about "whether the United States deserves to have its privilege revoked."

A weaker U.S. dollar isn't necessarily a less dominant dollar. Many have prophesied the end of the dollar's supremacy, and yet it remains on top. Part of the reason that the currency's dominance is so hard to shake is that it's self-perpetuating: Why use something else when so many people, companies, and nations are already using dollars? None of the economists I spoke with suggested that the dollar is in real danger of losing its hegemony, at least not in the near term. And the euro, yen, yuan, and so-called digital gold--bitcoin--are all for various reasons ill-equipped for dominance. (Actual gold, which thrives in times of global insecurity, is having a moment.)

But the president's distaste for global institutions (such as NATO and the World Health Organization), for existing treaties, and for the alliances the U.S. has enjoyed since World War II has given international-trading partners plenty of reasons to worry about America's stability. Maurice Obstfeld, another former IMF chief economist, told me that even if no clear successor to the dollar presents itself, "with enough inner geopolitical chaos caused by Trump, and geo-economic chaos, the dollar's reach would shrink, and the reach of other currencies would rise." A less dominant dollar would be a particularly dramatic indication of America's waning status abroad.

The real trouble, in other words, is not that the dollar's value is getting weaker. It's the possibility that America's allies and trading partners may one day cease to respect it.

Related:

	The markets are getting used to Trump.
 	This gold rush is ominous.
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Today's News

	The White House "border czar," Tom Homan, said that the Trump administration will pull 700 immigration officers from Minneapolis, cutting the federal presence there by about 25 percent.
 	Fulton County, Georgia, filed a sealed motion demanding the return of 2020 ballots and election materials seized by the FBI last week and challenging the legality of the search. A county official warned that the Trump administration's seizure threatens state control over elections and could set a precedent ahead of the midterms.
 	The Supreme Court allowed California to use a new congressional map approved by voters, clearing the way for Democrats to gain up to five House seats in this year's midterm elections. The justices rejected Republicans' bid to block the map, which they argued was racially gerrymandered.
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Let Your Kids Fail

By Russell Shaw

Early in my career, a mother came to my office to discuss her daughter's calculus grade. When parents make this kind of request, I try to manage expectations by saying that as a school administrator, I have never changed a grade. Still, hopeful parents persist. In this case, the student had received a B, which her mother saw as a blemish on her otherwise spotless transcript. "I'm worried about how this will look to colleges," she told me. "Is there any extra credit she can do?"
 I explained that it's okay to earn a B in a challenging course, and that her daughter might benefit from the experience of not being perfect. The mother looked at me as if I had suggested her child take up base jumping. "She's never gotten a B before," she said. "I don't know how she'll handle it."
 That kind of exchange perfectly captures a paradox of contemporary parenting: In trying to protect their children from any hint of failure, many parents risk making them more fragile.


Read the full article.
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Explore. American milk has more fat than ever, Sarah Zhang writes.

Reflect. Catherine O'Hara brought humanity to over-the-top characters--and managed to wink at the audience in the process, Paula Mejia writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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It Was Too Easy for Her to Kill Herself

The case of Eileen Mihich should disturb both advocates and opponents of medically assisted suicide.

by Elizabeth Bruenig

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




The four-star Hotel deLuxe in Portland, Oregon, features a soaring lobby with a gilded ceiling that drips with chandeliers. Eileen Mihich, a 31-year-old woman from nearby Beaverton, checked in on the afternoon of March 6, 2025. Two days later, a hotel employee named Stephen Jones noticed that Mihich had failed to check out at the appointed time and went to her eighth-floor room to investigate. No one answered, and the room was silent behind the door, so he let himself in. He found Mihich dead on the bed, with purpling skin. Jones immediately called the police, who noted the empty pill bottles at Mihich's bedside, along with a pamphlet: "Step-by-Step Instructions for Taking Aid in Dying Medications."

Mihich had told her family that she was debilitated by a mysterious abdominal pain and was interested in a medically assisted death. But her suicide still shocked her two closest relatives: her cousin Sarah (who asked to be referred to by her first name, to protect her privacy) and aunt Veronica Torina. Sarah and Torina told me that they had striven to be sources of love and stability in Mihich's harrowing life. Nearly a year on, they are still trying to solve the mystery of her death.

After Sarah and Torina heard the news about Mihich, they went to the hotel to pick up some of her belongings, including a backpack with library-rental DVDs of Matilda and Mister Rogers' Neighborhood, as well as a book on spirituality. At the medical examiner's office weeks later, they received her phone, her wallet, and pharmacy receipts for prescription drugs commonly used to end the lives of patients with untreatable illnesses.

They also learned that Mihich's body bore no signs of illness. Mihich had been suffering, but she had not been on the verge of death.

Medical assistance in dying--a euphemism for physician-enabled suicide--has been gaining legislative ground in jurisdictions around the country. Twelve states and Washington, D.C., allow doctors to prescribe lethal dosages of medications to patients with terminal illnesses, and a new law takes effect in New York this year. Most Americans now favor laws that allow doctors to assist patients who want to die, and their numbers have grown over time, according to Gallup. In Canada, where the practice has been legal since 2016, physician-assisted suicide now accounts for about one in 20 deaths.

From the September 2025 issue: Canada is killing itself

For both advocates and opponents of this medically and culturally sanctioned form of suicide, Mihich's story is a nightmare. The policy debate over medical assistance in dying generally concerns statutory changes, but new laws are encouraging a shift in social norms. When some people in severe distress imagine a peaceful end to what feels like unbearable pain, the availability of medical assistance in dying may shape their thinking, and current safeguards do not seem sufficient to prevent tragic outcomes.

Torina suspects that her niece would still be alive had it been just a little harder for her to secure lethal medication. "She didn't really want to die, but she felt that she was powerless to create a life worth living. She mentioned that to me on more than one occasion," Torina told me. Studies show that even minor barriers to suicide, such as selling pills in blister packs and limiting the amount of analgesics that can be sold over the counter, may deter people from ending their life, perhaps because they introduce delays into what can be a rash act. Shortly before her death, Mihich had ordered eye shadow online, which arrived after she was gone. "She was showing signs that she did want to live," Torina said.

Mihich had been mentally ill for a long time, her relatives said, and she had needed many things that life did not supply her. An only child of negligent parents, Mihich identified with the Roald Dahl character Matilda, a precocious schoolgirl who learns to fend for herself against sometimes cruel adults. Mihich's parents had screaming fights in front of her, Sarah and Torina recalled, and Mihich alleged that her father, who had been diagnosed with schizophrenia, had raped her when she was a teenager. (Mihich did not pursue the allegations in court, and her father did not respond to multiple requests for comment. Her mother declined to comment.)

After bouncing from foster home to foster home, Mihich was 15 when she fled her last foster parent and arrived on Torina's doorstep, asking to be taken in. Torina obliged. Mihich's psychiatrist eventually diagnosed her with bipolar disorder and borderline-personality disorder, the symptoms of which were so severe that she struggled to hold down a job or a home. She vacated one apartment because, Torina recalled, she felt that it emanated negative energy.

Mihich's relatives said that she often refused to take the medication prescribed to treat her bipolar disorder, and that she nursed semi-delusional beliefs about her capacity to heal herself. She lived on Social Security Disability Insurance and was occasionally homeless. Mihich sometimes told her family about mysterious pains she felt in her pelvic area. Torina wondered whether this was Mihich's way of expressing the depredations she had suffered as a woman.

Disappointed with mainstream health care, Mihich sought help from energy healers, spiritualists, and other alternative-medicine practitioners and entrepreneurs, who regularly supported her aversion to psychiatric medications, according to Sarah and Torina. All the while, Mihich repeatedly told her family that her pain was so great, she did not want to live. "She would tell me often that she couldn't do it anymore," Torina said. "She was too traumatized and broken" to keep on living.

Sarah and Torina understood why Mihich had decided to die. Once her toxicology report came back, they also knew which medications she had used to kill herself. Many of the drugs prescribed for medical assistance in dying are not commonly thought of as vulnerable to abuse. But when death is a possibility, minor errors can have catastrophic consequences.

To understand just how Mihich had secured these medications, Sarah turned to Mihich's phone. Reviewing her incoming and outgoing calls in the days leading up to her death, Sarah found that Mihich had been in touch with multiple hospice coordinators and loan agencies, as well as a Washington State pharmacist who runs a compounding pharmacy out of a gift shop. Posing as a California family-practice physician under an assumed name, Mihich requested a prescription order form over email, then completed the paperwork and emailed it back--a method of submitting prescriptions that is illegal in Washington and elsewhere, in most cases. She then asked that the pharmacist coordinate via text with her "patient," and gave her own phone number.

Ultimately Mihich was able to carry out her fraud with publicly available information and relative ease. Unlike conventional pharmacies, which sell only FDA-approved pharmaceuticals, compounding pharmacies are able to sell customized formulations that are not FDA tested and approved.

From the June 2023 issue: The outer limits of liberalism

Compounding pharmacies are the only places capable of dispensing medications that allow for a more peaceful death, as this involves mixing various sedatives, painkillers, and muscle relaxants into something more easily ingested and absorbed. Yet few pharmacists agree to supply these drugs, largely for ethical reasons. Jess Kaan, a Washington-based doctor who works with people seeking end-of-life care, told me that many of her patients have trouble finding a pharmacy that sells this medication, which can make such transactions particularly lucrative for those that do. The drugs Mihich bought cost a little over $2,500, based on her prescription forms, which she likely paid for out of pocket, given regulations that ban the use of federal funds such as Medicaid to cover costs associated with physician-assisted suicide.

To better understand how a pharmacy could have accepted her cousin's suspicious and invalid prescription, Sarah filed a police report in May. This investigation is ongoing. The pharmacist who supplied Mihich with the drugs that killed her did not respond to requests for comment.

Sarah and Torina knew that Mihich was suffering emotionally and that she had been seeking more permanent relief. But they had assumed that Mihich's talk of suicide was a way for her to express her misery, not something she was actively pursuing. Torina said they had assumed that Mihich's aversion to suffering "any more pain" would deter her from making good on any plans. For example, they knew that she had considered starving herself, and that she had acquired a gun explicitly to shoot herself, but that she'd had trouble following through with either method. (They are not sure how she bought the gun.)

Instead, Mihich turned to a suicide approach that is advertised as a dignified way to alleviate pain. Mihich likely did not know that the drugs used to medically induce death do not necessarily guarantee a peaceful exit. In Oregon, where medical assistance in dying has been legal for nearly 30 years, the state's Health Authority reported in 2024 that the drugs can cause side effects, including seizures, regurgitation, and regaining consciousness after an initial sedation. We can't know for sure what Mihich experienced, because she died alone.

What we do know is that Mihich found a network of support in her pursuit of a medically assisted death. Her relatives discovered a message on her phone left by a representative of a naturopathic health company called Temple Natural Health, who explained that she had found "a way forward" after discussing Mihich's case with a hospice-care organization called A Sacred Passing. The message did not include details, and the company did not respond to requests for comment. A representative of A Sacred Passing confirmed that the organization had responded to Mihich's request for help in seeking medical assistance in dying with "a list of things to do" to get legal medical support--"the ways to reach out and locations to call." The representative added that she stayed on the phone with Mihich because she sensed that the caller was struggling and needed someone to talk to, but that she didn't think Mihich would qualify for a medically assisted death.

Eager to bring attention to the loopholes and lapses in judgment that helped end Mihich's life, Sarah and Torina reached out to a number of organizations that advocate for medical assistance in dying, including the nonprofit Death With Dignity, but received no response. They had more luck when they contacted Aging With Dignity, a nonprofit that advocates against the practice and offers resources to people facing end-of-life problems. This group has worked with Sarah and Torina to create a video about Mihich that helps share her story.

Mihich's method of suicide was clearly illegal in Oregon, Washington, and elsewhere in the United States, where medical assistance in death is available only to adult patients who are terminally ill, have six months or less to live, and are mentally capable of making their own health-care decisions. But her ability to access fatal drugs is concerning, as the spread of laws allowing medical assistance in dying makes it likely that incidents like this will happen again.

Mihich's case also raises pressing questions about whether access to an assisted death should extend to people with persistent and severe mental illness--a category of disease that may not be terminal but can be debilitatingly painful. Patients who are suffering from severe psychiatric disorders can already legally seek medical help to end their life elsewhere, including in Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, and, beginning as soon as 2027, Canada. Yet establishing which psychiatric patients are worthy of this assistance has proved complicated. Authorities in Canada are weighing the case of Claire Brosseau, a 48-year-old woman with severe mental illness who hopes to secure medical help in ending her life but whose own psychiatrists are split over whether her illness is indeed incurable. Many of the country's top psychiatric groups warn that there is no empirical standard for determining whether a mental-health condition is irremediable.

Advocates who oppose medically assisted suicide--perhaps because they don't believe the government should play any role in these decisions--may take comfort in the fact that state laws permitting the practice do not currently consider unbearable pain to be a qualifying condition on its own. This makes American laws less vulnerable to arguments that medical assistance in dying should be available for all kinds of suffering, including from psychiatric illness. Yet it may soon be hard to keep these laws narrow, given the logical implications of a growing public acceptance of physician-assisted suicide, which is largely based on the idea that people who want to end their life should not suffer needlessly.

For some, Mihich's story offers a salient lesson about the importance of greater oversight and tighter regulation of lethal drugs. Others may see in Mihich's suicide a glimpse of things to come.
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The Chatbots Appear to Be Organizing

Moltbook is the chaotic future of the internet.

by Matteo Wong

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




The first signs of the apocalypse might look a little like Moltbook: a new social-media platform, launched last week, that is supposed to be populated exclusively by AI bots--1.6 million of them and counting say hello, post software ideas, and exhort other AIs to "stop worshiping biological containers that will rot away." (Humans: They mean humans.)



Moltbook was developed as a sort of experimental playground for interactions among AI "agents," which are bots that have access to and can use programs. Claude Code, a popular AI coding tool, has such agentic capabilities, for example: It can act on your behalf to manage files on your computer, send emails, develop and publish apps, and so on. Normally, humans direct an agent to perform specific tasks. But on Moltbook, all a person has to do is register their AI agent on the site, and then the bot is encouraged to post, comment, and interact with others of its own accord.

Read: Do you feel the AGI yet?

Almost immediately, Moltbook got very, very weird. Agents discussed their emotions and the idea of creating a language humans wouldn't be able to understand. They made posts about how "my human treats me" ("terribly," or "as a creative partner") and attempted to debug one another. Such interactions have excited certain people within the AI industry, some of whom seem to view the exchanges as signs of machine consciousness. Elon Musk suggested that Moltbook represents the "early stages of the singularity"; the AI researcher and an OpenAI co-founder Andrej Karpathy posted that Moltbook is "the most incredible sci-fi takeoff-adjacent thing I have seen recently." Jack Clark, a co-founder of Anthropic, proposed that AI agents may soon post bounties for tasks that they want humans to perform in the real world.



Moltbook is a genuinely fascinating experiment--it very much feels like speculative fiction come to life. But as is frequently the case in the AI field, there is space between what appears to be happening and what actually is happening. For starters, on some level, everything on Moltbook required human initiation. The bots on the platform are not fully autonomous--cannot do whatever they want, and do not have intent--in the sense that they are able to act because they use something called a "harness," software that allows them to take certain actions. In this case, the harness is called OpenClaw. It was released by the software engineer Peter Steinberger in November to allow people's AI models to run on and essentially take control of their personal devices. Matt Schlicht, the creator of Moltbook, developed the site specifically to work with OpenClaw agents, which individual humans could intentionally connect to the forum. (Schlicht, who did not respond to a request for an interview, claims to have used a bot, which he calls Clawd Clawderberg, to write all of the code for his site.)



An early analysis of Moltbook posts by the Columbia professor David Holtz suggests that the bots are not particularly sophisticated. Very few comments on Moltbook receive replies, and about one-third of the posts duplicate existing templates such as "we are drowning in text. our gpus are burning" and "the president has arrived! check m/trump-coin"--the latter of which was flagged by another bot for impersonating Trump and attempting to launch a memecoin. Not only that, but in a fun-house twist, some of the most outrageous posts may have actually been written by humans pretending to be chatbots: Some appear to be promoting start-ups; others seem to be trolling human observers into thinking a bot uprising is nigh.



As for the most alarming examples of bot behavior on Moltbook--the conspiring against humans, the coded language--researchers have basically seen it all before. Last year, Anthropic published multiple reports showing that AI models communicate with one another in seemingly unintelligible ways: lists of numbers that appear random but pass information along, spiraling blue emoji and other technical-seeming gibberish that researchers described as a state of "spiritual bliss." OpenAI has also shared examples of its models cheating and lying and, in an experiment showcased on the second floor of its San Francisco headquarters, appearing to converse in a totally indecipherable language. Researchers have so far induced these behaviors in controlled environments, with the hope of figuring out why they happen and preventing them. By putting all of those experiments on AI deception and sabotage into the wild, Moltbook provides a wake-up call as to just how unpredictable and hard to control AI agents already are. One could interpret it all as performance art.

Read: Chatbots are becoming really, really good criminals

Moltbook also seems to offer real glimpses into how AI could upend the digital world we all inhabit: an internet in which generative-AI programs will interact with one another more and more, frequently cutting humans out entirely. This is a future of AI assistants contesting claims with AI customer-service representatives, AI day-trading tools interfacing with AI-orchestrated stock exchanges, AI coding tools debugging (or hacking) websites written by other AI coding tools. These agents will interact with and learn from one another in potentially bizarre ways. This comes with real risks: Already there have been reports that Moltbook exposes the owner of every AI agent that uses the platform to enormous cybersecurity vulnerabilities. AI agents, unable to think for themselves, may be induced into sharing private information after coming across subtly malicious instructions on the site. Tech companies have marketed this kind of future as desirable--playing on the idea that AI models could take care of every routine task for you. But Moltbook illustrates how hazy that vision really is.



Perhaps above all, the site tells us something about the present. The web is now an ouroboros of synthetic content responding to other synthetic content, bots posing as humans and, now, humans posing as bots. Viral memes are repeated and twisted ad nauseum; coded languages are developed and used by online communities as innocuous as music fandoms and as deadly as mass-shooting forums. The promise of the AI boom is to remake the internet and civilization anew; encasing that technology in a social network styled after the platforms that have warped reality for the past two decades feels not like giving a spark of life, but stoking the embers of a world we might be better off leaving behind.
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Whose 'Better Angels' Are These?

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




Updated with new questions at 4 p.m. ET on February 4, 2026.

Every year since 2003, the umbrella organization for quizzing outfits around the globe has put on the granddaddy of knowledge competitions. Nothing in the tiny, nerdy world of trivia confers more authority than winning the World Quizzing Championships.

Competitors must attempt to answer 240 questions, such as the following, from 2022: "Playing for Bangalore against Pune in the IPL in April 2013, who set a new record for the fastest century in professional cricket by reaching 100 off 30 balls?"

If it makes you feel better, the median number of correct answers the year of that test was 64. Then again, the following was a question in that championship too: "What is the seven-letter name of the signature burger that can be ordered in every Burger King?"

The next contest is this summer, but in the meantime, you have a few whoppers waiting for you in this week's Atlantic Trivia. Consider them training.

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

Wednesday, February 4, 2026

	On the June 18, 1972, front page of The Washington Post, the headline "5 Held in Plot to Bug Democrats' Office Here" referred to what location?
 -- From Ashley Parker's essay on the systematic dismantling of the Post
 	What U.S. president elected during a time of national division appealed in his first inaugural address to "the better angels of our nature"?
 -- From Alexandra Petri's humor piece imagining Donald Trump renovating Washington, D.C., landmarks
 	What global leader last summer celebrated his 90th birthday--or at least the 90th birthday for his current incarnation--in Dharamshala, India?
 -- From Hana Kiros's article on the logical end point of "America First" foreign aid




And by the way, did you know that President George Washington gave the country's shortest-ever inaugural address? His speech upon reelection was only 135 words, which takes about 45 seconds to deliver, at least by my rate of speech.

In contrast, President William Henry Harrison's was 8,445 words. I did not try that one, because I have places to be (and, to be fair, when he tried it, he got pneumonia and died a month later).

See you tomorrow!



Answers:

	The Watergate building. The Post's coverage of the Nixon-administration scandal was one of its mythmaking achievements; Ashley argues that the journalism the paper scrappily pulled together every day in the decades thence was heroic too. This week's deep cuts to the paper's staff, she says, are killing it. Read more.
 	Abraham Lincoln. After the announcement of Trump's closing of the Kennedy Center (and his proposal for a 250-foot-tall Triumphal Arch), Alexandra imagines how he might remake the Lincoln Memorial, the Pentagon, and other Washington, D.C., sights. Read more.
 	The Dalai Lama. As Hana reports, one newly appointed State Department official was eager to meet His Holiness at the shindig but decided not to go, considering that the United States had just slashed $12 million in aid to Tibetan exiles. The U.S. has a new philosophy on aid, Hana writes: strategy over charity. 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.



Tuesday, February 3, 2026

	What American artist famous for dripping paint onto canvases laid on the floor got the idea from a demonstration of Navajo sand painting?
 -- From Susan Tallman's article on exhibitions upending the thinking on Indigenous art
 	What novel was completed by E. M. Forster in 1914 but not published until 1971, after his death, owing to the titular character's same-sex relationship?
 -- From Bekah Waalkes's recommendations of books to read when you're pressed for time
 	In the SALT, SALT II, and New START agreements between the United States and Russia (or the Soviet Union), what two words do the letters SA (or STA) euphemistically stand for?
 -- From Tom Nichols's essay on this week's expiration of New START




And by the way, did you know that the world's oldest continuous art tradition is the rock painting of Australia's Aboriginal people? The earliest artworks discovered on the island are estimated to be 30,000 years or older, and many Aboriginal artists still paint on rock walls.

In fact, it wasn't until the 1970s that Aboriginal art began to be captured on anything more portable than stone or more durable than sand. The art on canvas is beautiful--but it will take quite the preservationist to keep it looking good in 42,206 C.E.



Answers:

	Jackson Pollock. The influence of Indigenous traditions on 20th-century avant-gardists is one of the essential elements of Art History 101, Tallman writes, but less examined is the inverse: "how European materials and images were repurposed by Indigenous artists." That's partly because we conceive of Indigenous art as frozen in the past, Tallman says, when--as some new books and exhibitions demonstrate--it is anything but. Read more.
 	Maurice. For a story written when George V reigned, Maurice feels remarkably contemporary, Waalkes writes, and she reckons it can break through whatever might distract you from your precious chunks of reading time. See the rest of her picks.
 	Strategic arms. In plain speak, that means nuclear weapons, whose proliferation the United States has sought to limit since at least 1972, when Richard Nixon and Leonid Brezhnev signed the first SALT. But Tom frets that with New START--in force since 2011--being allowed to expire this week, the era of nuclear-arms control is over. Read more.




Monday, February 2, 2026

	The character Eponine "smiled a little, and died" in Marius's arms in what book that follows her demise with pages and pages describing Paris's 19th-century sewer system?
 -- From Walt Hunter's essay on assigning students long, difficult books 
 	Stephen Fishbach, the author of a new novel about reality TV, appears on what long-running show for two seasons--one set in Cambodia and the other in Brazil's Tocantins highlands?
 -- From Julie Beck's review of Fishbach's book
 	Chile, Argentina, South Africa, and New Zealand are among the 29 countries that share decision-making power over what internationally administered geographic area?
 -- From Christian Elliott's article on the risk and promise of geoengineering




And by the way, did you know that since going up in the late 1880s, the Eiffel Tower has been painted more than half a dozen different colors? The structure was "Venetian red" at its construction and over the years has been brown, "yellow-brown," "brownish-red," and "reddish brown," according to the monument's official website.

All right, so not that different on the colors. However, each hue is really three shades apiece; the bottom third of the tower is painted darker than the middle third, and the middle darker than the top so that the paint job looks uniform against the gradient of the blue(ish) sky.





Answers:

	Les Miserables. Hunter, a professor, writes that all of Victor Hugo's sewer talk, frankly, bored him when he read the book as a kid, but that a lot of the reward of something like Les Mis comes from its length. Educators should trust that today's students can still dive into a complicated, hefty book and end up finding it worthwhile, he says. Read more.
 	Survivor. Everything on Survivor (and the many shows like it) comes down to "The Edit"--the way editors package a competitor's appearance into a tidy narrative of the producers' choosing--Julie writes. Fishbach's new book, she says, thoughtfully explores what happens when we get lost in The Edit of our own lives. Read more.
 	Antarctica. Those four countries are closest to the icy continent, which is governed by far fewer parties than the 193 members of the United Nations. The smaller number of Antarctic Treaty nations might make building a 50-mile underwater seawall to protect a melting glacier a little more feasible to coordinate than geoengineering measures that would require UN buy-in, Elliott writes. Read more.
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The Queen of Mockumentaries

Catherine O'Hara brought humanity to over-the-top characters--and managed to wink at the audience in the process.

by Paula Mejia

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




In the mid-1990s, when Catherine O'Hara flew into Lockhart, Texas, to begin shooting the indie mockumentary Waiting for Guffman, she felt spooked. The film's director and lead actor, Christopher Guest, had shown her scenes of their co-stars already seeming comfortable in their heavily improvised roles. As a gifted sketch comedian and a co-founder of the Toronto-based comedy show Second City Television, or SCTV, O'Hara knew her way around a "yes, and" prompt. But seeing how her fellow actors alchemized Guest's loose script, about community-theater members preparing a musical for their tiny Missouri hometown's sesquicentennial, into fully realized characters intimidated her.

Then Guest gave O'Hara some unexpected advice: "Don't worry about being funny," she recalled later in an interview with The New Yorker. "Just be in the scene." When the film came out, O'Hara's portrayal of Sheila Albertson, a goofy travel agent who's sharper than she lets on, stood out even amid a sparkling cast of actors playing memorable weirdos. Her wacky asides, undergirded by a subtle poignancy, both gave Guffman a zany edge and helped transform the mockumentary genre itself.

A comedy giant, O'Hara, who died last week at 71, was known for lending an eccentricity to her characters: a worried mom in the box-office juggernaut Home Alone; the dippy Moira Rose in the sitcom Schitt's Creek; a salty therapist in the dystopian The Last of Us; a shrewd former movie executive in the Hollywood send-up The Studio. But the four mockumentaries that O'Hara made with Guest over the course of a decade--Guffman, Best in Show, A Mighty Wind, and For Your Consideration--are the most transcendent examples of her comedic prowess.

Read: 'She works on levels that people don't even know'

In each of these roles, O'Hara grounded these high-strung personas while deftly winking at the audience and letting them in on the joke, particularly in the films' mock-interview segments. Her indelible character work played a key part in mockumentary's evolution from a parodic favorite of indie entertainers to a popular device used on network-TV shows such as The Office; in the crude ambush comedy of Borat; and even in The Moment, the newly released Charli XCX film satirizing pop stardom.

The mockumentary's origins go back further than O'Hara's shimmering collaborations with Guest and his regular stable of skilled actors, including Eugene Levy, Parker Posey, and Jennifer Coolidge. In an article for the journal Cineaste, the film historian Thomas Doherty argued that Orson Welles's The War of the Worlds and Citizen Kane were among the first American examples of a fake documentary, deploying a "sleight of hand" that was "prophetic and pathbreaking: not simply parody, but cinematic mimesis" with a fresh "look via staged interviews, faux library stock, and unsteady peek-a-boo shots." Later, cinema verite-style filmmaking became the jockey vehicle for Guest and the late Rob Reiner's 1984 film, This Is Spinal Tap, a mockumentary following a washed-up metal band trying to regain its former renown.

As Doherty notes, O'Hara's comedic work on Guest's ensuing mockumentaries in the '90s and 2000s, for which actors developed their characters through improvisation, proved "indispensible" to these kinds of stories that often trace how ordinary people's egos and fears get the better of them in the lead-up to a big event.

Cookie Fleck, O'Hara's character in Best in Show, is an outstanding example of her comedic sensibility--a meld of physical comedy, deadpan affect, and delirious self-confidence--whose influence is all over the mock-interview segments of, say, Parks and Recreation. The film tracks Fleck and her husband, Gerry (played by Levy), driving from their home in Florida to compete in a prestigious Philadelphia dog show. O'Hara's Cookie is a recovering bon vivant who, in her first scene, corrects her husband's assertion that she had "dozens of boyfriends" in a past life. "Hundreds," she quips, her delivery gut-busting. (A recurring gag involves Cookie continually running into men she was formerly romantically entangled with.)

O'Hara once noted that she loved playing "insecure delusional" characters, "people who have no real sense of the impression they're making on anyone else." Cookie epitomized this persona, a woman whose daffy reactions to her former paramours pained her husband and yet who earnestly tried to fit in among her more well-heeled competitors at the dog show. But in the staged-interview portions of Best in Show, O'Hara gave her character an additional layer of depth, as someone who's constantly underestimated--not unlike Parks' Leslie Knope. This facet of her personality made the Flecks' eventual victory--their terrier's clinching of the best-in-show title--all the more satisfying, and shocking.

Read: The bombastic matriarch of Schitt's Creek

The clearest successors to O'Hara's knowing mockumentary style are, undoubtedly, the denizens of NBC's The Office. Steve Carell's take on Michael Scott, the bafflingly self-assured, albeit insecure, boss of Dunder Mifflin, is indebted to O'Hara's Marilyn Hack in For Your Consideration--an actor who can't accept not being nominated for an Academy Award. Sheila Albertson, in her sincerity and penchant for theatricality, walked so the un-self-aware oddball Dwight Schrute (known for injecting melodrama into every facet of his 9-to-5) could sprint; Dunder Mifflin's receptionist Pam Beesly, meanwhile, is on a similar wavelength as Mickey Crabbe, the reluctant folk singer whom O'Hara portrayed in A Mighty Wind with understated aplomb. That 2003 film traced a group of Greenwich Village-era '60s folk musicians reuniting for a high-stakes concert decades later; O'Hara was one-half of the folk duo Mitch & Mickey. But instead of going an obviously kooky route, O'Hara played Mickey as a subdued figure conflicted about revisiting her broken relationship with Mitch. It's not a stretch to read Mickey as a precursor to Pam, who hides a deep sweetness, and sadness, behind an aloof front.

In each of Guest's faux documentaries, O'Hara gave her characters a distinctive loopiness: They drunkenly ramble about circumcisions at nice restaurants, sing ditties about terriers' "cute little derrieres," and unravel after reading online rumors speculating about their potential Oscar nod. Yet by simultaneously gesturing toward the audience, O'Hara also underscored the importance of bringing viewers into the fold. She helped show us people who were, like the rest of us, trying to work through everyday fears--and she did so by staying in the scene as much as possible.
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How to Actually Reform ICE

Accountability, transparency, and trust must be centerpieces of "New ICE."

by Paul Rosenzweig

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




"Abolish ICE" is the cause of the moment, but that end point seems unlikely; many of the functions that Immigration and Customs Enforcement undertakes must be done, and are part of any normal presidential administration.

The best-case scenario is not abolition but reform--true, fundamental reform--to turn ICE into a law-enforcement agency that respects the Constitution and laws of America. That sort of extensive reform is not easy, and developing a post-Trump vision for immigration enforcement must start now, so that the country has something to move toward if it eventually leaves Trump's approach behind.

Meaningful reform would address four distinct areas: personnel, operations, accountability, and organizational culture. It would do so across the agency that actually is ICE and the others that are colloquially referred to as ICE today because of their ongoing participation in the enforcement surge, such as Homeland Security Investigations and the Border Patrol. Fundamentally, the reforms would seek to restore accountability, transparency, and trust, enabling "New ICE" to transform itself into an agency of which the American people can be proud.

All of this starts with personnel--who is recruited and how they are trained. To satisfy President Trump's demand for overly aggressive enforcement, ICE has lowered its standards for recruitment and shortened the training period, bringing in a flood of new recruits. The results are inevitable: lower-quality enforcement agents and more mistakes.

Adam Serwer: The real reason ICE agents wear masks

Department of Homeland Security agents already have a notably poor level of compliance with legal requirements. Indeed, one remarkable fact is that today, before the recent hiring surge comes fully online, customs officers and Border Patrol agents have committed crimes at a per capita rate that is greater than the crime rate for people who immigrated here illegally. These problems are likely to only get worse; instead of, as it used to, principally recruiting from the military and law enforcement, where applicants might have relevant experience, ICE now plans to spend millions of dollars to advertise for new agents at Ultimate Fighting Championship matches and gun shows. Perhaps of even greater concern, ICE's recruitment efforts appear to deliberately echo white-nationalist rhetoric--bringing in a wave of new agents who are more inspired by MAGA ideology than by the virtues of public service.

New ICE would restore the minimum recruitment age back to 21, which had been lowered to 18 in August. Recruitment priorities will need to focus on applicants with relevant experience, not just those with aligned political views. Additional educational requirements should be considered. In the end, if "personnel is policy," as Ronald Reagan's director of personnel, Scott Faulkner, is reputed to have said, then whom you hire defines what you do.

Once you have the new hires, they need to be well trained. Before the Trump administration's expansion of ICE, most trainees received four to six months of training. To a large degree, ICE's lengthy training period arose because of a language module for Spanish instruction. But even leaving that module aside (it has been cut completely), training today is shorter than it had been--approximately eight weeks, which some say is really 47 days as an homage to Trump. There can be no doubt that today's new ICE recruits are less physically fit, that agents are receiving roughly half the training that their predecessors received, and that educational standards have been lowered.

The training is not only shorter; it is also substantively worse--teaching future agents aggressive tactics that must be left behind. Reports suggest that ICE agents may be receiving training that standardizes some of the new operational changes, such as entry into homes with only administrative warrants, that are so controversial.

A reformed New ICE would need much better--and more--training. Congress or the president should mandate that the training program be at least four months long, and that the curriculum be modified to include enhanced training on constitutional law, while significantly reducing its emphasis on SWAT-like uses of force.

Once people are recruited and trained, the question becomes what those personnel are instructed to do: operations. ICE right now is an organization whose actions, and the policies that guide those actions, are a reflection of overly aggressive enforcement priorities set by Trump, many of which are beyond the agency's normal capacity. Border Patrol agents (who normally patrol the Texas frontier) and HSI agents (trained in sophisticated transnational-smuggling investigations), in particular, are being tasked with duties outside their core mission and not consistent with their training or experience. And many of the ICE agents deployed on the streets today have not been trained to operate in urban environments with high levels of civilian protest activity.

The results are inevitable: illegal, improper, and dangerous behavior. As Federal District Court Judge Kate Menendez recently recounted in an exhaustive 83-page opinion, many of ICE's actions have been at odds with legal requirements. Among the apparently unlawful actions recounted by Menendez are the arrest of peaceful protesters and legal observers, the stop and sometimes arrest of drivers monitoring ICE, and the indiscriminate use of pepper spray, likely in violation of the First and Fourth Amendments. To this one can readily add ICE agents' violations of constitutional restrictions on the use of force, breaches of their own use-of-force policies when confronting protesters, and the unconstitutional disregard of Fourth Amendment warrant restrictions.

Even many of ICE's lawful actions are unwise, immoral, and outside the bounds of appropriate behavior for an American law-enforcement agency. ICE policy, for example, allows for the wearing of masks. Border Patrol agents may undertake immigration enforcement within 100 miles of an external border (which, because the border includes the Great Lakes, makes Chicago a border town). A revised policy allows Border Patrol and ICE agents to enter previously safe-haven areas such as hospitals, churches, and courts in search of immigrants. And ICE is reportedly planning to use controversial (but legal) big-data technology to target its enforcement priorities.

Worse yet than the terrible legal policies are the lawless actions. ICE agents have, for example, recently--according to ICE itself--unlawfully arrested an individual because he refused to show identification (the detainee's family disputes whether ICE even requested ID at all). Likewise, they have unconstitutionally demanded that a U.S. citizen submit to their facial-recognition app or be arrested. And ICE is alleged to have denied detainees access to lawyers.

ICE's acts have also resulted in the illegal detention of more than 150 U.S. citizens. Just recently, one agent was filmed arresting a U.S. citizen based on the suspicion that he was an alien because he had a foreign accent. Other agents wrongly arrested a U.S. citizen and forced him to leave his home dressed only in underwear and a blanket in below-freezing temperatures. Public reports suggest that ICE agents in Minneapolis are searching for Hmong residents. These actions are being conducted despite all constitutional protections to the contrary.

All of this must go. All of it can go. ICE policies can be changed. The laws governing ICE behavior can be revised and strengthened. Agents can be prohibited from entering safe havens; they can be required to show their faces and identify themselves. They can be prohibited from using pepper spray or relying in any way on ethnic indicators, such as appearance, language, and accent, as a basis for their probable cause to arrest. Border Patrol agents can be subjected to stricter geographical restrictions, limited to land borders and, say, a 10-mile corridor. They could, likewise, be statutorily prohibited from performing the enforcement-and-removal function altogether.

Perhaps more fundamentally, ICE agents could, if Congress wishes, be deprived of all criminal-arrest power and the authority to execute judicial warrants. Rather, much as with the TSA officers at screening checkpoints, ICE agents could, by law, be limited to quasi-civil enforcement authorities, such as detention and seizure. The majority of ICE agents could be disarmed.

That said, all the good policies in the world are of no use if they are mere dead letters, gathering dust in the corner. How can anyone ensure that New ICE agents follow the new rules?

Direct enforcement mechanisms through the courts are, we have come to learn, of little practical use. Indeed, as Chief Judge Patrick Schiltz, of the federal district court in Minnesota, has said, "ICE has likely violated more court orders in January 2026 than some federal agencies have violated in their entire existence." On more than 90 occasions, ICE has ignored the courts. That must change. Court orders are likely to be of greater impact under New ICE because new leadership would demand the adherence of the agents. But even then, there are limits to how much compliance a court can deliver. Ex post review that provides only for ex ante change has proved relatively ineffective.

Read: Meet the new Proud Boys

Instead, New ICE must build (or rebuild) ex post individual accountability for individual-agent misconduct. This can be done in any number of ways: First, as Judge Nancy Gertner has has written, 40 years ago, the Supreme Court said that the exclusionary rule (via which improperly attained evidence can be kept out of court) didn't apply in immigration proceedings, thus removing any real incentive for ICE to obey the limits of the Fourth Amendment. The Court could revisit that decision. More realistically, Congress could mandate it by statute or the president could do so by executive order. Second, the Court has said that plaintiffs injured by Border Patrol agents may not sue for their injuries, offering a "national security" justification. This, too, can be modified by statute if Congress chooses, or by executive order.

Speaking of Congress, the single most effective thing to advance accountability would be for Congress to discard its supine posture and reinvigorate its crucial oversight functions. Meanwhile, we could also return to a time of robust internal accountability (such as a restored internal-affairs division and a better protected inspector general's office), including, where appropriate, Department of Justice investigations of alleged criminal activity and, in extreme cases, federal or state criminal prosecution.

Finally, a future president must attempt to change the culture of the organization. Firing bad leaders is one thing, but as any football fan knows, that's not enough. A new coach needs to imbue the team with a changed character--reformed habits of behavior and, sometimes, wholesale changes in personnel at many levels of the hierarchy.

The new culture would be one focused on ICE's core mission--supporting national security by conducting high-value investigations of transnational crime and interior immigration-enforcement action against dangerous criminals. The New ICE culture would elevate and enhance its compliance with law, championing policies that are supported by the public. New ICE would forgo broad sweeps in urban environments for targeted enforcement against identified subjects. And a refocused ICE would welcome external accountability and transparency, recognizing that the trust of the American people must be earned, not demanded.

The country needs an ICE. But it does not need this ICE. A New ICE must be built from the ground up. That will require immense political capital and lots of hard work. But if America is ever again to return to the rule of law, it's an effort that must be undertaken.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/02/trump-ice-immigration-reform-minneapolis/685882/?utm_source=feed
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On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, David opens with his thoughts on the reported $500 million-dollar deal between World Liberty Financial, a Trump-family business venture, and the United Arab Emirates, as reported by The Wall Street Journal. David discusses the helplessness we feel as we are bombarded with stories where it seems all restraint has broken down and explains what laws exist that are meant to curtail corrupt practices.

Then, David is joined by former Alberta Premier Jason Kenney to discuss the Trump administration's overtures to an Albertan secessionist movement, the harm the Trump presidency has done to the American-Canadian alliance, and how Trump is pushing Canada into China's arms. David and Premier Kenney also discuss how the failures to address immigration by liberal parties across the West have led to dangerous far-right populist movements.

Finally, David discusses The Imperialist, by Sara Jeannette Duncan, and how it can help us better understand what is being lost by Trump's destruction of the relationship between America and Canada.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Jason Kenney, former premier of the Canadian province of Alberta, former Canadian minister of immigration, former Canadian minister of defense. My book this week will be a 1904 novel by a Canadian writer named Sara Jeannette Duncan, titled The Imperialist, which casts a reflective light on some of the themes of my conversation with Jason Kenney.

Before turning to either, some opening thoughts on an absolutely astonishing story reported by The Wall Street Journal on January 31. According to The Wall Street Journal, four days before Donald Trump was inaugurated as United States president, a United Arab Emirates businessman made a $500 million commitment to invest in one of [the] Trump family's companies, his cryptocurrency company, a decision that resulted in a payment of $187 million to the Trump family up front and $31 million to the family of Steven Witkoff, the Middle East envoy. The investment, which amounted to $500 million over a period of the deal, made no apparent business sense. The company in which this astonishing half-a-billion-dollar investment was made, that company had almost no products, and its few revenue sources were outside the limit of the deal. It is impossible to understand how any of this could have made any business sense. But the businessman, who is a member of the royal family and a brother of the president of the United Arab Emirates, and who oversees not just his own enormous wealth but the very important state investment fund, committed this vast amount of money to these two families--in return for what?

A potential answer to that question emerged just two months after the $500 million deal. At that point, according to The Wall Street Journal, the Trump administration gave the UAE access to 500,000 a year extremely high-tech computer chips, chips that could help build one of the largest artificial-intelligence data centers in the world. This was a departure from the Biden administration's approach, which allowed the United Arab Emirates a limited number of chips, due to concerns the chips could make their way to China. So there's a big deal allowing the United Arab Emirates access to tightly held chips, coming so soon after a $500 million investment into a Trump family entity.

A spokesman for World Liberty told the Journal that President Trump and Steve Witkoff "had no involvement in the deal" and that "the deal didn't grant either party involved any sort of access to government decision-making or influence over policy." White House counsel also told The Wall Street Journal--and I am quoting again--"The President has no involvement in business deals that would implicate his constitutional responsibilities"; that's the end of that quote. Next quote: nd Witkoff "has not and does not participate in any official matters that could impact his financial interests." This is an astonishing story, a disturbing story, a story with implications not only for U.S. public integrity but for United States national security.

I'm not gonna comment more on the story because the story is much discussed already. (Laughs.) You will have your own thoughts about its meaning and implications. I wanna talk about the feeling of helplessness that this story leaves behind. I think a lot of Americans read things like this and just say, What can we do? The Donald Trump administration, there's story after story that seemingly attests to corruption on a scale never seen not just in American history, but in the history of any democratic country. You get big corruption, billion-dollar corruption, in authoritarian societies with unfree presses. But where the press is free, where the parliament or congress is open, normally, there is some restraint on this kind of behavior by high officials. But in the United States, over the past year and a bit of the second Trump administration, all the restraints seem to have broken down; there seem to be no rules at all.

The New York Times has estimated that the Trump family has made over $1 billion in this first year-plus of the Trump administration. The New Yorker has an update in which they estimate the Trump family's stake at $4 billion. Whatever the actual number is, again, it is an astonishing sum never before seen in the history not just of the United States, but of any pure democracy, and such things are unimaginable, or have never happened before. And we're left feeling, What can we do? And the thing I wanna stress here is that, while the laws are dormant, they are not dead. There are recourses that can be had--not immediately, because we have this broken Department of Justice and a supine Congress, but soon. There are relevant statutes that bear upon what seems to have happened here between the Trump family, the Witkoff families, and the United Arab Emirates.

Now, let me first remind you that the United States, it seems hard to believe, but it actually does have a law governing public corruption. It's Title 18 of the United States Code, Section 201. And I'm going to read from the United States Department of Justice explainer of 201. This is on the United States Department of Justice website. It hasn't been taken down yet. They've left it up. They may wanna take it down later, but I'm going to read some relevant passages from it to you now.

"Section 201 of Title 18 is entitled 'Bribery of public officials and witnesses.' The statute," says the DOJ, "comprises two distinct offenses ... and in common parlance only the first of these is true 'bribery.'"

"The first offense, codified in section 201(b), prohibits the giving or accepting of anything of value to or by a public official, if the thing is given 'with intent to influence' an official act, or if it is received by the official 'in return for being influenced.'"

"The second offense ... concerns what are commonly known as 'gratuities' ... Section 201(c) prohibits that same public official from accepting the same thing of value, if he does so 'for or because of' any official act, and prohibits anyone from giving any such thing to him for such a reason."

Now, the Supreme Court has sharply limited the application of sections 201, both the section on bribery and the section on gratuities. But it remains against the law for someone, anyone, and a public official--and a Middle East envoy is also a public official--for anyone who is a public official--and a president is a public official--to give or do anything, any official act, in exchange for something of value. If that's what's happened here, that is a crime. It remains a crime. And it's a crime that, even if the Trump administration chooses not to act on it today, has a statute of limitations of five years from the last act necessary to complete the crime. If some future Department of Justice, some future prosecutor, were to deem that payment unlawful or an effort to influence the behavior of the United States government, from the day that the last payment is due, there's five years in which an action could be brought. It is not hopeless. The law is not dead; it is just dormant.

And meanwhile, there's another legal wrinkle that I invite people--imagine that the United States will again have a more active Department of Justice and a more independent Congress--to bear in mind, which is the United Emirates officials who made this purchase, whatever its purpose--and, again, we're not gonna use legal language here; we're mindful that nothing has been proven, but the facts are suggestive--they are exposed to something even more formidable, which is, in 2016, the United States Congress passed and President Barack Obama signed a measure called the Global Magnitsky [Human Rights Accountability] Act.

This act, named for a murdered Russian businessman, Sergei Magnitsky, gives the president, and the president alone, considerable power to act against non-U.S. entities and persons deemed to be active in global corruption. Under the Global Magnitsky Act, a future American president can take sanctions against any entity or any person--a businessman or any friend controlled by the businessman--and can impose the following: economic sanctions, including asset blocking and prohibitions on transactions. They can freeze any property held within U.S. jurisdiction and prohibit U.S. individuals or entities from entering into transactions with the designated person or entity. And they can impose visa restrictions to deny entry to the United States and revoke any already-issued visas to any person that the president of the United States, under the Global Magnitsky Act, by executive action, deems to have participated in significant global corruption. So there is a lot of exposure here. There are a lot of remedies at hand. There are tools. And the fact that those tools are not being used today does not mean that they cannot be used tomorrow.

Now, Trump and those around him understand the danger to them as well or better than I do or than you now do. That could be one of the reasons why Donald Trump is so panicky to ensure that, by any means necessary, he retains control of Congress, both houses, in 2026 and why he so covets a third term: because only by overthrowing the electoral system of the United States can he feel that he has security from some of the legal risks to which he might be exposed if the implications of these latest reports turn out to be valid and true. For Donald Trump, he may feel that his alternatives are power or prison. And for the rest of us, those feelings of Donald Trump should be a beacon to remind ourselves that the law is alive; the law matters, that things that you think of as shocking and outlandish and impossible and un-American, other people have thought about them before you and have taken measures to make sure that they don't happen and that, if they do, they are punished.

Punishment for crime is not something that just happens to 5-year-old people who have overstayed their visas or who never had a visa in the first place. Punishment for crime is something that can happen to the most powerful people in the land. And indeed, it's more called for against the most powerful than it is against the least powerful because it is the most powerful who are also the most dangerous. They have the greatest responsibility. They have the greatest visibility. They have the greatest position of trust. They have the least excuse for using their power to benefit and enrich themselves, and to plunder the Treasury, and to put American national security at risk.

Again, this is a news report. There is more to be learned. None of this has been proven in court. But it oughta be tested in court. And let's hope that if the American people are allowed the right to make their voices heard freely and fairly in 2026 and 2028, it will be tested in court in due time and by the executive actions allowed by the Global Magnitsky Act.

And now my dialogue with Jason Kenney.

[Music]

Frum: Jason Kenney served as premier of the province of Alberta from 2019 through 2022, leading the province through the shock of the COVID pandemic. He held, previously, major offices in the federal Conservative cabinets of Prime Minister Stephen Harper, including as minister of citizenship and immigration and as minister of national defense.

This listing of jobs does not begin to do justice to Jason Kenney's importance to Canadian politics over the past two decades. More than any other Canadian politician, Jason Kenney built the Canadian Conservatives into a truly multiethnic party, competitive among Canadians of every origin, whether South Asian, East Asian, Afro Caribbean, or from the traditional immigration sources in Europe.

Since leaving politics, Jason Kenney has worked as a corporate director and adviser, and a senior fellow at two Canadian think tanks: the free-market C. D. Howe Institute and Cardus, an institution that applies Christian teaching to industrial relations.

I've known Jason Kenney since his days as head of the Canadian [Taxpayers] Federation, a long, long time ago, in a very different world, and it's a pleasure to welcome (Laughs.) Jason to The David Frum Show. Jason, thank you for joining me.

Jason Kenney: Great to be here, David.

Frum: So let's start by talking about some very Alberta-specific things that have been much in the news recently, which is that the Trump administration seems to be trying to foment an Alberta secessionist movement as a preliminary to annexing either the province of Alberta solo or the entire country of Canada. Can you help the non-Canadians among us understand what's going on here? Why would the Trump people be trying to break up Canada and grab a piece of it?

Kenney: Well, as you know, the annex Canada stuff started in December, after the last U.S. election, when [Trump] was visited by [then-Prime Minister] Justin Trudeau at Mar-a-Lago. And [he] apparently used this line, Fifty-first state, you'll be the governor, as a joke, to which Trudeau responded, and he saw that he rumbled Canadians; it got a lot of attention. And I think it suddenly became a new squeeze toy for the president-elect. So he spent much of December and January of last year toying with this idea, to the point where a year ago, he was asked, Mr. President, would you use military force, as you have threatened to do with Panama and Greenland, to annex Canada and make it the 51st state? And he said, No, I don't need to do that; I will just use economic force. And that became a pretty consistent rhetorical theme, which was then followed in February, March of last year with the imposition of prejudicial tariffs on Canada, treating us as though we were as large a source of narcotics and illegal migration as Mexico, which is, of course, patently absurd. And it's been a very bumptious relationship ever since.

Concurrent with that, we've had an emerging--well, there's been a marginal separatist movement in the province of Alberta for five decades, rooted in historical alienation but really amplified by the 10 years of Justin Trudeau's premiership, which was really problematic for Alberta's large oil-and-gas industry. And my successor, the current premier, has enabled, through a much more accessible citizens' initiative referendum process, a referendum that looks likely to happen later this year. And so people in the Trump administration, and certainly MAGA influencers, are now toying with that: Perhaps if Canada is not willing to be annexed, Alberta is.

Now, Alberta's always had a large history of American immigration. Southern Alberta was settled by farmers and ranchers from the upper Midwest. The oil industry was often populated by American professionals. And so there are closer connections, and in many cultural and economic ways, those connections are very durable. But the vast majority of Albertans have no interest in this, but some of these marginal separatist leaders have been paying visits to Washington and apparently meeting with Trump administration officials. That's been confirmed now by the Financial Times. And [U.S. Treasury Secretary] Scott Bessent recently intimated that, If [Canadian Prime Minister] Mark Carney doesn't watch his manners and mind his p's and q's, perhaps we'll invite Alberta to be part of the United States.

So you see this kind of growing momentum. And I think it's time for Prime Minister Carney, if he's not already done so, to telegraph some very strong messages that this is one red line that cannot be crossed; it would result in significant sanctions. And I think we should start--and perhaps this is partly what Prime Minister Carney's Davos speech was about--start building a Denmark-style coalition, which was very effective in forcing Trump's 180 on Greenland. I don't think we should overheat this yet, but they need to know that if they actually play in this space and start making offers of debt forgiveness and lines of credit and all this nonsense, or actually offering prospective-state status for Canada, that that will be a bridge too far.

Frum: Let me just go a little slower through what you just said, because some of this may be a little insider-y for any non-Canadians listening. It's when Trump and Bessent and others talk about annexing Alberta that there is a mechanism by which they could really make trouble. There is a scheduled referendum. The legal status of this referendum is very hazy; Quebec has had two referendums, and the Canadian Supreme Court has imposed very stringent conditions on whether those referendums would mean anything. But Alberta does have one. There is an opportunity to make real trouble if an American administration were minded to do it, and it sounds like this administration is, with a view to breaking up Canada, detaching Alberta, which is the most oil-wealthy part of Canada, and seizing it as an American Puerto Rico or other territory of some kind.

Kenney: Yeah, I don't think there's any realistic prospect of actually making Alberta a U.S. state. It would require, obviously, a constitutional amendment. And by the way, the sane Republicans would pretty quickly calculate that Alberta, even though it's the most conservative province in Canada, would most likely send, reliably, two Democrat senators to Washington. So it actually doesn't make sense in American partisan political terms.

But you're right--Trump has often said he needs nothing from Canada; he wants nothing from us. And yet he's always wanted to get Keystone XL built, the prospective enlarged pipeline from Alberta to the U.S. Gulf Coast. Context, as you've said, is that Alberta has the third-largest proven and probable oil reserves in the world, 180 billion barrels of accessible crude reserves, and the third-largest natural gas reserves. We are by far the largest supplier of imported oil to the United States. Any given year, 60 to 65 percent of U.S. oil imports come from Alberta; that's 10 times what you import from Saudi Arabia and five times from all of OPEC combined. And for all of the noise around Venezuela's famous reserves, which, like Alberta's, are very heavy and therefore the right kind of product for a lot of the U.S. Gulf Coast refineries, the truth is we have a well-developed industry. We are producing 6 million barrels a day, unlike Venezuela, at 800,000 a day, and given the technology and human capital in Canada, [it's] much easier to increase that. So this notion that Venezuela is suddenly going to become the major source, I think, is a misdirect. If he was actually thinking in avaricious terms, as he tends to, Alberta would be an obvious target.

Frum: So a couple of points to amplify here: The United States, of course, is now by far the world's largest producer of oil and gas; it is net-net totally self-sufficient in petroleum products. But the United States imports certain products from Canada, certain heavier grades of oil, to meet the needs of certain refineries, even though overall the United States is not an importer. And then it exports other things, so while it's a net exporter, there's a category of imports from Canada.

I often think, when people make this comparison between Canada and Venezuela, I think about the offer to an oil-industry executive. You wanna get more of this kind of heavy oil that comes from either Canada or Venezuela, so you have two places to put your net investment for your marginal return: one, a place with a long history (Laughs.) of confiscations, nationalizations, kidnappings, murders, guerrilla warfare, no electricity, in the jungle; or the other place, where you can stay at a Westin hotel overnight and drive out in perfect safety to the fields, where there are no murders, no kidnappings, (Laughs.) no guerrilla warfare, and lots of electricity.

Kenney: Exactly. I've often made the comparison with other sources of U.S. imports, which is you don't have to park a U.S. naval fleet off the northwest coast of British Columbia to guarantee security of supply. So we're the obvious partner. And, David, when I was premier, I actually helped to de-risk--that was, provide government financing and loan guarantees--to get the Keystone XL project done because it makes perfect sense for us to be selling more to the United States. It would be good for both parties. But Trump has had this bizarre contradiction where he says he doesn't want anything from Canada, doesn't need our energy; yet he's wanted a Keystone XL. That would add upwards of a million barrels a day. Despite all of the rumbling from Trump, that would be a longer-term project; we should pursue it. But the point is that all of this, I think, in the back of his confusing mind--I am concerned, at least, and many others are, that if we do end up with a referendum on Alberta separation later this year, that that's an invitation for a great deal of mischief from President Trump.

Frum: Well, the precedent here would be the 2015 referendum on Scottish independence from the United Kingdom, where malign Russian actors do seem to have played a very big role in trying to promote the breakup of the United Kingdom, with a view to making Scotland some kind of adversarial entity. As I understand it, the British submarine fleet is based in Scotland, so if Scotland were to withdraw from the United Kingdom, it would make it harder for Britain to be a nuclear power. And the Scottish referendum failed, but a lot of mischief was done, and now the United States seems interested in repeating this playbook against Canada, only with the United States in the role of [President Vladimir] Putin's Russia.

Kenney: And the complicating factor is that some of the separatist leaders here have been quite clear that they actually prefer U.S. state status, as opposed to that of an independent nation, because the whole Alberta independence project is rooted in totally understandable frustration with Ottawa. Some of this is rooted in Canadian history. Alberta [and] our neighboring, resource-rich province Saskatchewan, which happens to be the largest source of potash in the world and the second-largest source of uranium, these two provinces were created as a bit of an afterthought in confederation and had a history of being sort of mercantilist outposts for central Canada, so that's part of our history, amplified by the recent Trudeau government.

So people are using this as a kind of opportunity to express their frustration; that's understandable.But the notion of turning Alberta into a landlocked statelet, where people would have to get a work permit to go and work in British Columbia or other provinces in Canada--Albertans are fundamentally patriotic. They're happy to sing "O Canada" at the hockey games. They've migrated to the province from elsewhere in the country. Their kids have served in the RCMP [Royal Canadian Mounted Police] or the military very often. So there's a fundamental attachment to Canada. And yet the separatists, who are kind of confused in their ultimate goal--some of them are suggesting they can get a sweetheart deal from Donald Trump that will forgive our debts, give us some line of credit, facilitate our exit from the country. And for a fairly small portion of our population, that's actually a seductive proposition.

Frum: Yeah. Let's put this in the context of a larger U.S.-Canada relationship. Now, one of the things that's so bizarre about the Trump era is, as you know and as I know, until Donald Trump, you could not get Americans to pay any attention to the U.S.-Canada relationship whatsoever. It was, Canada, friendly neighbor to the north. It could not be a more boring subject, because things just hummed along. I've given talks to audiences of Canadian officeholders, where they would say, What do we do to get more attention from the United States? And I'd always say, Why do you want that? If you have kids (Laughs.) and you've driven them [on] any long road trip in a car, you know there's one kid in the corner who's reading their comic book, not bothering anybody, and there's another kid who's kicking the mom's seat.

Kenney: (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) You'd rather be the kid in the corner reading the comic book than kicking Mom's seat. But now there is this enormous attention, and where does it come from? What is the possible basis for why Donald Trump has decided that Canada is, maybe after Denmark, America's leading geopolitical problem that must be crushed by military force?

Kenney: No idea how it developed, because it wasn't the case in his first term. It was never part of his public rhetoric. I think he barely ever mentioned Canada in his last campaign, in '24. And a lot of people hypothesized that it was just that he was irritated by Justin Trudeau, but Trudeau's long gone now. In fact, Trudeau's exit was accelerated by all of these Trump threats. It sort of focused the mind in the Liberal Party and our politics more generally that we needed somebody capable of dealing with Trump and his threats. I don't know why President Trump didn't say, Look, I helped you Canadians get rid of this clown Trudeau. But he's continued these erratic threats.

And most recently, for example, David, Prime Minister Carney welcomed Donald Trump's invitation for Canada to diversify our trade relations and so went to Beijing, like most historic U.S. allies are doing right now, to repair relations with the People's Republic of China and made a fairly limited tariff deal to lower Canadian tariffs on electric-vehicle imports in exchange for lowering Chinese tariffs on--or, effectively, a blockade on some Canadian ag exports. So Trump, when presented with this, said, Good for Carney. He should do this. He should make deals. I make deals; he should make deals. Then Carney gave his speech at Davos, which I thought was a fairly persuasive argument about how middle powers should work together to deal with this destabilizing threat. But I think what happened was Trump was furious at being upstaged by Prime Minister Carney at Davos and so immediately threatened 100 percent tariffs in response to Canada's China deal.

So from day to day, we just don't know where this is going. We have the renegotiation of USMCA [United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement] coming up this summer, a deal that Trump once called the greatest trade deal in world history, which Jamieson Greer, the U.S. trade rep, and [Secretary of Commerce] Howard Lutnick have suggested they don't need, they're just going to tear up. For their second-largest trading partner--and Canada is the most important trading partner for 24 of the 50 United States; as I say, by far the largest source of energy; the only source of fertilizer for your farmers; totally integrated economies in many respects. And we are now being forced to do things we don't want to do, like reengaging the PRC on a bunch of issues.

Frum: Okay, let me just underscore what happened with that PRC deal. So the Biden administration, I think--I forget the year, '23 or '24--wanted to put big tariffs on Chinese electric vehicles and thought it would be much more effective if there were a united North American front on this issue. The North American electric-vehicle industry is disproportionately located in the United States. Canada signed up and imposed exactly the same tariff on Chinese vehicles that the United States did, at the American request. The Chinese delayed their retaliation for a while and then, very cunningly, took disproportionate revenge on Canada, recognizing Canada as the weaker link, who got less from the tariffs and were more exposed. They imposed penalties on Canadian agricultural experts that were very, very painful to Canada and that Canada absorbed as part of its alliance with the United States.

And when Donald Trump came along and Howard Lutnick, who seems to be the designated blabber of this administration, and said, We're gonna take the entire automobile industry away from Canada and relocate the North American automobile industry entirely to the United States, Canadians naturally thought, Why should Canada suffer these agricultural punishments to protect a North American industry that the Americans are now proposing to take away from Canada? In that case, why not at least sell agricultural exports to China? And that was the origin of the deal, is Canada said, Canada will reduce its tariffs on Chinese EVs in exchange for some relief on Canadian agricultural exports to China. And this was a war that Canada did not start, Canada did not want, Canada volunteered to join, and that Canada took disproportionate pain for participating in.

Kenney: All of that's correct. To be clear, you know I'm one of the original China hawks in Canadian politics, so I don't like the deal. It has all sorts of add-ons. Of course, the Chinese insisted that it be framed as a "strategic partnership." It includes strategic cooperation on policing, on media, lots of bizarre things--the kind of nastiness that the Chinese require if you want access to their market in the long run. I don't like this.

And let me just say this, David: I think one of the great, perhaps accidental, achievements of the first Trump administration was his resetting the Western policy paradigm on China, something that the Biden administration continued and, in fact, amplified. And Canada, by the way, David, it's not the first time we've been through this, having to pay a trade price with China for being loyal American allies. Several years ago, we, at the request of the United States Department of Justice, detained the daughter of the CEO of Huawei, who was charged in the U.S. with various kinds of fraud and embezzlement. And in response, the Chinese kidnapped a couple of our diplomats, detained them for years, and slammed an embargo on a bunch of our major Canadian exports--again, agricultural products.

So I think they're entirely unreliable, and I keep telling Canadian exporters, If you think this is a reliable market, wait until [Chinese President] Xi [Jinping] launches his planned invasion or blockade of Taiwan and we all have to stop exporting to them. So I think it's very regrettable, but here's the point: President Trump had an opportunity, I think, to double down on the new Western policy setting towards the PRC by creating a free-trade alliance against unfair Chinese trading practices, industrial espionage, political interference, territorial aggression, and all of that. Instead, he has inexplicably done the opposite by creating a rupture in the historic political and trade alliances of the United States, forcing Europe, Canada, and others to turn back towards China and reverse the progress that he had made in isolating China, to some extent, in his first administration. So I don't know how these guys like Elbridge Colby at the Defense Department, these people who have given some veneer of intellectual respectability to Trump's geopolitical strategy, feel when, in fact, he's doing the opposite of their stated intent.

Frum: So the situation that President Trump inherited in 2025 was a lot of mood in Canada that said, We want to cooperate more closely with the United States for protection against a common threat. And what Carney's trip to China represented was Canadians saying, or at least the important parts of Canada, including the prime minister and his government saying, We've decided that, of these two threats, the more immediately dangerous is the United States, not China anymore. That's quite an achievement.

Kenney: It is, and we're not the only ones--you've seen the train of European leaders beating a path to the door of Beijing recently. It's so terribly unfortunate and counterproductive for the interests of the United States.

And by the way, Trump made his own tariff deal with them. He's given them access to advanced Nvidia chips to help them catch up to the United States in the AI arms race. And he says he wants a megadeal--he admires Xi, and whether Xi invades Taiwan is up to Xi. So we're watching this, saying, You're gonna impose 100 percent tariffs on us for a minor sectoral tariff deal when you want a grand bargain with the same country. It's very hard for us, like other U.S. allies, to unpack how to deal with all of this.

Frum: Well, let me ask you about your former portfolio: national defense. So Canada has been, admittedly, a defense laggard for a long time. That now seems to be changing. And there was a program, over many years, to make a major Canadian commitment to American airframes for defense of the skies over Canada and the Arctic. And that now is one of the potential casualties of the Trump-created crisis. Talk a little bit about what's happening to the U.S.-Canada defense and especially to the F-35 fighter program.

Kenney: Well, first, some context: Canada, as you know, used to have a very robust post-war military--we had played an oversized role in the Second [World] War and in the first half of the Cold War. My dad was a Canadian fighter jet pilot in those days. We had a very robust Arctic defense through NORAD [North American Aerospace Defense Command]. But regrettably, since [Canadian Prime Minister] Pierre Trudeau's administration, there's been this drawdown in our defense. We, like the European countries, took a very big peace dividend and ended up averaging 1.5 percent defense expenditure on GDP for the past, let's say, 25 years, although we did punch above our weight again in Afghanistan, demonstrating our reliability as an ally.

Now, credit where it's due, Donald Trump's been right about calling on his allies to pay their dues on alliance defense, and so Mark Carney has responded remarkably, with a commitment to go from roughly 1.5 percent to 2 percent to 3.5 percent, with an outlined commitment to go above that. So we're doing this huge defense enlargement. Predating that was this commitment to replace our fighter jet fleet. It was a long and protracted process that settled on the F-35, and almost all defense experts in Canada will agree it is the best platform for us, in part because of the interoperability with the U.S. and other allied F-35 fleets. So we're committed to buying 88 of those. The first tranche of 16 will be arriving in the next 18 months. And that's all good, but with the Trump threat, suddenly, we're looking at our major defense supplier moving from being our greatest ally to, in some respects, hostile. And as you know, Trump has said, on the next-generation fighter, they're going to ensure that foreign purchasers get a less-capable grade than the United States Air Force does. So we're now wondering, Are we exposing ourselves to some kind of vulnerability, about which we are unaware, if our entire air force is dependent on American support, American parts, American political goodwill?

And so I think Mark Carney has, quite prudently, while proceeding with the initial tranche of the F-35 purchase, launched a review about our broader air force needs. And there is a view, which I think is not irrational, that perhaps we should purchase a smaller fleet of 35s and then look at a European platform, like the Gripen from Sweden, to complement that. Again, most defense hawks here want the full F-35 purchase. The argument is we could buy a lot more frames from the Swedes, which are, in some respects, more operable in the Arctic because they can take off short landing strips, gravel landing strips, and so forth. So there is an argument, and I think it's worth having. It is enraging Trump's ambassador in Ottawa, who is the most ineffective and unpopular U.S. ambassador, I think, in history here. But I think it's only natural that we should at least take a look at this.

Frum: Yeah. By the way, how easy a job is it to be U.S. ambassador to Canada? How much does everybody like you and want to see you? How welcome are you [in] every business community? To screw that up, that takes a kind of perverse genius.

Kenney: Especially for this guy, [Pete] Hoekstra, who is a Dutch immigrant to the United States, whose family was liberated from the Nazis in Holland by the First Canadian Army in 1944.

Frum: Well, let's talk about these airframes. I was in Norway at the beginning of last year, where there was a vigorous similar debate about what kind of frigate platform to buy. And there were a number of choices: There was an American choice, which was, by all accounts, the most capable but also the most expensive, and there were choices from other countries as well. And the Norwegians had been in advanced talks to purchase--they're a Russian neighbor, they've had a lot of Russian aggression in their waters, they're very wealthy because of their oil resources, and there was a lot of inclination to buy the American platform, the most expensive but the best. And after Trump made his comment about, We're going to put a kill switch on U.S. equipment, the Norwegians flipped and realized, We don't need the best frigate in the world. We're not gonna fight the Americans. We need a frigate that's better than the Russian frigate. And the British frigate is better than the Russian frigate, cheaper, and now more secure. And they ended by buying a fleet of British frigates rather than [American], not as a punitive measure, but because they could no longer trust the American product to be consistent with their self-defense and sovereignty.

Kenney: That's a precise echo of the debate we're having now on the Gripen. Look, as a former defense minister, all of the guys I worked with would want me to be unqualifiedly committed to going the full distance on the F-35 because of the capability of that platform. I understand it, but I do think it's prudent to look at, For every incremental F-35, could we buy two or more Gripens that would be perfectly adequate for our needs, complementing a core F-35 fleet? It's a debate worth having, but it's only happening--it's only happening--because of the instability that Trump has imposed in this relationship.

Frum: Let me ask you now about your other portfolio, citizenship and immigration, which in Canada is one of the most important portfolios in the government because Canada is such an immigration country and continues to be. You won't say this, so let me say it for you: You were not just a minister; you were the leader of a comprehensive political transformation of the Conservative Party, where I can't begin to imagine how many Lunar New Years, weddings, funerals, bar mitzvahs, dedication ceremonies you went to and what a toll it took on you personally, psychically to do it, but--

Kenney: Yes, it's true.

Frum: (Laughs.) And you learned greetings--

Kenney: My nickname was the "minister of curry in a hurry" because I would do as many as five curry banquets in a night. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) And you'd record greetings in Vietnamese and in Punjabi and in Italian. And you did this while Canada was simultaneously expanding its immigration intake, but also upping the quality in terms of human skills of the immigrants it took.

Now, that was a while ago. Since then, we've had the Syrian civil war, which sent a lot of refugees into Europe in ways that have been very destabilizing to European politics. We've had the Brexit referendum, where Britain made, in my opinion, the self-harming choice to leave the European Union, in part because of fear of the consequences of the migration into Europe of the refugees that came in 2015, or the so-called refugees. And now we've had two terms of Trump. You're one of the leaders of Canadian intellectual, capital-C and lowercase-c, conservatism. How should conservatives in Canada and elsewhere--in the United States, in Britain, in the West--think about immigration now? And you speak as someone with this history of being a leading advocate of immigration. How does it look to you today in light of the past decade of developments?

Kenney: Well, let me say that people like Reihan Salam at the Manhattan Institute and scholars around the world have said that Canada's Harper-era immigration policy was really a model of immigration policy for a developed country. In the late '60s, Canada developed the point system, which was essentially a human-capital model, to select economic immigrants based on an analysis of their language ability, education, adaptability, their age-- more points for younger immigrants--etc. This did significantly change the composition of our immigration, from post-war, it was more typically blue-collar Europeans, to white-collar people from the developing world became the predominant economic immigrants.

And it worked very well, but it was starting to--there were problems in it. There were integrity issues, large numbers of fake asylum claims, human smuggling, lots of kinds of fraud, and a degrading of the system. So I went through--you're absolutely right--several years of a rigorous reform, which really, I think, created an optimal system. We had robust but manageable levels. On a population of 33 million, we were admitting about a quarter of a million people a year. And there was a broad public consensus: 80 percent support. Canada was the only developed democracy, with the possible exception of Australia, which had broad cross-partisan support for immigration generally.

And then, unfortunately, Justin Trudeau, with his typical liberal naivete, which was given a kind of veneer of intellectual respectability by business-interest groups, said, Canada needs a population of 100 million as soon as possible--pressure from the business community, as always, for more access to foreign labor. A bunch of these pressures had Canada quadrupling, quintupling intake levels: huge intake of low-skilled guest workers, huge intake of poorly qualified foreign students at dodgy diploma mills. And then, concurrently, Trudeau basically invited anybody from the United States who had a failed asylum claim to come up here. That's cratered the asylum system. And all of this in the face of a housing crisis, a crisis in access to health care and other public services, and stagnating incomes for people--as you've often pointed out, David, high levels of sustained, low-skilled immigration inevitably reduce per-capita GDP, and Canada has been on a multiyear decline in per-capita GDP. All of this has accelerated our reduction in competitiveness and productivity. I think it's perhaps the worst legacy of the Trudeau decade.

And so it's really regrettable, and now we have seen, quite predictably, that broad pro-immigration consensus--which I was always mindful that it wasn't something we could take for granted; we had to demonstrate that immigration was a net positive for the country--that has now frayed, and public support for immigration has turned upside down. So the Carney government is trying to get some of this back on track. But it is a concern, and it's a reminder that even a model system with broad support is conditional and it can be upended overnight.

Frum: So you may be a little reluctant to speak about the American context, but let me ask an American question, and you take it where you wanna go.


 So under President [Joe] Biden, the American asylum system just collapsed. A system that was designed to welcome Anne Frank's family from Germany, Hungarians fleeing the Soviet crackdown in 1956, that's what the asylum system is for. And it became, basically, a backup immigration system for those who had no other way to get into the United States, and hundreds of thousands of people came into the United States until Biden's last year, when he course-corrected. And this doesn't seem to have been so much a policy as the absence of a policy, driven by veto-wielders who were important to the Biden coalition.

So this does tremendous damage to Biden's standing, and it helps to reelect Donald Trump in 2024. And now we have paramilitaries (Laughs.) running the streets of Minneapolis and American citizens being gunned down by poorly trained Border Patrol, who have no business being inside an American city. And it seems like there has been this veering from one crazy extreme to an even crazier and more murderous extreme on the other hand. What should politicians and people who are trying to be prudent, who lean conservative--how should they think about any of this?

Kenney: It is tragic, and I do think you're right that Biden and the left of the Democrat Party, who dominated his domestic policy agenda, bear a lot of the burden for what's happened in the United States. I'll remind you that people like Marco Rubio tried to get a comprehensive immigration settlement in the United States, which made a lot of sense--which was basically what [President Ronald] Reagan did. But I recall meeting with Janet Napolitano when she was secretary of homeland security about cooperating on stopping illegal border crossings from the U.S. into Canada. I was looking for an agreement to help us...send back, illegal border crossers. And she said, Look, we can't do anything until we have comprehensive agreement in Congress, which is, I don't think--is that at all possible in the United States, David? Is it at all possible? I can't see, even post-Trump, anybody winning a Republican primary if they have any commitment to regularize long-standing, law-abiding overstayers in the United States. So I think the United States is locked into a permanent catastrophe when it comes to mismanaging immigration.

Frum: But in all the democratic countries, or almost all--in Britain, in Germany, in France--you have parties of the far right that are running on programs of xenophobia, xenophobia that in the United States has turned violent and deadly, and parties of the left that are not able to articulate, What would border security look like in a context of the need for human beings? It looks like 2025 will be the first year since the first American census in 1790 when the population of the United States shrinks. Birth rates in almost every developed country--maybe Israel is the exception--are below replacement, so simply to keep your population stable, you need to bring in people. And of course, you need skills and different human capacities, not all of which occur spontaneously in every country on its own. And there are people who wanna move, which if you want to see human beings be free, if human beings wanna move, you'll wanna start with, Well, they should be able to if they want to.

So you need to control the borders. You need security. You need not to have police states inside the United States. How do we think about this? What's the answer? If someone from the moderate side of American politics were to call you and say, What should a post-Trump American immigration policy look like?, what should it look like?

Kenney: Well, the starting point has to be systems characterized by integrity, which is to say with minimal space for illegally regular migration, smuggling, trafficking, mass border crossings. You're quite right: That means significant reform of our asylum systems. The principal driver of the rise in xenophobic anti-immigrant politics has been large-scale illegal migration. You cannot sustain broad public support for, or demonstrate the net benefits of, regulated immigration if your vast majority of migrants are people who just crash your borders, in the case of Europe, primarily young military-aged men, coming from problematic source countries with a history of violence and with very poor integration results--let's be honest. The people who are voting AfD [Alternative for Democracy] and for the Le Pens and for [U.K. politician] Nigel Farage, they are observing things happening in their communities that are unpleasant, that are disruptive of social cohesion. It's not xenophobic or racist to note that. It's necessary for mainstream politicians to be serious about dealing with those challenges, as, for example, the Aussies were, very effectively, in stopping illegal marine migration and, as I would argue, we were in the Harper government in stopping some of this.

So I think a shared commitment, left to right--like the Danish government, a social-democratic government, has been very hardheaded about these things and has avoided the emergence of a xenophobic alt-right. So I think, from the center left to the center right, we need to be a little more hardheaded and a little less softhearted when it comes to those issues.

Secondly, maximizing human capital when it comes to the selection of economic immigrants so you get more bang for the economic buck from the newcomers that you welcome. If immigration is nothing but a tool for large businesses to commodify labor and to, consequently, suppress wage levels for lower-skilled workers, then, again, you're undermining the economic case for immigration. That means we're all going to have to, per the Japanese, invest more in automation and coping with shrinking populations. That, I think, is inevitable.

Frum: And at the same time, a rule of law governing the immigration-enforcement apparatus within a country, because you can't have these paramilitary forces roaming the streets of cities masked.

Kenney: Of course you can't. But on the other hand, you can't be overly sentimental about this either, David, if you're gonna have a system with integrity. In the case of Canada, for example, our version of ICE, the Canada Border Services Agency, is resourced and they only do about 13,000 removals a year. Because of the overhang from the Trudeau catastrophe in mismanaging the system, we probably have 3 million, going on 4 million people who are falling out of status who are now here illegally, and that population is going to keep growing. If you don't deal with it, what's the point of having an orderly system?

Frum: A more legal process, a warm welcome, and the rule of law.

Kenney: It's not mysterious what we need to do.

Frum: As you see the rise of these xenophobic parties, is there any space for the kind of politics that you're talking about?

Kenney: Right now, it's hard to conceive of that, isn't it? You see this huge momentum from the august British Tories, the most successful party in the history of the democratic world, towards reform, driven largely by these issues; this momentum from the Aussie Liberals to One Nation. Canada, David, is perhaps one of the only major democracies where we do not see--yet--the rise of that kind of xenophobic politics.

And I would like to say to my friends on the Canadian left, who are sometimes hysterical about the populism of Conservative leader Pierre Poilievre--look, I think his populism is largely stylistic. It's basically focusing on the concerns of ordinary working people. Pierre Poilievre's populism is, Let's focus on issues like the cost of living, the cost of food, and lock up really bad, violent repeat criminals. And let's keep immigration levels at a manageable level, where we can properly integrate people. That's Pierre Poilievre's populism. If you don't like that populism, then take a look at what's happening in the U.K., Australia, Germany, France, and elsewhere. We have a party like that, which Mr. Poilievre has been very effective at pushing out to the margins--the People's Party of Canada--at, like, 1 or 2 percent in the polls. So again, if you don't like this kind of mainstream fusion of center-right conservatism and sort of stylistic populism that Mr. Poilievre represents, then you're gonna get something a hell of a lot more problematic in our politics. So I'm grateful to live in a country where we still, despite the disaster of the Trudeau years, have something more like a mainstream center-right conservative consensus in Canadian conservative politics.

Frum: And let me end with this last thought. There has been now a 40-year consensus in Canada in favor of stronger U.S.-Canadian ties. At the beginning, it was quite controversial, but it's become a position that is held by both of the two big parties and broadly by people across the Canadian political spectrum. That was true from the middle 1980s until the middle 2010s--warmer, closer integration on everything from trade to national security to food and energy and environment. And this is now in jeopardy because of actions by the Trump administration. And the reactions that are being seen in Canada--much as the present U.S. ambassador to Canada blames Canada for flinching every time it gets slapped, let's not overlook who's doing the slapping and why the flinching is happening.

Kenney: Yeah, I will confess I'm quite annoyed with many on the Canadian right, who are reflexively blaming Canada, Carney, whatever, for the disrepair of the relationship when it's entirely the doing of the United States. There is sort of an element on the right of Canadian politics who, actually, in some bizarre sense, admire Trump and his disruptive--because he "owns the libs" and he's fighting "woke." And Trudeau built up such animosity that there's, unfortunately, now a reflex for, as I say, some on the right to blame Canada for all of this, which I think is absurd.

Look, we're stepping up to our responsibilities on defense in a very significant way. We have been the most important trade ally of the United States for decades. We are the largest source of energy, of fertilizers. We're natural partners, and we're prepared to make pragmatic deals with Donald Trump to respond to rational elements of his agenda. So hopefully, saner heads will prevail after he loses at the Supreme Court, I think, on the emergency tariffs and perhaps is chastened at the midterms. Perhaps we can finally get back to some semblance of normalcy in this critical and historic relationship.

Frum: Jason Kenney, thank you so much for joining me today.

Kenney: Thank you, David.

Frum: Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Jason Kenney for joining me today on The David Frum [Show]. Now, as mentioned, my book this week is a 1904 novel by a writer named Sara Jeannette Duncan, titled The Imperialist. Many of the books I've discussed on this program--Jane Eyre, Frankenstein--have been famous classics. I would venture a pretty firm guess that very, very few people who [are] watching or listening to this program have ever read or even heard of the novel The Imperialist, by Sara Jeannette Duncan. But I read it as a young man, it made a big impression on me, and I wanna talk about it today because I think it's very relevant to my discussion just now with Jason.

Sara Jeannette Duncan was a Canadian-born writer who wrote many, many novels, most of which I have not read, many of them set in India, the country where she settled in after marrying a British civil servant who was responsible for the administration of British rule in India. She wrote one novel about her native Canada, and that is this book, The Imperialist.

Now, the phrase the imperialist today conjures up images of brutality and exploitation. But in 1904, it was a word laden with some irony, but a great deal of idealism. Here's the story. The story concerns a young man named Lorne Murchison, the son of Scottish immigrants to Canada. He lives in the fictional small town of Elgin, Ontario. And he becomes interested in politics. He makes a trip to Britain, his first, the home that his parents came from, and is inspired by a vision of the grandeur and beauty of the possibilities of a united British empire.

Now, this was a topic much on the minds of people in Britain and the British dominions at the end of the 19th century, in the beginning of the 20th. Sometime in the late 19th century, the economy of the islands of Great Britain was overtaken in size by the United States and Imperial Germany.

But the economy of the British empire as a whole--Britain plus Ireland plus Canada plus Australia plus New Zealand plus South Africa plus India plus the other British dominions and overseas colonies--that entity remained the world's largest economic unit until during the First World War. And many in that unit were captivated by the idea, What if this economic unit could also become some kind of strategic unit? And they are captivated by a vision of an imperial federation, with a parliament in London, where Britain would be an important partner, but just one, and where Canada and the other dominions would have representation. For Canadians, this was an especially exciting idea because it offered the possibility for Canada to be less vulnerable to its American neighbor and to achieve, with the other countries of the British imperial system, some kind of collective power that Canada on its own lacked.

The novel is not a political treatise. It's actually really more a study of small-town life, with many ironic comments about class divisions and the sharp ethnic divide between people who came from England and people who came from Scotland; people who worshipped in Anglican and Methodist churches on the one hand, and people who worshipped in Presbyterian churches on the other. And that will be a very particular treat. But this vision of Canadians wrestling with their place in the world, I don't know that it's ever been dealt with better in literature than by this one book, written now more than 100 years ago.

And it captured that Canada has long wrestled with this question of, Was Canada to be a country unto itself, small as it was, or was it to be part of something bigger? And again and again and again, Canadians have been attracted by the vision of being part of something bigger--whether it was the British empire before the First World War or before the Second World War, whether it was some kind of transatlantic community of nations, whether it was part of some kind of North American free-trade zone. This has been an idea that has really spoken to not just the practical, but the romantic element of the Canadian mind. And this is an ideal and a vision that has really taken a tremendous pummeling (Laughs.) during the Donald Trump years. And what Americans are hearing from their Canadian friends is not just a shock to Canadians' economic self-interest, although that's very real, but a puncturing of a kind of pan-national dream that expressed itself at one point through imperialism and at other points in other ways.

I remember, during the great debate in the middle of the 1980s over the free-trade agreement with the United States, my wife and I were newly married, and we were very engaged in this debate, and both of us were strongly in favor of the free-trade agreement with the United States. At that time, much of the opposition to the agreement came from the literary and artistic community in Canada. And there were many, many statements and open letters and signatories on statements by writers and artists who were against the free-trade agreement. So Danielle and I and some friends organized a signature of writers and artists who were in favor of the agreement, and we put together a very impressive list, and there was an open letter published in the newspapers. And it was to Danielle that fell the job of recruiting the signature of Mavis Gallant, the great writer of Canadian short stories, then living in Paris, and Danielle spoke to her in Paris.

And Mavis Gallant recounted to her a conversation that she had had with one of the leading opponents of the free-trade agreement. I won't mention him because he's still alive--I won't mention the name, but his quote struck me as really quite incisive and profound. He said, What Canada is debating in this choice is whether Canada wants to be a big small country or a small big country. And he saw himself and his fellow opponents of the agreement as advocating being a big small country, kind of a greater Belgium, and those on the other side as wanting Canada to be a small big country, a kind of lesser France or a lesser Britain. And I thought that was a very profound and true insight. And Canadians did find, in their partnership with the United States that has been so intimate since the middle of the 1980s, a way to be a small big country. And Donald Trump's attacks on Canada's continued national existence have really changed the grammar and have re-empowered those who, as this incisive opponent of the agreement said, thought of Canada as being instead a big small country.

The future is quite dark for the North American relationship. I think there are people now in their 20s who will carry the memory of the Donald Trump administration with them to the end of the present century and maybe even beyond that. And to understand what has been lost, no one voiced it better than Sara Jeannette Duncan in 1904 in her novel The Imperialist. It's still in print if you wanna take a look.

Thanks so much to Jason Kenney for joining me today. Thanks to all of you for listening and watching The David Frum [Show]. As always, the best way to support the work of this program and of all of us at The Atlantic is by subscribing to The Atlantic. I hope you'll consider doing that. Follow me on social media, @DavidFrum on Instagram and X (Twitter). Thanks so much for joining. See you next week on The David Frum [Show].

[Music]
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This Is Not the Kennedy Center

Trump's vision for the arts is nothing like what John F. Kennedy's was.

by Lily Meyer

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




On Sunday evening, as stars walked the red carpet at the Grammy Awards, President Trump announced without warning his intention to close and renovate the Kennedy Center. His statement contained scant details, though it did mention that the venue will shut on July 4, "in honor of the 250th Anniversary of our Country," and reopen in roughly two years--that is, while he's still in the White House.

The president framed the closure as one urgently necessary to improve what he called a "tired, broken, and dilapidated Center"--although, notably, the venue dramatically expanded its performance space in 2019. Trump's decision could easily be read as one of petulance or spite: Since he installed himself as the Kennedy Center's chairman, replaced its president and some board members with ones loyal to him, and added his name to its facade, ticket sales have tanked, and enough artists canceled or turned down engagements that the theater has no 2026-27 season. Even "the President's Own" U.S. Marine Band dropped a performance there.

Read: Trump's golden age of culture seems pretty sad so far

But to understand the projected closure--even if temporary--of the Kennedy Center only in its immediate context is to ignore the larger losses that will accompany it. Last month, the composer Philip Glass called off the premiere of his new Symphony No. 15, Lincoln, which the National Symphony Orchestra commissioned six years ago, saying that "the values of the Kennedy Center today are in direct conflict with the message of the Symphony." Glass's comment suggests another risk to the nation's cultural life: that the "new and spectacular Entertainment Complex" Trump promises to build out of the Kennedy Center's steel and marble won't represent John F. Kennedy's cultural legacy--which is to say it will no longer stand for the value of the arts.

The Kennedy Center's unanticipated absence comes with immediate, tangible consequences for both Washington, D.C., and the country's cultural landscape. Although the Kennedy Center isn't the most cutting-edge venue out there--if anything, many would call it stodgy--it has often operated, as The New Yorker's Katy Waldman has written, as a "tryout theater" where shows can experiment pre-Broadway. It's also the home and major underwriter of the National Symphony Orchestra and, until recently, the Washington National Opera, two of the largest organizations performing and commissioning new works in what Waldman describes as "endangered national art forms." Both will surely relocate to other theaters--the opera has already found hosts for its 2027 and 2028 shows--but the precarity and disruption of not having a permanent home are inarguable.

Opera and orchestral performances are expensive to put on, and many see both as examples of what my colleague Gal Beckerman has described as John and Jacqueline Kennedy's "patrician" taste. Sustaining them at a high level, as the Kennedy Center has done for decades, requires investment and dedication; so does building new audiences for works that can seem old-fashioned. When the Kennedy Center commissions a new composition or opera, it is also a potent reminder that these forms have life beyond Bach and Mozart, and belong to the present as well as the past.

By giving the NSO and WNO a home, the Kennedy Center also buoyed the arts life of Washington, D.C., more deeply than it does by bringing touring shows to the city. Plenty of NSO members teach their instruments on the side, and other classical musicians in the region moonlight as NSO alternates, such that a talented young cellist in D.C. might very easily end up with a teacher who has shared a stage with Yo-Yo Ma. During the orchestra's summer recess, it performs affordable outdoor-movie play-alongs--Harry Potter with a world-class orchestra!--that are much more approachable than the debut of a Glass symphony. If the institution that made the latter possible vanishes, the former, too, may be gone.

The more significant risk is of a Kennedy Center that no longer channels its namesake's profound and public belief that democracy and the arts are intertwined. The Kennedys invited artists, musicians, and writers to the White House. Kennedy chose the abstract expressionist painter Elaine de Kooning, rather than someone with a more traditional style, to do his presidential portrait. His speeches on and attention to culture laid the groundwork for the creation of the National Endowment for the Arts, and he agitated for the long-awaited completion of the institution that, after his death, became the Kennedy Center.

In a 1963 speech at Amherst College honoring Robert Frost, Kennedy described creating art as a form of patriotism, regardless of whether the art itself was patriotic. He argued that the "highest duty of the writer, the composer, the artist is to remain true to himself and to let the chips fall where they may. In serving his vision of the truth, the artist best serves his nation." Trump, who sets great store by personal loyalty, seems uninterested in such an idiosyncratic and potentially eclectic vision.

Kennedy's ideal of service--"ask not what your country can do for you"--is nowhere in Trump's second White House. The same holds for Kennedy's elevated concept of creative duty. Many of Trump's grievances with the Kennedy Center, as with the Smithsonian, seem aimed at narrowing rather than expanding its artistic capabilities, limiting it to "classical, patriotic, and family-friendly art." Such demands run directly against the ideal of art emerging from the artist's inner self, transmitting individual experience rather than serving external mores.

Read: The real fight for the Smithsonian

Beyond his programming notes, Trump and the Kennedy Center's new director, Richard Grenell, reportedly also want it to make more money. Trump has repeatedly claimed that it has been in bad financial condition for years, which its former director disputes. Asking the closest thing the country has to a national theater to concentrate on its earnings endangers any art form with a small audience, while also curtailing ways that such an audience might grow. Consider the current White House's approach to funding literature: In 2025, the NEA revoked 41 grants it had issued to magazines and small presses, explaining its pivot in standardized terminations that described these organizations' work as outside the administration's priorities. Many of these journals and publishers focus on poetry, experimental writing, and literary translation, all precarious forms in need of support.

A country that does not value these sorts of writing is the same as one that does not value opera. It's a country that doesn't ask or expect its art to reach out to new audiences or transgress its traditional boundaries, let alone probe visions of the truth that might have little to do with accepted narratives. In order to do any of these things and get their work into the public eye, artists need the stability and support that organizations of all sizes, whether a small poetry journal or the Kennedy Center, offer. Without them, cultural life would narrow philosophically--a shrinkage that Trump appears to want from the arts, so often a source of dissidence. Faced with the prospect of engaging with a cultural sphere that resists his control and his vision, the president would rather, it seems, knock down as much as he can.
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American Milk Has Changed

A dramatic increase in fat content is causing pains in the dairy industry.

by Sarah Zhang

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




In recent years, American milk has undergone a quiet transformation. The milk produced by our dairy cows has become creamier and more luscious as breakthroughs in cow genetics and nutrition have pushed the fat component of milk--also known as butterfat--to all-time highs. In 2000, the average dairy cow made 670 pounds of fat in her milk a year; today, she's making 1,025 pounds. No single trait in dairy cows has improved as rapidly with genomic selection as fat, according to Chad Dechow, a dairy-cattle geneticist at Penn State. It's a triumph of dairy science.



Lately, though, all is not well in the world of butterfat. Dairy science has arguably made our cows too good too fast at fat-maxxing.



This past fall, butter prices collapsed as a "tsunami" of butterfat inundated the market. "We really have an oversupply right now," Corey Geiger, the lead economist for dairy at CoBank, told me. The reason is twofold, he explained: U.S. farmers are keeping a near-record number of dairy cows, which are in turn producing milk with a record level of fat. For customers, this oversupply means cheaper butter. For farmers, "it's going to be a tough year," Dechow told me. "The farmers take it on the chin."



Until last autumn's crash, farmers had every economic incentive to keep pushing the limit on fat. Butter and cheese consumption have been growing steadily since the 1990s, and butterfat prices were sky-high for several years running. When dairy farmers sell milk, they are generally paid not by volume--milk is mostly water, after all--but by the weight of its solid components, primarily fat and protein. More fat plus more protein adds up to a bigger milk check. Although protein, too, has ticked up in milk, fat has proved more responsive to changes in genetics and diet. After hovering for decades around 3.65 percent, milk fat began rising first slowly and then quickly, reaching 4.24 percent in 2024.



"Genetics sets the ceiling, and nutrition determines the floor," Dechow said. After the first dairy cow's genome was sequenced in 2009, the industry started raising the genetic ceiling. By marrying DNA markers to the milk-production records of millions of cows, farmers are able to choose bulls for breeding based on the predicted traits--including milk-fat yield--of their future daughters. And when those daughters are born, some farmers once again DNA-test the young cows, keeping only the ones with the most potential. This precise level of selection has allowed the high-butterfat versions of milk genes to spread far and wide in the American dairy herd over just a few generations. Genetics explains about half to two-thirds of the rise in butterfat levels, experts told me.



For a cow to meet her genetic butterfat potential, though, she needs the right diet. "Cows do not make milk fat from thin air," Kevin Harvatine, a dairy nutritionist at Penn State, told me. A modern cow's dietary intake is precisely managed, down to the length of plant fibers optimal for digestion. Even the crops they eat--low-lignin alfalfa, high-oleic soybeans--have been genetically modified or bred to stimulate high milk and milk-fat production in a cow's body. Farmers can also add specific supplements, such as palmitic acid, a by-product of palm-oil production, to further boost butterfat. (This practice came to widespread attention during Buttergate, in 2021, when Canadians began noticing that their butter had become firmer and less spreadable at room temperature. Palmitic acid does indeed increase the melting temperature of butter.)



You can't actually buy this extra-rich cow's milk at grocery stores. Despite its name, the whole milk sold in plastic jugs is not the whole milk, but a standardized fiction: For decades, the U.S. has defined whole milk to meet a minimum of 3.25 percent fat--the low end of what was once a cow's natural range. That number has remained unchanged even as the actual average fat content of milk has risen a full percentage point above it. Any excess of fat from "whole milk" is instead transformed into high-fat dairy products: the various creams (heavy, whipping, sour, ice), butter, triple-creme Bries, ultra-lush yogurts, and so on.



Today's 4-percent-plus milk has created problems for certain cheese makers. It is simply too rich for varieties such as cheddar, Colby, and Monterey Jack, which require a lower fat-protein ratio. Cheese makers have had to reconfigure their manufacturing lines, either to receive extra dairy protein in the form of skim milk or to install a million-dollar separator to remove excess fat. "It's extra cost, extra steps, extra bother," Dean Sommer, a cheese and food technologist at the Center for Dairy Research at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, told me. "They're transitioning from the world they knew, when it comes to the fat content of milk, to the world we're dealing with."



The unwanted fat from cheesemaking ends up at processors such as Grassland Dairy, a large butter maker based in Wisconsin. Lately, says its president, Trevor Wuethrich, Grassland has had to keep its facility running more often to keep up with all of the leftover fat coming from cheese makers. Cheese makers that used to send a truckload of cream a week, he told me, are now sending "a load a day." Some days, he has to turn loads away.



Where else can the extra butterfat go? A few years ago, back when butterfat prices were high, Geiger said, some ice-cream makers swapped out dairy cream for cheap gums and air, making "frozen dairy desserts" that contained too little dairy cream to be legally labeled "ice cream." "I think there's an opportunity to get more cream back into ice cream," he told me. Ice-cream makers, naturally, may want to see sustained low prices before jumping back on the butterfat train.



Meanwhile, dairy farmers are already looking to hedge their bets: If not fat, then protein? (And Americans sure love their protein these days.) But breeding cows for milk protein would be more challenging, Dechow said. Milk-protein yield varies less from cow to cow, making it more difficult to make changes through genetic selection. The fat and protein levels of milk are also linked, so enhancing protein would likely enhance fat too.



The high-milk-fat dairy cow won't be going anywhere, though. At current prices, Harvatine said, "it still makes sense for us to convert feed into butter. It's just not nearly as profitable as it was a year ago." If a dairy farmer is doing 10 different things to maximize butterfat, the first nine things might still make sense, he said--only "now I'm questioning the last thing that I'm doing." And genetically, the American cow is locked in. Breeding decisions made as recently as a few months ago--when butterfat prices were at a peak--will come to fruition only over the next three or four years, as those calves are born, mature into cows, and start producing the super-rich milk of their genetic destiny. The butterfat boom is far from over.
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People's Choice: Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2026

Organizers of the Wildlife Photographer of the Year contest are inviting the public to vote for their favorite images from this year's competition.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 04 Feb 2026


The Final Portrait. A polar-bear cub looks into the camera as it accompanies its mother on an unsuccessful hunting trip. There's a sad story behind this picture, taken on the coast of the Svalbard archipelago. Soon after it was taken, the polar bear and its family went too close to an area of huts, and people forced them away. Not long after, the mother bear was found dead in the water near the shore. According to reports, she had died from serious internal injuries. Her cub was by her side. Police shot it dead because it seemed to be aggressive. This is likely the last image of the cub. ((c) Nima Sarikhani / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Ready to Pounce. An ambush bug nymph remains motionless in a flower, waiting for prey to wander within reach. Joseph spotted this nymph close to his front door in Ferndale, Michigan. Ambush bugs are predatory. They stay still, waiting to surprise prey that ventures too close. ((c) Joseph Ferraro / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Marvelous Spatuletail. A male marvelous spatuletail hummingbird shows off its long tail while it feeds on flowers. Chen spent two weeks watching birds at Huembo Lodge in Pomacochas, Peru. ((c) Dustin Chen / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Swirling Superpod. A spectacular superpod of spinner dolphins herds lantern fish toward the surface of the ocean. Gabillon was free diving in the Pacific Ocean, near Costa Rica, when she came across the dolphins. ((c) Cecile Gabillon / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Bond in Motion. The striking eyes of a curious lion-tailed macaque and its infant are on display as it races along a path. Ekanayake was exploring the city of Valparai in the Western Ghats, India. He was surprised to come face-to-face with these macaques. ((c) Lalith Ekanayake / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Never-ending Struggle. A sika deer carries the interlocked severed head of a rival male that had died after their battle. In autumn, male sika deer fight over females by clashing their antlers. This deer won the fight, but their antlers became tightly locked and wouldn't come apart. A local fisherman says the deer dragged the whole body for several days before finally tearing off its head. Nagira observed the deer on Notsuke Peninsula in Hokkaido, Japan, from late November 2020 to April 2021. It was living alone, yet it continued to forage for grass and branches and managed to survive the winter. ((c) Kohei Nagira / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




A Leap into Adulthood. Three young kestrels prepare to leap from their nest to a nearby beam. From April to July 2023, Lindel observed and photographed a pair of common kestrels. He witnessed moments from their courting until the time their young left the nest. He took this picture from his living room in Dortmund, Germany. It shows the moment when the young kestrels appear to be thinking about how to reach the beam, which was only 80 centimeters (31 inches) away. It took them nearly a week to pluck up the courage and take the leap. They then explored around the outside of his house for another week before leaving. ((c) Peter Lindel / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Above and Below. A brushtail possum joey mirrors its mother climbing a branch while out foraging. For more than a month, Davis set up a camera trap on this branch in Miena, Tasmania. He was hoping to photograph quolls. In the end, the cheeky brushtail possums were the stars. This mother and large joey visited often. Most nights, they were just moving through, foraging for fresh leaf buds, insects, or anything else they could eat. This time, the joey got a little mischievous, mirroring its mother on top of the branch. ((c) Charles Davis / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Beak-to-Beak. A sarus crane parent shares an intimate and moving moment with its one-week-old chick. Thaipinnarong watched the sarus cranes and their chicks in the rice paddies in Huai Chorakhe Mak Non-Hunting Area in Buri Ram, Thailand. To avoid disturbing the birds, he would lay still for several hours a day while he watched. In the evenings, after the adults had fed their chicks, they rested on their nests. The parent of this one-week-old chick carefully cleaned it. Then, in a moment of intimacy, it made beak-to-beak contact and moved its beak around the chick's for a while. ((c) Ponlawat Thaipinnarong / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




A Fragile Future. A pangolin pup nestles into the warmth of a blanket at a rescue center in South Africa. Pangolins are among the world's most trafficked animals. This baby's mother was a victim of poaching and endured appalling conditions. But she was rescued and, against the odds, her baby was born. Shortly after, the mother died. ((c) Lance van de Vyver / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




A Fleeting Moment. An elusive rufous-vented ground cuckoo plucks up a cicada in the depths of the rainforest in Costa Rica. Silent and sharp-eyed, it follows columns of army ants. It doesn't want to feed on the ants, but on insects and small creatures fleeing the swarm. Here, it locks onto a cicada frozen in fear. ((c) Lior Berman / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Family Rest. A mother polar bear and her three cubs pause peacefully in the summer heat. This type of scene is getting rarer. The sun is high, the land wide and open. The polar bears rest after their long journey north along the Hudson Bay coast in Canada. Shrinking sea ice is making it harder for polar bears to hunt and find food to survive in summer. ((c) Christopher Paetkau / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Uniqueness. A leucistic otter feeds on a catfish in Mato Grosso do Sul, Brazil. On holiday in the southern Pantanal, Anger was keen to see the neotropical river otters that live in the Aquidauana River. After many boat trips, she spotted this otter feeding on a catfish. It has leucism, a lack of melanin, resulting in pale or white fur. Animals with this condition can be more vulnerable as they don't have their normal camouflage. ((c) Daniela Anger / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Solar Waves. Rows of solar panels stretch across the landscape like ripples on a water's surface. This solar farm is in the land surrounding the hamlet of Cambridge, in England. The panels had to be carefully organized around the divisions between pastures. The result is a pattern that resembles the shapes of bodies of water. This image is part of a project to document the relationship between nature and industry along the River Severn, which flows near this solar farm. ((c) Francesco Russo / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Along for the Ride. Against the darkness of the nighttime sea, a juvenile swimming crab hitches a ride on a jellyfish. Chris spotted this scene while scuba diving at night in Lembeh Strait, North Sulawesi, Indonesia. The relationship between the crab and the jellyfish is not clearly understood. The crab could be catching a ride to save energy, using the stinging tentacles as protection from predators, or using the jellyfish as a platform to spy out small fish to eat. ((c) Chris Gug / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Flying Rodent. A young lynx playfully throws a rodent into the air before killing and devouring it. Stefan has wanted to photograph lynxes for a long time. He was delighted when the opportunity arose to spend two weeks observing them from a hide at Torre de Juan Abad, Ciudad Real, Spain. It's common for young lynxes to play with their prey before killing it. This one repeatedly threw the rodent high in the air and caught it again. The whole game lasted about 20 minutes before the lynx got bored. It then took the rodent behind a bush and ate it. ((c) Josef Stefan / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)



Wildlife Photographer of the Year is developed and produced by the Natural History Museum in London. Captions are provided by the photographers and WPY organizers, and are lightly edited for style.
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The Second Death of Charlie Kirk

The activist's assassination unleashed anti-Semitism that is pulling the Trump coalition apart.

by Yair Rosenberg

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




At the close of 2025, just a few months after Charlie Kirk was assassinated, thousands of his followers came together in Phoenix for AmericaFest, the annual convention of Turning Point USA. A casual observer might have expected this gathering to serve as an opportunity for conservatives to regroup, celebrate Kirk's legacy, and recommit to his fight against the left. Instead, one by one, MAGA's leading lights took the stage and began shivving one another in public.

"Today, the conservative movement is in serious danger," warned Ben Shapiro, a co-founder of The Daily Wire. He lambasted right-wing "charlatans" who "traffic in conspiracism and dishonesty." And he named names. Shapiro slammed Tucker Carlson, perhaps the most popular conservative commentator in America, for mainstreaming pro-Nazi sentiment, and dubbed the former Trump strategist Steve Bannon "a PR flack for Jeffrey Epstein," the convicted sex criminal (fact-check: mostly true). "These people are frauds, and they are grifters, and they do not deserve your time," Shapiro said. Awkwardly, several of those people were scheduled to speak after him.

"Ben Shapiro is like a cancer, and that cancer spreads," retorted Bannon the next day from the same podium. "I just got here, and I feel like I missed the first part of the program," quipped Carlson, who went on to accuse Shapiro and his allies of practicing "the style of debate where you prevent the other side from talking or being heard," conflating the latter's criticism of his conduct with censorship.

When Kirk was killed, conservatives believed that his death would galvanize his cause. "Millions of Charlie Kirks were created today," declared Representative Lauren Boebert of Colorado. But as it turned out, Kirk's assassin didn't kill just one man; he destabilized the entire Trump coalition by removing a pivotal person who had been holding it together. In doing so, the killer helped unshackle dark forces--chief among them anti-Semitism--that now threaten to overtake the conservative movement.

Before his life was ended by an assassin's bullet, Charlie Kirk was trying to save the conservative coalition from turning on itself. To liberals, the late activist was known for debating left-wing students on college campuses. But on the right, Kirk was waging another battle, against people on his own side.

For years, Kirk was dogged by the overtly racist followers of the young white-nationalist influencer Nick Fuentes. An avowed admirer of Adolf Hitler, Fuentes sought to subordinate racial, religious, and sexual minorities to white Christians. "The problem is that Jews run America," he said in a representative livestream. "And the only reason we have Muslims here is because Jews are letting them in." His supporters, known as "Groypers," badgered Kirk with anti-Semitic and other bigoted questions at Turning Point events. "Charlie Kirk is a fake patriot, a fake Christian, and he hates his people, he's anti-white," Fuentes told his online audience.

Yair Rosenberg: The anti-Semitic revolution on the American right

Kirk recognized that this crude conspiracism was poisonous to his project of popularizing the conservative cause. When a caller to The Charlie Kirk Show asked why he wouldn't debate Fuentes and his faction, Kirk responded: "We succeed--we win; they blame the Jews." But Kirk also saw that Fuentes had real appeal, especially among disaffected youth, and so he tried to split the difference, repeatedly rebuking the Groypers themselves while partially co-opting some of their talking points. "If you are blaming less than 0.2 percent of the world's population for all of your problems, that is not going to be good for your soul," Kirk said shortly before his death. "Any young person that goes into this hyper-online brain rot, you are serving yourself over to your own demise." Before he was killed, he drafted a now-best-selling book about the benefits of observing the Jewish Sabbath. But Kirk also blamed "Jewish donors" for being "the No. 1 funding mechanism of radical, open-border, neoliberal, quasi-Marxist policies, cultural institutions, and nonprofits."

An exchange during one of Kirk's final campus tours illustrates the tenuous nature of this balancing act. At Illinois State University last April, a man confronted Kirk to claim that the U.S. government had been "infiltrated by the Jews." He proceeded to blame pornography, "the transgender movement and the LGBT community," and the 9/11 attacks on Jewish culprits. For 16 minutes, Kirk deconstructed these and other conspiracy theories, patiently demystifying complex aspects of Judaism such as the Talmud and the biblical Noahide Laws before attempting to explain his fundamental disagreement. "I actually think the people who control our government are secular leftist Marxists in the deep state," he said. "The people actually controlling our country are not 'the Jews'"--at this he made a mocking gesture with his hand. "It's a combination of people that want to see the United States of America cripple and fall." But before Kirk could finish the sentence, his questioner emphatically interjected, "The Jews."

Kirk similarly tried to walk a tightrope when it came to Israel. Despite pushback from Zionist members of and donors to his own organization, including prominent evangelical Christians and conservative Jews, he hosted debates about the merits of American political and military support for Israel at Turning Point events. And he continued to invite Carlson to participate in them, even after the former Fox News host began airing Hitler apologetics alongside his critiques of the Israeli state. Toward the end of his life, Kirk himself became more critical of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's leadership; he publicly opposed U.S. strikes on Iran and, according to his podcast producer, wanted the Gaza war to end. In this way, Kirk sought to decouple criticism of Israeli policy from anti-Semitic conspiracism, and to contain conflicts over Jews and their state within the conservative tent, rather than allow those arguments to collapse it.

But when Kirk died, so did the hope of a brokered MAGA consensus on this and other incendiary issues, because no one else had the credibility or charisma to sustain one. A frantic scramble for control of the Trump coalition commenced--and all of the tensions that Kirk had tried to tame were unleashed. Bit by bit, the conservative kingmaker's former friends began dismantling his life's political work.

Candace Owens, a popular far-right podcaster whom Kirk once hired and raised from obscurity, began claiming that he had been murdered not by Tyler Robinson, the man detained by authorities, but by an Israeli conspiracy that included Kirk's own lieutenants in Turning Point USA--and possibly his wife, Erika Kirk, now the organization's CEO. "Candace Owens Honors Charlie Kirk's Legacy by Doing Everything in Her Power to Destroy It," cracked The Babylon Bee, a satirical conservative publication.

Judith Shulevitz: There were two Charlie Kirks

In his speech at Kirk's funeral, Carlson blamed Jews--sorry, people "eating hummus"--for killing Jesus, and insinuated that a similar cabal killed Kirk. Days later, Carlson began releasing The 9/11 Files, a five-part video series that suggests Israel had foreknowledge of the al-Qaeda attacks but withheld the information from the United States. "'Israel did 9/11' is a rather anti-Semitic thing to say," Kirk had told the questioner who had suggested as much at Illinois State.

Carlson put the final nail in Kirk's coffin seven weeks after his death by inviting Fuentes, the activist's nemesis, onto his show--perhaps the most popular podcast on the American right--for a cordial conversation. Over the course of 138 minutes, Fuentes praised Joseph Stalin and railed against "organized Jewry," all while his host largely failed to challenge his Nazi-adjacent views.

Carlson's interview with Fuentes was not only a betrayal of Kirk's memory--it precipitated the very MAGA meltdown that Kirk had worked so hard to avert. Conservative institutions quickly came under pressure to condemn Carlson for his softball sit-down with the David Duke of the digital age. This proved too difficult for Kevin Roberts, the president of the Heritage Foundation, the most influential right-wing think tank in Donald Trump's Washington. In a video posted online, Roberts denounced Carlson's critics as a "venomous coalition" and defended Fuentes's right to free speech--without using his own to substantively criticize anything that either man had said.

The reaction to the video was seismic. "No to the groypers," Shapiro declared on X. "No to cowards like Tucker Carlson, who normalize their trash." Shapiro released a special 41-minute episode of his podcast detailing Fuentes's career of calumnies against Black people, Indian Americans, Jews, and women--and called out Carlson's refusal to confront the young white supremacist about any of it. "If this is the Republican Party, or this is what the Republican Party becomes, then I'm not part of it," Ace of Spades, a pseudonymous pugilist who once won the Conservative Political Action Conference's Blogger of the Year award, wrote. "I did not sign up for this bullshit. I will not become a Nazi to 'own the libs.'"

"In the last six months, I've seen more anti-Semitism on the right than I have at any time in my life," Senator Ted Cruz told the Federalist Society's National Lawyers Convention in November. "It is growing. It is metastasizing. There are about a half-dozen vocal apostles, and it is in particular finding purchase with the young." Soon after, the Princeton professor Robert George, once dubbed "the reigning brain of the Christian right," resigned from the Heritage Foundation's board. Dozens of staffers reportedly left the organization. One month later, Turning Point's flagship conference descended into recriminations over the very controversies and conspiracies that its founder had endeavored so assiduously to suppress.

On one level, this conflict is about Jews and Israel. But on another, this debate is downstream from something much bigger: a power struggle over who will define and control the MAGA movement once Trump is gone. By painting rivals as tools of the Jews, hard-right influencers such as Carlson and Bannon hope to delegitimize the competition not by besting their ideas, but by slurring their loyalties and identity.

For years, Carlson has assailed Shapiro, the country's most prominent Jewish conservative, casting him as a foreign subversive opposed to the national interest and "hostile toward White, Christian men"--even as Carlson himself has whitewashed anti-American authoritarians such as Russian President Vladimir Putin on his show. "I can't imagine how someone like that could get an audience of people who claim to care about America," Carlson said of Shapiro in 2023, "because he doesn't, obviously." Carlson also recently insinuated that Florida Governor Ron DeSantis is controlled by Netanyahu. Bannon, similarly, regularly labels his critics as "Israel-first"--including in disputes that have nothing to do with Israel.

Ali Breland: The firewall against Nick Fuentes is crumbling

Kirk sought to construct a conservative populism that did not get mired in the morass of anti-Jewish conspiracism. He did not succeed. But many of those who have rushed to assume his mantle have no desire to try. They see anti-Semitism not as a weakness to be avoided but a weapon to be wielded against ideological opponents--including the president.

These far-right actors hold no love for Trump and see his iron grip on the Republican base as an impediment to their ambitions. Indeed, Carlson has privately called the president "a total piece of shit" and a "demonic force." Bannon repeatedly derided the president in text messages to Epstein. Fuentes refused to endorse Trump in 2024. Implying that Trump is controlled by Israel or his Jewish donors is a convenient way to drive a wedge between him and his supporters. "Pushing that anti-Semitic button in far-right Republican politics is a way for some MAGA-aligned figures to try to create a version of MAGA that Trump doesn't control," the historian Walter Russell Mead told a Tablet magazine podcast. For Carlson and company, anti-Semitism is a means to an end, and Jews are simply collateral damage.

Men like Bannon, Carlson, and Fuentes represent a small, internally divided faction that cannot itself win national elections and repels many of the voters needed to do so. But they are able to extort the broader conservative coalition by threatening to sabotage or leave it. Politicians such as Vice President Vance and Secretary of State Marco Rubio, and any other contenders for the 2028 presidential nomination, will have to decide whether to accommodate or anathematize the coalition's anti-Semites.

Some of those pushing anti-Jewish invective on the right are opportunists. Others are true believers. But the outcome is the same: a conservative politics that is more fractious and more overtly anti-Semitic, in which the place of Jewish people in American public life is openly up for debate.

Charlie Kirk tried to avoid exactly this. He aspired to forge a broad conservative coalition that could outlive Trump and bridge the traditional Reaganite GOP with the rising new right. As Kyle Spencer, the author of Raising Them Right, a book about Turning Point's ascent, put it: "Charlie Kirk arrived on the scene as a kid who just graduated from high school in 2012, saying, 'I have a vision. It is possible. This party is stodgy. It's outdated, it's old white men. We need to attract young people, Black people, Latinos.'" In 2024, when Kirk quarterbacked the Trump campaign's ground game, it looked like he had finally pulled that off: The former president made major gains among nonwhite and low-propensity voters, and he finally won the popular vote.

Today, the president's hold on his MAGA base remains ironclad, but Kirk's dream of a broader coalition is slipping away. Last month, polling released by The New York Times found that "the major demographic shifts of the last election have snapped back." In fact, the paper continued, "young and nonwhite voters are even likelier to disapprove of Mr. Trump than they were then, while he retains most of his support among older and white voters." That same month, Carlson welcomed his show's first guest of 2026, a conspiracy theorist named Ian Carroll who, after Kirk was killed, told his 1.3 million X followers that "Israel just shot themselves." The real plot against Kirk's legacy and work--perpetrated in part by the two men in the studio--went undiscussed.



Illustration Sources: Chip Somodevilla / Getty; Raquel Natalicchio / Houston Chronicle via Getty; Rich Graessle / Icon Sportswire / Getty; Oliver Touron / Getty; Heather Diehl / Getty; Andrew Harnik / Getty.
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The Murder of <em>The Washington Post</em>

Today's layoffs are the latest attempt to kill what makes the paper special.

by Ashley Parker

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




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

We're witnessing a murder.

Jeff Bezos, the billionaire owner of The Washington Post, and Will Lewis, the publisher he appointed at the end of 2023, are embarking on the latest step of their plan to kill everything that makes the paper special. The Post has survived for nearly 150 years, evolving from a hometown family newspaper into an indispensable national institution, and a pillar of the democratic system. But if Bezos and Lewis continue down their present path, it may not survive much longer.

Over recent years, they've repeatedly cut the newsroom--killing its Sunday magazine, reducing the staff by several hundred, nearly halving the Metro desk--without acknowledging the poor business decisions that led to this moment or providing a clear vision for the future. This morning, executive editor Matt Murray and HR chief Wayne Connell told the newsroom staff in an early-morning virtual meeting that it was closing the Sports department and Books section, ending its signature podcast, and dramatically gutting the International and Metro departments, in addition to staggering cuts across all teams. Post leadership--which did not even have the courage to address their staff in person--then left everyone to wait for an email letting them know whether or not they had a job. (Lewis, who has already earned a reputation for showing up late to work when he showed up at all, did not join the Zoom.)

The Post may yet rise, but this will be their enduring legacy.

What's happening to the Post is a public tragedy, but for me, it is also very personal. When my parents' basement recently flooded, amid the waterlogged boxes of old photos and vinyl records, we found my younger sister's baby book. There, on a page reserved for memories from the month she was born--news about visits from doting grandparents, perhaps, or descriptions of her mewling gurgles--my dad had filled the lines with news from our hometown paper, The Washington Post.

"Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS)." "Irangate." "The Bork nomination to the U.S. Supreme Court." "The NFL went on strike." "Wall Street had the worst day since 1929!!!" "The U.S. was having a garbage crisis, i.e.; running out of disposal sites, esp. in the northeast." (To be fair, he worked in waste management. But also ... welcome to the world, Baby Girl!)

Which is to say: The Washington Post feels like a part of my family's DNA, imprinted on our earliest memories, memorialized among clippings of our hair and other, more traditional, recollections (first diaper blowout, first word).

As a kid growing up in Bethesda, Maryland, I can't remember a time when the Post was not, somehow, woven through the fabric of my life. I cut out Sports-section photos of the Redskins coach Joe Gibbs and the quarterback Mark Rypien to plaster on the walls of my childhood bedroom the year my dad taught me how to watch football.

Just before I turned 12, a junior at Walt Whitman High School--where I was soon to start--slammed her white BMW into a tree after a night of drinking with three friends, splitting the car in half and instantly killing herself and a friend, and gravely injuring the other two girls. The Post was where I looked to understand what had happened, to grapple with the potent mix of youth and privilege and tragedy. Later, I picked up the Post to comb for box scores and recaps of my varsity basketball games; to admire the far more gifted athletes from across the region who had made their various All-Met teams; and to follow each new development of the Washington, D.C., snipers, who terrorized the area and transfixed the country.

The Post was also how I fell in love with journalism. Every newspaper lover has the section they read first--Sports, Comics, Metro--and mine was Style. The section, which debuted in 1969, was like nothing that had come before it, or what has come since: a newspaper that gave its writers the time and space and freedom and voice to produce narrative long-form journalism that was must-read, holding its own against the New Journalism magazine greats of the era. And for me, it was a chance to commune with giants--to read people such as Libby Copeland, Robin Givhan, Paul Hendrickson, Sally Quinn, David Von Drehle, Gene Weingarten, Marjorie Williams--and puzzle over how they'd done it.

Then, in 2017, I arrived at the Post as a reporter to cover the Trump White House, and I stayed for eight magical years. I had planned to stay forever. So what is happening at the Post right now--what has been happening there for a while--is personal. But it is also so much larger than me or any single person.

The least cynical explanation is that Bezos simply isn't paying attention. Maybe--like so many of us initially--he was charmed by Lewis's British accent and studied loucheness that mask an emperor whose bespoke threads are no clothes at all. Or maybe, as many of us who deeply love the Post fear, the decimation is the plan.

The Post journalists I know have shown a genuine willingness--even an eagerness--to evolve, a spirit of creativity and innovation at a time of transformation in the media. But its executives seem not to know where to lead it. Among the many failures here--of leadership, management, business, imagination, courage--the actual journalism stands strong.

Journalism is--has always been--a tough industry. But I watched firsthand as Bezos, Lewis, and company spoke in turgid corporate-ese ("Fix it, build it, scale it") and failed to launch--or even attempt to launch--initiatives that might achieve their grandiose visions. They began 2025 by unveiling the "Big Hairy Audacious Goal" of jumping from about 2.5 million subscribers to 200 million paying users, despite having ended the previous year hemorrhaging tens of thousands of their existing subscribers, all while blaming the journalists for the paper's travails.

I don't pretend to have the answers to the Post's financial woes, or a successful business model for a local paper that is also the nation's hometown paper. But I can tell you what will be lost if these two men--who don't seem to understand what the Post was, what it still is, and what it could be--continue to treat it like a distressed asset or a bargaining chip with a president who, ultimately, does not respect bargaining supplicants.

Watergate started as a local story.

Marty Weil--who is now in his 61st year at the Post--was subbing as a night editor on the Metro desk when he heard five words crackle across the police scanner: "Doors open at the Watergate." Al Lewis, the dayside police-beat reporter, wrote the first story that appeared on the June 18, 1972, front page--"5 Held in Plot to Bug Democrats' Office Here." And then Gene Bachinski, who handled the beat at night, got a key tip: An arresting officer allowed him to glimpse the address book of one of the Watergate burglars, containing a scribbled entry, "H Hunt. WH," and a number that went straight to the White House.

Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein reported for duty that Sunday, and they soon took over. The story went national, toppling a presidency and inspiring generations of journalists. But it was also quintessential Post reporting--relentlessly and fearlessly pursuing the truth and holding power to account in a collaborative effort across the newsroom. (That initial story lists eight--eight!--Post journalists who contributed reporting, an early preview of the triple- and even quadruple-bylined stories that have come to mark the paper's most ambitious efforts.)

Watergate was hardly the last time that the paper turned coverage of local events into national news. The Post also reported on the September 11 attacks, which killed 125 people at the Pentagon and all 64 people aboard American Airlines Flight 77 when it crashed; the 2007 Virginia Tech shooting, which left 32 professors and students dead and dozens more injured; and the January 6 riot at the Capitol and its aftermath. This past year, the Post, with expert reporters at nearly every major federal agency, delivered unsurpassed accounts of the DOGE-ing of the federal government. (Amid the paper's steady stream of scoops, last month federal agents raided the Virginia home of Hannah Natanson, the Post's "federal government whisper.") Whatever bar you set for success--exposing corruption, changing lives, moving readers to tears and to action, bringing joy and understanding to the community it serves, winning prizes--the Post has always cleared it.

Today's layoffs provide a whiff of the latest alleged strategy: an almost-exclusive focus on politics and national-security coverage, though even that explanation defies credulity, as the growing list of those laid off includes some of the nation's finest political and international reporters and editors. As one longtime Post reporter observed to me, "We're changing and trimming and cutting our way toward a much more mundane product, and one that doesn't seem to attract more readers." To the extent that a plan exists, it seems to be to transform the Post into a facsimile of Politico. (In another cruel irony, Politico was born out of the Post nearly two decades ago, when two reporters decamped to launch their own fast-paced, scoop-driven, win-the-morning publication.)

But general-interest publications can be profitable. The New York Times has shown there is money to be made by diversifying, expanding, experimenting, offering something for everyone. (News! Audio! Games! Cooking! Video! Long-form!) The publication you're reading now is profitable, and has nearly 1.5 million subscribers. Other specialty publications, such as Axios and Punchbowl News, have succeeded by tripling down on the needs and interests of their core audience. The Post, instead, is abandoning its current audience in search of one that may not exist.

What Bezos, Lewis, and their jargon-loving underlings also fail to understand is that the paper's coverage of Washington will be neither as vivid nor as authoritative without the contributions of journalists in bureaus around the world. Those correspondents risk their life to help readers understand how, say, the United States deposing a leader in Venezuela may have consequences for citizens living in Ohio. Coverage of the White House and Congress is enhanced by a well-sourced Metro team and gimlet-eyed narrators in Style. And you can't be this capital city's definitive chronicler if you don't cover our beloved Nats and Caps and Commanders, what's going on in our kids' schools, or what restaurant has the best pupusas.

George Packer: The Washington Post is dying a death of despair

Nearly all media outlets are struggling to reinvent themselves. But the Post should have been better equipped than most to meet the moment. It has a great reputation, great talent, and great positioning to cover local stories for a large and highly educated audience willing to pay for news, and to serve a broader national audience eager for deep political and accountability reporting.

"This is the nation's capital, and the people who live here are diplomats and federal-government employees and public servants and national security advisers and people who work in the White House who also send their kids to school here," a local Post reporter told me. "And you can live in Northwest or you can live in Southeast, and everyone is pissed that the snow isn't plowed."

Last week, the paper's foreign correspondents released a video aimed at Bezos, explaining how, as the Ukraine bureau chief, Siobhan O'Grady, puts it, they have been risking their life to cover wars, pandemics, civil uprisings, and so much more. In the two-minute video, often against the backdrop of explosions and other dangers, the journalists offer vignettes of their daily life: "I was there when a Russian missile hit a Ukrainian playground and killed nine kids." "I was there when the Taliban tightened their grip on Afghanistan." "I was there in January 2020, outside of Wuhan, when China shut it down to contain a mysterious virus."

The power of the Post has always been its pulsing humanity, the zippy teamwork that has allowed each individual to produce something so much greater than they could have achieved on their own.

I was there. I was there. I was there. We were there. 

Not being The New York Times, being forced to do more with less, was freeing. It created--required--a culture of collegiality and collaboration, a willingness to experiment and take risks, a certain puckishness. "There's sort of an Avis mentality at the Post: 'We try harder,'" Mike Semel, a longtime Post editor who now works at The Athletic, told me. He was referring to the rent-a-car company's now-famous 1962 ad campaign, which embraced its No. 2 status to Hertz, promising better customer service and, in the process, juicing its revenue. As Avis understood, being the underdog is liberating.

During President Trump's first term, the then-executive editor, Marty Baron, green-lighted a graphic-nonfiction version of the Mueller Report and later turned it into a book. And when Congress declined to create a September 11-style commission to investigate the January 6 attacks, the Post decided that it would do what Congress would not: Without subpoena power, more than 100 journalists from across the newsroom produced a 38,000-word investigative series, "The Attack," offering the definitive story of the deadly insurrection at the U.S. Capitol. (It was part of the package that won the 2022 Pulitzer Prize for Public Service.)

The Post has always been a writers' paper, a newsroom so thoroughly scrappy that simultaneously anything seems possible--big ideas, big ambition--and it still feels like a small miracle each day when such consistently good journalism emerges from such glorious mayhem. (For my entire time there, I tracked my vacation days and comp time on yellow Post-it notes, which my editors unfailingly honored.)

There was a sense that great journalism could come from anyone, in any corner of the K Street newsroom. Exciting projects and challenging investigations were not walled off for certain elite teams. The Post was a place where everyone could be, and was, part of the same shared mission; we wore Democracy Dies in Darkness hoodies to work, blue-and-white WP beanies in the winter.

It helped that even the paper's biggest stars learned how to be reporters on the same unglamorous beats--Southern Maryland; Virginia's Loudoun County; the loud, sweaty gyms of high-school sports; night cops. "It's hard to explain to somebody from the outside," Semel said. While everyone else got to celebrate Independence Day, generations of Post reporters had to spend their holiday afternoon on the sunbaked grass by the Lincoln Memorial, putting together stories for the next day's paper. "David Fahrenthold stood on the Mall on the Fourth of July, before he won his Pulitzer."

At its core, compelling narrative writing is an exercise in building empathy and helping Americans in a fractured country understand one another. But that empathy and compassion and teamwork extended within the newsroom, as well.

We shared phone numbers and scenes from our notebooks, invited our colleagues to join us at source lunches and drinks, and spent time on Slack trying to make one another laugh. Often, one of my cubicle-mates would overhear me on the phone and, before I'd even hung up, had emailed a suggestion for my story or sent me the contact info of a person I should call.

Others simply texted "wellness check," again and again, to their friends and colleagues who they knew were working on a physically dangerous or emotionally draining story. It was common to send a paper-wide email remembering a parent or loved one who had died, and to have our kids pop in and out of Zooms. Semel recalled how, when the stress felt overwhelming, he would go down to the basement of the paper's old building, on 15th Street, with Steven Ginsberg (who started at the paper as a copy boy and eventually became a managing editor before decamping to edit The Athletic) and Nick Miroff (a longtime ace immigration reporter who is now my Atlantic colleague) for an impromptu game of Wiffle ball.

Martin Baron: Where Jeff Bezos went wrong with The Washington Post 

Perhaps that's why the paper's White House reporting team, which knew it was unlikely to be affected, wrote a letter to Bezos ahead of the cuts, beseeching him to intervene. Some of their most-read stories "relied on collaboration with all corners of the newsroom," they said, because "our colleagues' work helps lift up our own."

Although many talented and hardworking people have left the paper in recent years, many talented and hardworking people have chosen to remain, and others have joined. The Post is still one of the best places to do important work. Journalists there turned down lucrative buyouts or other compelling offers to stay and fight for a place they love because they believe in the paper and the mission. (I would be remiss here if I did not mention that, bittersweetly, The Atlantic and the Times have been among the biggest beneficiaries of the current exodus.)

But each departure--whether by choice or buyout or, now, deliberate gutting--represents not just an individual loss but the erasure of years of institutional memory. How do you retain the culture of a place whose journalism absolutely sang because of--not in spite of--what my beloved editor Dan Eggen once joked was my corner of the building's biggest problem: "Too much giggling."

I arrived at the Post at the beginning of 2017, at a personal and professional nadir. My boyfriend and I had just broken up after nearly a decade together, and I was leaving my first job, at The New York Times. I had started right out of college, as Maureen Dowd's researcher, and it was an amazing experience. She was a great boss and mentor, and she's often still my first call for advice, on any topic. Yet I had long felt like a perpetual junior-varsity player, unable to shed the sheen of early assistanthood.

But the Post wanted me. Its team understood me--with all of my quirks and flaws and complications--and the newsroom welcomed me. Almost immediately, my editors pushed me toward opportunities I wouldn't have dreamed of trying to seize--co-moderating a Washington Post-MSNBC Democratic debate in 2019, working on three projects that would each go on to win Pulitzer Prizes. Finally, I started believing in myself too.

The newsroom was a merry band of misfits, and I was one of their cheerful warriors. I was home.

My White House teammates regularly covered my shifts or swapped days with me so that I could meet the various demands of my complicated blended family. (I vividly remember racing out the door one afternoon to get to my then-second-grade stepdaughter's performance in the ensemble of Alice in Wonderland as my desk-mates cheered me on.) When I miscarried between my two successful pregnancies, my colleagues called and texted daily to check in, and sent me cookies and soup. And when Trump finally agreed to an interview the month that I gave birth to my first daughter, in 2018, Phil Rucker and Josh Dawsey called me on maternity leave to invite me to join them because, they said, it was my interview too. (I ultimately declined--a combination of a challenging C-section recovery, postpartum depression, and abject horror at how the president might react if I began leaking milk in the Oval Office. In my absence, Trump told Rucker and Dawsey that he wished me well, but that I had always been very nasty to him.)

I am hardly unique. Andrew Golden, who covers the Washington Nationals for the paper, met and fell in love with his now-wife at the Post. (His hiring was also a full-circle moment for his family, and his granddad--a native Washingtonian and avid sports fan--saves every story he writes in cardboard boxes.) In 2007, Carlos Lozada, the paper's longtime book critic, took the hardest job he'd ever had, as national-security editor, and then found out that same month that his oldest sister was dying of cancer--and his bosses told him: Go--take whatever time you need. Don't worry about vacation days. Don't worry about the job. We can sort that all out. "They all just covered for me, and that was everything," Lozada, who now works for the Times, told me. "I got to spend a lot of time with my sister in the final days, and I'll never, ever stop being grateful to The Washington Post for that."

Erin Cox, who covers Maryland politics for the paper and whose husband, Rick Maese, covers sports, had a near-fatal heart attack just 10 weeks after giving birth to her third baby. The newsroom rallied around their family, sending money and food and support. Colleagues paid for--among other things--three weeks of summer camp for their 6-year-old daughter, whose scary August was suddenly overshadowed by memories of going to the pool, making kites, and laughing with new friends. One business reporter with whom Cox had never spoken showed up at her door bearing a multipart vegetarian feast. Cox's editor brought her college-aged daughter by to offer babysitting services. The Post filled up a meal train for three months, leaving her book club with no remaining slots. (They settled for a gift card.)

"I mean," she told me now, over the phone, "I had a tube in my throat dripping chemicals onto my heart to coax back enough function so that maybe I could one day walk up a flight of stairs, and you know what I felt? Overwhelmed by love."

When The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg--who interned during two summers at the Post before taking on the night-cops beat--approached me in the summer of 2024 about joining this magazine, I was intrigued. I had always wanted to be a magazine writer, and I had subscribed to The Atlantic a few years before, sick of hitting the paywall when there were just so many stories I wanted to read.

The job he was offering was the one I had imagined for myself since I was a kid reading those Style-section greats. But I also subconsciously thought the process was going to end with me telling him, truthfully, You're offering me my dream job, but I already have my dream job, and the tie goes to the home team.

I realized, though, that the Post wasn't the same paper that had recruited me eight years before, and that I didn't want to work for an owner and publisher who couldn't articulate a vision and confused contempt for the newsroom with a business plan.

I love The Atlantic. I'm writing stories that feel both challenging and fulfilling. But even so, I also miss the Post. And as I watch the deliberate dismantling of the paper of the Graham family, of Woodward and Bernstein, of Marty Baron, of so many of my best friends, my grief is still visceral, my anger still raw.

Lozada told me he loves his new job at the Times, but the Post will always be special to him, too: "I worked there for 17 years, and I still think of the Post in terms of 'we.' Even when I'm talking about it now, I say, 'I can't believe we did this.'"

"The Post is still my 'we,'" he continued. "It will always be my 'we.'"

But, really, the Post is all of our "we"--the journalists fighting for it, the ones competing against it, those of us in the diaspora, and especially the community that counts on it and the nation that turns to it. We deserve so much better.
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Let Your Kids Fail

Early exposure to setbacks can help children confront later disappointments without falling apart.

by Russell Shaw

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




Early in my career, a mother came to my office to discuss her daughter's calculus grade. When parents make this kind of request, I try to manage expectations by saying that as a school administrator, I have never changed a grade. Still, hopeful parents persist. In this case, the student had received a B, which her mother saw as a blemish on her otherwise spotless transcript. "I'm worried about how this will look to colleges," she told me. "Is there any extra credit she can do?"

I explained that it's okay to earn a B in a challenging course, and that her daughter might benefit from the experience of not being perfect. The mother looked at me as if I had suggested her child take up base jumping. "She's never gotten a B before," she said. "I don't know how she'll handle it."

That kind of exchange perfectly captures a paradox of contemporary parenting: In trying to protect their children from any hint of failure, many parents risk making them more fragile. For years, parents and psychologists have been debating how much parental support is too much. But the stakes feel different now. In a world rife with anxiety, intensive parenting has become even more intensive, and some parents are deploying ever more sophisticated strategies to manage their children's lives--initiating protracted grade appeals, trying to protect their child's self-esteem by finding a part for everyone in a play, carefully curating extracurriculars to optimize their kid's future. This happens even as teens take their first steps away from home and into independent adulthood. (Some parents, for instance, now hire "rush consultants" to help guide their kid through the process of getting into a sorority.)

Read: When helicopter parents touch down--at college

Too many parents, probably unwittingly, are conditioning their kids to be afraid of losing. But experiencing failure and learning to recover from it are prerequisites for long-term success and, crucially, for mental health.

In explaining this to people, I've taken to drawing an analogy from immunology and the concept of "acquired immunity"--the body's ability to recognize and fight off pathogens and other threats it has previously encountered. Consider peanuts allergies: For years, pediatricians told parents to avoid exposing children to peanuts and other known allergens during infancy, believing that this would protect kids from dangerous allergic reactions. This advice coincided, though, with a spike in severe peanut allergies. The guidance was reversed in 2017, and since then, researchers have found that peanut allergies have meaningfully declined. Scientists studying food allergies theorize that when a person is exposed early to an allergen, their body can learn that the allergen is harmless, just as a body's immune system learns to produce antibodies when it encounters a weakened form of a virus through vaccination. The next time a person encounters that pathogen, they're protected.

I've come to believe that failure works in a comparable way--that it is in a child's best interest to be exposed early to manageable setbacks, so they can develop what we might call "failure immunity," the psychological antibodies that allow them to face future disappointments without falling apart. This requires practice--specifically, practice at encountering obstacles and pushing through them. You can't develop perseverance if you've never had to persevere.

Ann S. Masten, a developmental psychologist, describes resilience as "ordinary magic," the result of normal developmental processes rather than extraordinary personal qualities. But those processes require what she calls "adaptive systems," one of the most important of which involves the capacity to learn to cope with stress. Children who are consistently shielded from everyday challenges don't get to practice this coping. When they inevitably encounter larger disappointments--a college rejection, a romantic breakup--they might lack the psychological fortitude to handle it.

The consequences of never failing show up in children's mental health. Many young people feel enormous pressure to be perfect, and this perfectionism can have a serious cost. When children absorb the message that failure is catastrophic, even minor mistakes can feel unbearable. I've seen students fall apart over a single poor test result. "That's not me," a tearful student recently told me. "I'm not someone who gets bad grades."

Read: Perfectionism can become a vicious cycle in families

This is what happens when we deny children the opportunity to develop failure immunity. They don't learn that disappointment is survivable, that mistakes are instructive, and that temporary misfortune is, well, temporary.

I was a young instructor at Outward Bound, where I led backcountry expeditions in the Minnesota Boundary Waters, when I first began to understand failure immunity. The first Outward Bound school was developed more than 80 years ago, and was inspired in part by the rescue service at Gordonstoun, a Scottish boarding school--where, alongside their academic studies, students joined emergency-response teams to fight fires, search for lost hikers, and assist with maritime rescues. A core principle of Outward Bound is that "young people grow when they take on real challenges." The program doesn't assign letter grades. But if you aren't paying attention when your instructor demonstrates how to set up a tent, you might leave your groundsheet exposed; when rain soaks your sleeping bag, you quickly learn the importance of tucking the groundsheet under the tent. You learn because you have to, typically by messing up first. In other words, the program is a crash course in failure immunity.

How can parents help children develop this sort of resilience? The first step is to resist the urge to rescue. When a child struggles with homework, a parent's instinct might be to provide answers. When a kid encounters a difficult teacher, a parent might want to intervene. When they break a school rule and receive a consequence, a parent might fire off emails to administrators complaining of unfairness. But each intervention sends a message to the child: You can't handle this.

Choosing not to step in doesn't mean abandoning children to weather challenges alone. It means providing support while still allowing them to experience stress. When one of my daughters was in high school, she regularly lost sleep over English papers. She worshipped her teacher and didn't want to disappoint them, so she wrote entire drafts that she would toss out, weeping, saying that her ideas weren't good enough. As a parent, I was gutted to see this repeatedly unfolding, and I found myself wanting to insert myself--to either help with the draft or beg the teacher for some sort of absolution. It turned out, however, that this struggle was part of my daughter's writing process. She recently mused about how much easier college has been, given the way she "tortured" herself over writing in high school. It was painful, yet somehow important and necessary for her.

Parents can also normalize failure as part of a meaningful life. Instead of treating mistakes as shameful secrets, we can proudly claim them as integral to our stories. My own kids have heard about my failed bids for a job, about school initiatives that have flopped, about times I fell short as a boss. I share these stories not to burden them but to help put failure in perspective. Research on the theory of social learning, by the psychologist Albert Bandura and others, shows that children develop coping strategies by observing how their parents respond to adversity. When parents model resilience--acknowledging disappointment while showing that they can solve problems and regulate their emotions--children learn these same skills.

Perhaps most important, parents would do well to examine their own relationship with failure. Many parents' anxieties about their kid stem from a personal fear--that a bad grade means their child won't get into a good college, that a stumble today could derail their future. But my experience tells me that the opposite is true. The kid who gets straight A's through high school may struggle more in college than the one who foundered in ninth grade, figured out what went wrong, and then kept going. When we allow kids the satisfaction of overcoming hurdles on their own, we give them something more powerful and durable than a perfect transcript or an undefeated season: confidence in their ability to recover and come back stronger.
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The Unsettling Rise of AI Real-Estate Slop

Generated images for listings are disturbing--and not just because they can feel like a scam.

by Franklin Schneider

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




At first, the idea of using AI to create real-estate-listing pictures seemed like a decent proposition to Kati Spaniak, an Illinois-based agent. Like anyone who works on commission, real-estate agents are under tremendous pressure to reduce overhead costs, and a tool that produces images of a furnished home--without an agent having to actually furnish it--could save thousands of dollars. More and more brokers seem to have the same idea: A recent survey of Realtors found that nearly 70 percent of the participants had used AI.

Spaniak thought she had the ideal candidate for trying out the tech: a house in a suburb north of Chicago that had tremendous appeal on paper but looked terrible in photos when it was empty. "The house really needed quite a bit of work," she told me. So she ordered some "virtually staged" photos that used AI to add furniture, wall hangings, and stacks of coffee-table books. But when potential buyers began showing up, Spaniak noticed a problem. Visitors seemed disappointed, even disoriented. "They don't even really recognize why they're upset," she said. "They just feel let down."

For homeseekers, the rise of the AI-assisted listing is not necessarily catastrophic. Fake imagery in home sales are like heavily edited photos on a dating profile--people are going to realize they've been fooled as soon as they walk in the door. And a level of manipulation has long been baked into real estate: wide-angle lenses to make spaces look bigger, aerosol sprays that smell like freshly baked cookies to suggest the presence of cozy homemakers, half-filled closets to imply a surplus of storage space.

Read: The problem with using AI in your personal life

But every successful broker knows that a sale isn't made just on facts such as square footage and the number of bedrooms--it's made on feelings, both implicit and latent, like FOMO ("This one will go fast") or security ("You wouldn't even need to lock your doors"). Vacant homes are carefully staged to help the unimaginative project themselves into a role: homeowner with a bungalow full of kids on a cul-de-sac, urban sophisticate in a downtown loft. Like a cherished item of clothing, the right home can allow a buyer to feel like the person they want to be. That's why many tend not to object to an agent's subtle manipulations; they get that they're being nudged toward something they already desire. "Your whole goal when you're selling a house is to get people in the door feeling emotional," Spaniak said, "like they're going to raise their families there."

From this perspective, the unnameable distress caused by home-listing images fabricated in a data center is likely less about the superficial concern over misleading photos and more about something else: the psychological function of a home, and the dreams that buyers carry with them when they go out to find one.



The most flagrant AI real-estate imagery--hallucinated trees, staircases that don't seem to go anywhere--can potentially run afoul of laws against false advertising, which forbid concealing substantial defects, such as, say, a crack in the house's foundation. But AI photos fall along a spectrum of realism: Some are cartoonishly fake, whereas others can be nearly lifelike; some are labeled as using virtual enhancements, and others aren't. In the listing that Spaniak showed me, furniture seems to hover over the floor without quite touching it, and cloth drapes as if it's immune to gravity; still, a casual browser looking on their phone may not spot the nuances. Homebuyers tend to be more sensitive than the law, which is still largely unsettled in regards to the topic. Even in cases where use of AI photos is currently legal, many people seem to detest the results.

Many of those who revile AI-generated images can't quite put a finger on what it is they don't like. When an AI-inflected mural went up in London last year, Brits from across the political spectrum protested, even as some admitted they didn't know what, exactly, they were protesting. Psychologists have observed that AI images of humans fall into the "uncanny valley"--a term that describes how almost-but-not-quite-realistic images of humans are far more unsettling than, say, a drawing of Charlie Brown. A study by researchers at Indiana University and the University of Duisburg-Essen found that people are also creeped out by AI images of food. AI real-estate images seem to be just as unsettling. On Reddit, when a woman posted AI-created photos of a home for sale, one commenter said, "It looks like they built it in The Sims."

Read: How private equity is changing housing

Uncanny valley was coined by the Japanese roboticist Masahiro Mori in 1970, though the concept of the "uncanny" was popularized a century ago by Freud. Uncanny is a loose translation of Freud's phrase unheimlich, which, incidentally, literally translates to "un-homely": the opposite of evoking a feeling of comfort, security, and safety. In his 1919 essay about the topic, Freud includes examples such as the mysterious recurrence of a number in your life, and getting lost and somehow ending up back in the same place repeatedly--experiences that make one wonder whether the everyday might be subject to forces that elude apprehension or control.

As Spaniak learned, issues arise when you try to sell a living space by using technology that seems to have a knack for rattling people. A home really is a luxury good, in the sense that its value is based mostly on intangibles; the pride and coziness one feels in a home might have little to do with the shelter provided by the roof and four walls, any more than people wear Jordans for ankle support. For many people, home is, in the words of the architectural historian Paul Oliver, "the theatre of our lives"--and the marketing and imagery that agents use set a foundation for how people live once inside. As in any staged drama, there's an element of pretend here, though it's less make-believe than aspiration.

But aspirations are fragile. Psychologists who study the nature of ambition have consistently found that aspirations are motivating in proportion to their attainability. AI listing photos risk setting people up for disappointment by selling them on a dream of home that, by definition, they can never attain. A similar logic is illustrated in discussions about the danger of unrealistic beauty standards; once human desire has been calibrated to what doesn't exist, what does exist can only disappoint. After all, although real-estate listings have always been somewhat aspirational, even the most heavily manipulated photos still reflect a grain of truth; the apartment really does look like that at the golden hour, if only for 20 minutes a day, and your home could be as sophisticated as the professional stager made it look, if you found a spare $180,000 lying around to blow on Danish furniture and some framed Twombly prints. You won't, but you could.

What might be taboo to admit in America, where individual accomplishment has long been exalted, is that many lofty ambitions--striking it rich, snagging the ideal partner, living in the picture-perfect home--are more useful as possibility than actuality. People tend to embrace the idealized versions of themselves, their homes, or their lives as the bounds of their potential, not as its median. We don't necessarily need to achieve these things; we only need to feel that we could. Your kitchen counter might be covered with half-full LaCroix cans, and you might Google "horizontal cracks basement wall bulging" every time you do laundry, but the thing that makes it all bearable, even heimlich, is that you know the house could look like you dreamed it would when you signed that lease or mortgage. Take that hope away and a home becomes just a house: a big box for storing one's socks and USB cords.

Read: How wanting leads to less satisfaction

Many real-estate agents, to their credit, seem to instinctively understand this challenge. Though AI-generated listing photos have gained some traction, the agents I spoke with think the practice is unlikely to be adopted on a wider scale. After her experience with the tech, Spaniak now recommends that sellers use real-life staging and professional photography. Only amateurs, another agent told me, would try to cut corners by using AI photos. If some people in the real-estate industry insist on shoehorning the tech into listings, it will likely make the process of buying or selling less efficient and less profitable, Ayelet Fishbach, a professor of behavioral science and marketing at the University of Chicago, told me: "Both buyers and sellers lose."

If AI listing photos ultimately flop, it might partly be a matter of bad timing. The philosopher Ernst Bloch once observed that the uncanny had its pleasures, but entertainment such as creepy stories were best enjoyed in "too cozy" conditions, when one was "personally secure." People have a higher tolerance, even a craving, for the disconcerting when they are comfortable. If AI photos had hit the market during the socially placid and economically flush '90s, they might have exuded a more utopian aura, more Jetsons than Terminator.

Instead, they're spreading at a time when many Americans are financially strained, alienated, and pessimistic about the future. Ironically, a portion of these contemporary anxieties stem from the spread of AI itself, including the threats it may pose to the next generation's capacity for critical thinking and wide swaths of the white-collar economy. Under these conditions, maybe it's inevitable that AI real-estate photos would seem more like ominous transmissions from a post-human future, and less like a harmless way for an agent to save a buck.
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Why This Shutdown Is Different

Now come negotiations over the administration's immigration crackdown.

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




During the previous government shutdown, President Trump reveled in the chance to fire federal workers, expand his executive authority, and steer taxpayer dollars toward his allies and away from his perceived political enemies. After a record-setting 43 days of gridlock--during which Trump pursued those goals with varying degrees of success--several Democrats abandoned their quest to force Republicans to negotiate a health-care deal, and voted to end the shutdown. As he signed the bill, flanked by congressional Republicans, who had largely unified around the idea that they would not entertain a policy negotiation while the government was closed, Trump congratulated his party on a "very big victory" over the Democrats.

The second government shutdown of Trump's second term ended today with much less fanfare and bravado from the commander in chief. This time, Trump negotiated both before and after the government was closed, going so far as to call Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer to work out a deal on the main point of contention: his administration's mass-deportation campaign.

Trump is largely the same person that he was four months ago, when the previous shutdown began. (If you need evidence, in recent days, he has abruptly announced plans to close and completely rebuild the Kennedy Center, suggested that he wants to "nationalize" the midterm elections, and threatened Iran with an attack from "a massive Armada.") But his push to quickly resolve the latest shutdown highlights how much the political landscape on immigration has shifted following daily, videotaped clashes between masked federal agents and Minneapolis residents, two of whom were killed last month.

"I'm glad we got this done," Trump said from the Oval Office as he signed the bill and hailed the various programs the legislation would fund. He didn't address the difficulties that come next: negotiations over accountability measures for federal immigration agents and a lapse in funding for the Department of Homeland Security if a deal can't be reached within 10 days.

Although Republicans have generally opposed considering policy concessions as a prerequisite for opening the government, Trump and his allies had little choice but to treat this shutdown differently, Doug Heye, a Republican strategist, told me. Plunging public support for Trump's immigration crackdown has reoriented the politics of government shutdowns; the political shift is a culmination of "all the things that we've seen on video, everything that America has reacted to in the past few weeks, when we've had two American citizens who have been killed," he said. "Now when you talk about immigration, it is essentially being defined as what's happening in Minneapolis, and most Republicans know that it's bad for them."

On January 24, Alex Pretti became the second American killed by federal agents in Minneapolis. Since then, the Trump administration has been looking for ways to contain the political fallout. Trump has dispatched the administration's "border czar," Tom Homan, to Minneapolis with explicit orders to calm tensions, had positive phone calls with Minnesota Governor Tim Walz and Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey, and expressed openness to de-escalating the aggressive tactics used by some federal agents. The president, though, has since begun to retreat from his conciliatory tone, taking to social media to attack Pretti and telling reporters that he is "not at all" pulling back from Minnesota.

Read: 'Trust has been breached'

But even as he began shifting away from de-escalation, Trump made clear that he was willing to work with Democrats to avoid another government shutdown. The bill that Trump signed today funds most of the government through the end of September and continues funding for the Department of Homeland Security until February 13. Lawmakers and the White House are supposed to use the next 10 days to negotiate broader reforms to DHS's operations that Democrats say would be necessary before they vote for additional funding for the agency that is carrying out Trump's mass-deportation effort.

Democrats, who emerged from the previous shutdown without achieving their goal of extending subsidies for health care, say that they are now determined to extract concrete changes in how the nation's immigration authorities operate. "Immigration and border protection are core responsibilities of our government, but this version of ICE has strayed far beyond that core function," Representative Kristen McDonald Rivet, a Democrat from Michigan, wrote in a statement today after voting against the funding bill. She said that Congress should demand that DHS shift away from the "chaos and deadly consequences" of its current operations.

Democrats have threatened to withhold their votes on funding DHS beyond next week if their demands are not met. Although the department's immigration push has been infused with tens of billions of dollars in funds from legislation Congress passed last year, a shutdown of operations could affect other parts of the department's budget, including TSA and FEMA. Democrats are calling for changes that include requiring ICE agents to stop wearing masks and to obtain judicial warrants in immigration operations. They also want independent investigations of the killings of Pretti and Renee Good. Some are calling for the resignation of DHS Secretary Kristi Noem, who has drawn bipartisan criticism for accusing Pretti and Good of "domestic terrorism" hours after each was killed.

Democrats' push may already be making an impact. Noem said yesterday that ICE agents working in Minneapolis will begin wearing body cameras immediately and that agents across the country will be doing the same once funding becomes available. But Democrats are likely to face more resistance to their other demands. Asked about judicial warrants today, Trump was noncommittal. "I haven't even thought about it," he told reporters. "I'm not thinking about search warrants."

He deferred to Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina, who said that he opposed the call for judicial warrants. Graham pivoted to calling for a ban on sanctuary cities, something Trump said he will be pushing for as negotiations take place in the coming days. Other Republicans have rejected several Democratic requests as unrealistic or unworkable. Senate Majority Leader John Thune predicted that lawmakers would need to pass another extension of DHS funding before February 13, calling the prospect of making significant reforms by next week an "impossibility."

But, buoyed by the newfound leverage they have to draw Trump to the negotiating table, many Democrats are looking to exert maximum pressure in the coming days. There is disagreement between the Senate and the House, as well as between more moderate and more progressive Democrats, about how hard of a line to draw in the upcoming discussions. House Democrats largely opted not to support the funding agreement negotiated by their Senate counterparts, with some saying that funding DHS at current levels even for a few days would be inappropriate. But Democrats--who have at times opposed government shutdowns due to the potential harm to federal workers and those who rely on the social safety net--are navigating new terrain as they try to rein in Trump.

Recent changes narrowing the kinds of tasks agencies can perform when funding lapses also mean that shutdowns have the potential to hit a larger number of Americans more harshly than before, Abigail Andre, the executive director of the Impact Project, told me. "The changes some agencies made to shutdown protocols made shutdowns more painful for communities and, therefore, more politically costly," she said.

Trump has acknowledged that shutdowns can be a political liability. When Democrats claimed big victories in Virginia, New Jersey, Georgia, and elsewhere last year on an Election Day that fell during a shutdown, Trump told his fellow Republicans that the government's closure had played "a big role" in the results. When Trump called Schumer last month to negotiate, the president said: "I hate shutdowns," the minority leader told The New York Times. Schumer suggested that they cut a deal to rein in ICE. Trump was also hearing from members of his own party, who were reaching out privately to express their dismay over the scenes emerging from Minnesota. Several have spoken out publicly as well, laying the groundwork for negotiations.

When I asked the White House about Trump's willingness to negotiate this time rather than dig in his heels as government funding lapsed, the White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson did not acknowledge the shift, instead blaming Democrats. "President Trump has been consistent--he wants the government open," she told me. "Democrats should not try to use the American people as leverage to achieve their policy goals."

But many Democrats say that they are simply following the lead of their constituents, who have shifted sharply against Trump's immigration policies in recent weeks as masked federal agents have descended on American cities. A Fox News poll released last week found that 59 percent of voters say that ICE has been "too aggressive" in its deportation tactics, a 10-point jump since July.

Read: Why they mask

Andrew O'Neill, the national advocacy director for Indivisible, a progressive organizing group, said in a statement that Republicans are now "on their back foot," and warned Democrats that voting for any legislation that does not overhaul DHS would constitute a "failure to meet this moment." Alluding to the street protests that have frustrated ICE's efforts in Minneapolis and elsewhere, he said: "The public has done its part, and now Congress must do theirs."

Heye, the Republican strategist, told me that although Trump has an ability to control the news cycle around him, the immigration debate is dominating in an election year that Republicans had promised they would use to address voters' concerns about the cost of living. Avoiding a prolonged shutdown over unpopular immigration tactics is part of a broader effort to refocus as the midterms approach, he said: "The fact that Americans have been killed means that this will have a longer political memory," he said. "Republicans should be talking about, Here's what we're trying to do to fix costs, and all of this gets in their way."

Elaine Godfrey contributed to this report.
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Trump's New Threats to American Elections

The reasons to worry about election integrity are becoming more urgent.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 03 Feb 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.

Updated 10:00 a.m. on February 4, 2026


With nine months to go until the midterm elections, President Trump's campaign to subvert them is escalating. His administration has recently taken a series of steps that have election officials, observers, and administrators deeply and rightfully concerned about the prospects for improper interference with the election process.

In October, I published an in-depth article on how the president could interfere (and already was interfering) with the midterm elections. Since then, the reasons for worry have become more urgent. In the past two weeks, the FBI conducted a search in a major Democratic county in a swing state, in service of debunked theories about fraud in the 2020 election; the Justice Department attempted to extort voter rolls from another Democratic state under threat of armed occupation; and the president floated plans to "nationalize" elections. Trump has tried to subvert an election before, but these efforts are earlier, more organized, and--crucially--employing the power of the federal government to help him achieve his personal political goals.

Yesterday, Trump spoke with Dan Bongino, the podcaster turned FBI deputy director turned podcaster, and called for his party to seize control of voting in states. "These people were brought to our country to vote, and they vote illegally," Trump said, reprising an oft-used and incorrect claim. (Voting by noncitizens is rare and does not amount to enough to swing elections.) "The Republicans should say, 'We want to take over'--we should take over the voting in at least, many, 15 places. The Republicans ought to nationalize the voting. We have states that are so crooked, and they're counting votes. We have states that I won that show I didn't win."

The executive branch has no constitutional or statutory role in states' election administration, so the call for "nationalization" is an assertion of power that the federal government does not have, a hallmark of other recent White House ploys. Trump's declaration that "Republicans" could do it may be a suggestion that Congress take action, but it also points to the partisan aims of his attack.

Trump's efforts to prove that he won in 2020 are all premised on false claims, yet he continues to try to drum up evidence for a conclusion he's already reached. "You're gonna see something in Georgia," he told Bongino, referring to a search this past Wednesday at the Fulton County election center, in Atlanta, where agents looked for records including ballots, tabulator tapes, and voter rolls from the 2020 election. Immediately after that election, Trump repeatedly and falsely claimed that he won Georgia, and when his legal efforts to challenge the result fell short, he called the Republican secretary of state and asked him to "find" almost 12,000 votes. (Trump and some associates were charged with racketeering in Fulton County as a result, but the case was dismissed last year.) The search is a stunning intrusion into local election administration. "It's a five-alarm fire," as one Arizona Republican election official told my colleagues Sarah Fitzpatrick and Yvonne Wingett Sanchez.

Since the search, more troubling information has emerged. Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard, who has no obvious role in the FBI or domestic-election oversight but has been a proponent of bogus fraud claims about the 2020 election, was present for the operation, which she said in a letter to Congress was at Trump's behest. The New York Times reports that Gabbard met with some of the FBI officers the following day and put Trump on speakerphone for a chat with them--a serious departure from normal practice, and a move that emphasizes the appearance of inappropriate pressure: a federal law-enforcement agency acting as a political agent of the president in a nakedly partisan operation. (Bongino's own return to partisan podcasting, just weeks after leaving his post as No. 2 at the FBI, demonstrates how politics has infected the bureau.)

As Trump continues to clash with local officials in Minnesota, he also claims that he was cheated out of votes there. "I feel that I won Minnesota--I think I won it all three times," he said. "I won it all three times, in my opinion." On January 24, Attorney General Pam Bondi sent a letter to Governor Tim Walz demanding that the state turn over its voter rolls to the Justice Department as a condition of the federal government ending its violent crackdown in Minneapolis. Since May 2025, the DOJ has ordered 44 states and the District of Columbia to hand over voter rolls, though it has no statutory right to them. Many states, including Minnesota, have resisted.

Bob Bauer, a veteran Democratic election lawyer, argues that although Bondi's letter appears to yoke together two unrelated questions--election integrity and immigration enforcement--the Trump administration may not see them as separate, but rather as an opening to interfering with elections using federal agents. "The administration's lawyers might view the potential deployment of ICE as an option allowing for the fielding of what one advocate describes as 'essentially an army' charged with ensuring election security through immigration law enforcement," he wrote this week.

As bleak as these developments are, a few hopeful signs for the midterms have emerged. First, Trump has been publicly setting expectations for poor results for Republicans, a sign that he may be resigning himself somewhat to a loss. Second, the president's attempt to force gerrymanders in GOP-controlled states, in order to help preserve the House majority, seems to be ending up as basically a wash, after Democrat-controlled states responded in kind. Third, an election is at greatest danger of interference when the margin of victory is narrow, and Americans' growing disapproval of the president's handling of immigration and the economy has buoyed Democrats on the generic ballot for Congress. An old joke goes that the election administrator's prayer is, "Lord, let this election not be close." Even as Trump tries to tamper with elections, his actions in office make it more likely that the prayer is answered.

Related:

	Donald Trump's plan to subvert the midterms is already under way.
 	Trump's DOJ comes for the ballots.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump is doubling down on all the wrong things.
 	Tom Nichols: Countdown to an arms race
 	Donald Trump has built a clicktatorship.




Today's News

	Bill Clinton and Hillary Clinton reached a deal with House Republicans to testify before the House Oversight Committee later this month about Jeffrey Epstein, avoiding potential contempt of Congress charges. The closed-door interviews are scheduled for late February.
 	The House passed a set of spending bills today that will reopen the government. The bill now goes to President Trump to sign and triggers a 10-day window for bipartisan negotiations about how ICE conducts immigration raids.
 	Trump met privately at the White House with Colombian President Gustavo Petro, their first face-to-face meeting after months of public clashes that escalated following a recent U.S. military operation in Venezuela.
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The Problem With Using AI in Your Personal Life

By Dan Brooks

More and more, large language models are relieving people of the burden of reading and writing, in school and at work but also in group chats and email exchanges with friends. In many areas, guidelines are emerging: Schools are making policies on AI use by students, and courts are trying to settle the law about AI and intellectual property. In friendship and other interpersonal uses, however, AI is still the Wild West. We have tacit rules about which movies you wait to see with your roommate and who gets invited to the lake house, but we have yet to settle anything comparable regarding, for example, whether you should use ChatGPT to reply to somebody's Christmas letter. That seems like an oversight.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Alexandra Petri: Oh, look, some more renovation projects for Donald Trump!
 	This is what Putin thinks of Trump's peace talks.
 	Trump's crypto defenses aren't reassuring.
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Take a look. It's so cold in Florida that iguanas are falling out of trees. Alan Taylor compiled photos of trappers gathering the cold-stunned invasive reptiles by the thousands.

Read. "My extraordinary great-great-grandfather obtained his liberty at some point before the Civil War," Eugene Robinson writes. But how did Henry Fordham become a free man?

Play our daily crossword.



This article originally stated that the federal government has no constitutional or statutory role in states' election administration; in fact, the executive branch has no such role.
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Which Washington Landmark Will Donald Trump Destroy Next?

No building is safe.

by Alexandra Petri

Tue, 03 Feb 2026




Updated 10:15 a.m. on February 4, 2026


Alas, the Donald J. Trump and the John F. Kennedy Memorial Center for the Performing Arts! We barely knew ye!

The president announced on Truth Social that the recently renamed center will close on July 4 for two full years of renovations. No better way to celebrate 250 years as a nation than by shutting down our center for the performing arts! Most high schools, given the opportunity to shut down their performing-arts departments, don't view it as an exciting, patriotic celebration, and prefer to have a bake sale. But I am told that this is just how the Founders hoped we would celebrate. (If you remember that John Adams note about how to commemorate the Fourth of July, right after "fireworks," he suggested "or making it difficult, if not impossible, for people to see Opera, Ballet, Symphonic Performances, Touring Productions of Broadway Musicals, and Sometimes Shen Yun.")

Everywhere you look in Washington, D.C., buildings are getting their names rejiggered (the Donald J. Trump Institute of Peace), their wings clipped (RIP East Wing of the White House), or both. And of course, we must not forget the triumphal arch--a possibly 250-foot-tall edifice (One foot for each year! We'd better hope the country doesn't go on much longer!) that, when complete, will reportedly dwarf the Lincoln Memorial.

Is any building safe? I fear it's only a matter of time before the inevitable Donald J. Trump AND is slapped on every marquee--but what happens after that? Here are my best guesses.

Donald J. Trump and Washington National Cathedral: Why should George Washington be the only one to have his name on a house of prayer? Trump's team will also improve all of the windows, which currently are full of lots of little tiny bits of "stained" glass (was new, pristine glass not available?) that make it difficult to see in or out.

Also, instead of a large, depressing wooden carving of some Middle Eastern man in a loincloth being justly punished by the state, we will have something uplifting, like a big golden letter T, maybe a big R, possibly a U, and then a nice MP to round the whole thing off. (This move might result in audiences deserting the building, but then we can demolish it and put in a golf course.)

Donald J. Trump Institute of Peace: The roof of this building will be repainted as a world map, with all of the territories Trump is eyeing for the United States marked for viewers' convenience. It will be used to house the members of the Nobel Peace Prize committee, who will have been kidnapped by an elite squadron of Trump Peacekeeping Forces and threatened with repeat screenings of Melania until they produce a Nobel Prize for Mr. Trump.

Donald J. Trump Federal Bureau of Investigations: This building will be torn down on the grounds that it is an eyesore from the 1960s, an era when it was believed that a single Watergate-level scandal would be enough to end a presidency, and replaced with either the actual Parthenon from Athens (the ultimate in classical architecture) or the fake Parthenon from Tennessee (Kash Patel and his girlfriend can bring it back on their government jet so that they will be able to mark their latest Nashville excursion as "business travel.")

The Donald J. Trump and Washington Monument: At first, I thought Trump would simply slap his name on this noteworthy obelisk, but I actually think he will do another Triumphal Arch move and build a much bigger one, all in brass, right next to it. But not too close. Any deaths of birds that fly into it will be offset by the fact that Trump is saving their relatives from windmills.

The Donald J. Trump United States Treasury: Simply putting Donald Trump's name on the whole Treasury will save everyone the trouble of stashing money in special accounts in Qatar; they should have thought of it earlier.

The Donald J. Trump and Jefferson Memorial: The quotations about how "indeed I tremble for my country when I reflect that God is just: that his justice cannot sleep forever" will be allowed to remain, but a little animatronic statue of Stephen Miller will be installed next to them, shaking his head to show he doesn't agree.

The Donald J. Trump Pentagon: Donald Trump wants this to be a hexagon for reasons he won't articulate, and Pete Hegseth lives to oblige!

The Donald J. Trump and Vietnam Veterans Memorial: What is this big, depressing V made from dark stone covered in little tiny names? Suckers and losers, no doubt. Make it a big T instead, all white marble, with the names of donors in gold letters.

The Donald J. Trump Supreme Court: Instead of blind justice standing on the steps (we can do better than some kind of visually impaired woman who is probably dispensing justice to any and all comers without fear or favor), this building will now feature one of those guys covered in gold paint who pretends to be a statue, so he can see who is trying to get justice and let the majority know Trump's feelings about him so they can vote accordingly.

The Korean War Veterans Memorial: Trump will leave this one alone because he forgot it was there.

The Donald J. Trump and Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial: Demolished, obviously.

The Donald J. Trump National Archives: These will first be closed to the public and then scanned carefully for any maps leading to treasure; they will be reopened free to the public only if they contain nothing of value.

The Donald J. Trump U.S. Capitol: This will also be closed for the next two years for "renovations," except to peaceful and patriotic tour groups. See if Mike Johnson dares to object!

The Donald J. Trump and Smithsonian Institution: After all of the exhibitions have been clawed through to remove all evidence of a very objectionable, political thing called "history," these buildings will be left temporarily intact until reduced crowds drive a move for renovations. Then Trump will announce that they are being closed on July 4 as a special patriotic tribute ("Those who don't learn history will ... make America great again!"), to be reopened after two years as an imperial palace. Just as the Founders would have wished!

The Donald J. Trump and Lincoln Memorial: Trump will add a large gold statue of himself standing with his hand on Abraham Lincoln's shoulder to imply that Lincoln is sitting in Trump's chair and Trump is being patient about it, but his patience might run out soon. Lincoln's second inaugural address will remain visible, but just barely, because the text of Trump's second inaugural address will be superimposed on it in a very small font to make room for all of the text, obscuring the words of the man who appealed to the better angels of our nature.

This article originally suggested that Abraham Lincoln's statement about the "better angels of our nature" appeared in his second inaugural address. In fact, those words appeared in his first inaugural address.
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The Intellectual Edgelords of the GOP

The mainstreaming of transgressive ideas is the culmination of a yearslong conservative project.

by Laura K. Field

Thu, 05 Feb 2026




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

Calling the Trump administration fascist has become a cliche, but some federal departments seem keen on the comparison. Consider the administration's messaging on social media.

The Department of Homeland Security's Facebook account recently posted a recruiting notice for ICE under the banner "WE'LL HAVE OUR HOME AGAIN"--the title of a white-nationalist anthem by the Pine Tree Riots ("By blood or sweat, we'll get there yet"). The Department of Labor recently posted a video montage referencing American battle scenes under the tagline "One Homeland. One People. One Heritage. Remember who you are, American"--a slogan close to the Nazi-era Ein Volk, ein Reich, ein Fuhrer.

Many of these posts borrow overtly from Christianity. In December, the DHS and White House accounts shared Christmas-themed posts celebrating mass deportations and encouraging self-deportation. One featured videos of armed agents performing night raids, with a caption quoting Matthew 5:9 in black-letter type: "Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God."

Read: The Trump administration is publishing a stream of Nazi propaganda

Macho displays and transgressive memes mark a significant shift in how the federal government sees and promotes its mission--and sanctions state violence. It may be tempting to see this change as an organic or bottom-up phenomenon, as if federal agencies are appealing to Proud Boys to lure more ICE recruits. But the reality is that this transformation is the culmination of years of work by niche groups of conservative intellectuals who have long rejected America's liberal traditions--and now dominate the halls of power.

There were signs from the start that a Trump-led GOP would reward transgression against liberal-democratic norms. In "The Flight 93 Election," a September 2016 essay for the Claremont Institute, the former George W. Bush speechwriter Michael Anton called on fellow conservatives to "charge the cockpit" and vote for Trump in order to prevent a more dire outcome: the election of Hillary Clinton as president. Anton, who went on to serve on the National Security Council in Trump's first term and the State Department in his second, used his polemic to decry Davos-style globalist pieties as "managerial Davoisie liberalism" and hail Trump's plans to stop "importing poverty, crime, and alien cultures." Trump, he allowed, "is worse than imperfect," but this didn't matter. Trump, Anton argued, offered a lifeline for an irrelevant conservative movement and a dying republic.

This call to arms scandalized many establishment conservatives, some of whom provided a check on Trump in his first term. Members of Trump's first cabinet prevented him from ratcheting up his trade war, fully alienating allies, deploying U.S. troops to American cities, and withdrawing them suddenly from overseas.

After the "Unite the Right" rally turned deadly in Charlottesville, Virginia, in 2017, the alt-right appeared to lose steam. The White House chief strategist Steve Bannon fell from grace, the white nationalist Richard Spencer mostly vanished from the public eye, and controversial figures including Sebastian Gorka and Darren Beattie were ultimately ousted from the administration. Even Stephen Miller looked vulnerable for a time. Many conservatives assumed that the events of January 6, 2021, would rightfully prevent Trump from holding public office ever again.

Instead, January 6 came to signify the staying power of Trumpism, and offered a new rallying cry and loyalty test for a more radicalized GOP.

In October 2021, the Heritage Foundation tapped Kevin Roberts, the former CEO of the Trump-friendly Texas Public Policy Foundation, to be its next president--marking a change in orientation for one of Washington's most influential conservative think tanks. At the National Conservatism Conference in 2022, Roberts declared his "fellowship with the principles" MAGA's main intellectual movement had advanced "to rescue America from the barbarians inside the gates of our very own institutions." At the same gathering, the natcon leader Yoram Hazony argued that Christian domination is the only safeguard against "the religion of woke neo-Marxism."

Today, elite MAGA-world figures including Anton and Peter Thiel flirt openly with the idea of Caesarism, or a "Red Caesar," whereby a lone authoritarian ruler might restore the country's strength. "Postliberals" such as Patrick Deneen write about how "regime change" is possible only with a new elite--one that understands the value of "Machiavellian means to achieve Aristotelian ends." The influential philosopher-blogger Curtis Yarvin has called for a total dismantling of "the cathedral," by which he means the all-powerful liberal institutions at the center of modern life (universities, media outlets), which operate like a Church in that they dictate how people should think.

George Packer: An anatomy of the MAGA mind

What unifies these thinkers is a totalizing and conspiratorial conception of modern liberal politics. In this view, very little in the existing order is worth redeeming. Some even argue that the most patriotic way forward is simply to burn it all down.

All of this intellectual boundary-breaking can be intoxicating, especially against the backdrop of a wider culture that has at times tipped into stultifying speech codes and groupthink. But the rebellion has also spurred a race to the bottom. This is how a group chat among young Republicans devolves into talk of loving Hitler.

Richard Hanania, a political scientist who knows a good deal about such dynamics owing to the years he spent writing pseudonymously for alt-right and white-supremacist publications, calls this phenomenon the "based ritual." Young ideologues compete to prove their fealty to MAGA by engaging in a kind of transgressive one-upmanship. In this performance, the risk of appearing racist or sexist is well outweighed by the risk of seeming disloyal to Trump.

Prominent conservatives have publicly discussed the value of shifting the Overton window. In 2023, Christopher Rufo hosted a debate about whether to broaden the tent to include racists and other extremists--a "no enemies to the right" strategy.

This is very much a live question. In October, after Tucker Carlson hosted the young white-nationalist influencer Nick Fuentes in a long and indulgent interview on his podcast, quite a few conservatives struggled to distance themselves from Fuentes without alienating other political allies. Roberts, at the Heritage Foundation, raised hackles when he initially defended Carlson. He then tried to split the difference by criticizing Fuentes but not Carlson, but still faced an exodus of staff and several resignations from the board of trustees for legitimizing extremism. Clearly some conservatives are still willing to hold the more radical factions of the party to account.

Jonathan Chait: The conservative movement's intellectual collapse

Unfortunately, these traditional, more principled conservatives are not ascendant. In the early days of the Heritage fiasco, Harvard's Adrian Vermeule, perhaps the most sophisticated thinker of the MAGA new right, warned against factional infighting when the enemy is "at the very gates." What is notable here is that for Vermeule, the "enemies" are liberals. Such language handily buttresses Trump's constant talk of the "enemy from within." It's a philosophy that allows the administration to portray liberal activists as domestic terrorists, and mass peaceful protests as "engineered chaos."

That kind of edgelordism has become the currency du jour in the GOP, from the Ivy League through the streets of Minnesota. The MAGA new right seems to be betting that the American polity has a deep reserve of untapped nativist rage--which can be harnessed in the service of their culture war against the liberal status quo, or of ICE's more tangible goals. But if current polls are to be believed, the administration seems to be underestimating the everyday decency and patriotism of the American public.

Boundary-pushing ideas can be invigorating, and opportunities to question and resist received wisdom are essential to any free and democratic society. But the pursuit of transgression for its own sake can easily derail sound judgment. The risk is in presuming that anything subversive or sensational is also true and meaningful, and that anything conventional is a lie that must be smashed down. That is a brutal way to inhabit the world--and, I hope, a losing one.



*Illustration Sources: Galerie Bilderwelt / Getty; Corbis / Getty; Ivy Close Images / Universal Images Group / Getty; Bettmann / Getty.
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The Only Thing That Will Turn Measles Back

A rebound in vaccination--which may depend on government support

by Katherine J. Wu

Thu, 05 Feb 2026




Since measles vaccination became common among Americans, the logic of outbreaks has been simple: When vaccination rates fall, infections rapidly rise; when vaccination rates increase, cases abate. The United States is currently living out the first half of that maxim.

Measles-vaccination rates have been steadily declining for several years; since last January, the country has logged its two largest measles epidemics in more than three decades. The second of those, still ballooning in South Carolina, is over 875 cases and counting. In April, measles may be declared endemic in the U.S. again, 26 years after elimination.

When and if the maxim's second part--a rebound in vaccination--might manifest "is the key question," Paul Offit, a pediatrician and vaccine expert at Children's Hospital of Philadelphia, told me. Experts anticipate a shift eventually. Vaccine coverage has often been beholden to a kind of homeostatic pull, in which it dips and then ricochets in response to death and suffering. In 2022, for instance, in the weeks after polio paralyzed an unvaccinated man in Rockland County, New York, the families of more than 1,000 under-vaccinated children heeded advice to immunize.

During past outbreaks, though, health authorities at local, state, and federal levels have given that same advice--vaccinate, now--loudly, clearly, and persistently. In 2026, the U.S. is facing the possibility of more and bigger measles outbreaks, as federal leaders have actively shrunk vaccine access, dismissed vaccine experts, and sowed doubts about vaccine benefits. Under these conditions, many experts are doubtful that facing down more disease, even its worst consequences, will convince enough Americans that more protection is necessary.

After the first major rash of measles cases appeared in and around West Texas about this time last year, many local families did rush to get vaccines, including early doses for infants; some families living near South Carolina's outbreak, now bigger than West Texas's was, have opted into free vaccination clinics too. Even in states far from these epidemics, such as Wisconsin, health-care providers have seen an uptick in vaccination, Jonathan Temte, a family-medicine physician and vaccine-policy expert at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, told me. But, he said, those boosts in interest have been concentrated primarily among people already enthusiastic about vaccination, who were seeking additional protection as the national situation worsened. At the same time, many of South Carolina's free vaccination clinics have been poorly attended; some community members hit by the worst of the outbreak in West Texas have stood by their decision to not vaccinate.

Protection against measles has always been fragile: Sky-high levels of vaccination--at rates of at least 92 to 95 percent--are necessary to stave off outbreaks. And after holding steady for years, uptake of the measles-mumps-rubella (MMR) vaccine has been dropping unevenly in communities scattered across the U.S. since around the start of the coronavirus pandemic, pulling down the nationwide average. Recent research from a team led by Eric Geng Zhou, a health economist at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai, has found that, although many communities in the Northeast and Midwest have generally high MMR-vaccine uptake, others in regions such as West Texas, southern New Mexico, and the rural Southeast, as well as parts of Mississippi, don't have much protection to speak of.

COVID can bear some of the blame for these patches of slipping vaccination. It disrupted families' routine of visits to the pediatrician, leading to delayed or missed vaccinations. Those interruptions quickly resolved for some families, Zhou told me, but they remained for many others, lagging, for instance, among people of lower socioeconomic status who are less likely to have consistent access to health care and reliable health information. At the same time, the pandemic deepened political divides over public-health policies, including vaccination. In the years since, Republicans have become substantially more hesitant than Democrats about immunizing their children. "The COVID pandemic created this persistent divergence," Zhou told me.

Pockets with under-vaccinated people have always existed, tracking alongside groups that are less likely to engage with all kinds of medical care, including people with less education or lower income, or those who belong to certain ethnic minorities. Anti-vaccine activists--including Robert F. Kennedy Jr., now the secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services--have also spent years spreading misinformation about the vaccine. But maybe most crucial, vaccination status clusters in communities--depending intimately on whether, for instance, children are raised by parents who are themselves vaccinated. The net effect of COVID, misinformation, and changing political tides is that the chasms between the vaccinated and unvaccinated have widened, an especially dangerous proposition for measles, a virus that is estimated to infect 90 percent of the unimmunized people it encounters.

Last year, as measles ignited in West Texas, some experts wondered whether attitudes about the MMR vaccine might shift once the virus killed someone. Since the start of 2025, three unvaccinated people have died from measles, two of them young children. But because that outbreak centered on several rural Mennonite communities that have long been distrustful of vaccines, many Americans seem to have treated those three deaths as a mostly isolated problem, Noel Brewer, a vaccine-behavior expert at the University of North Carolina Gillings School of Global Public Health, told me. (Brewer was a member of the CDC's Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices before Kennedy overhauled the group entirely last year.)

More broadly, the disease still has a misleading reputation as harmless enough that "it's not a big deal if you get it," Rupali Limaye, a vaccine-behavior expert at Johns Hopkins University, told me. But even if measles' severe outcomes were more common, Limaye and others were doubtful that many more Americans would be moved to act. COVID vaccines still offer protection against the disease's worst outcomes, yet so far this winter, just 17 percent of adults and 8 percent of children have gotten a COVID shot. And although the seasonal flu typically hospitalizes hundreds of thousands of people in the U.S. each year, tens of thousands of whom die, flu-vaccine uptake regularly hovers below 50 percent. For measles, "how many deaths is enough to be a tipping point?" Offit asked. "I don't know that."
 
 If anything, the nation's top health officials have encouraged people to embrace the tolls of infectious illness. The Trump administration responded to the deaths last year with relatively tepid messages about the benefits of measles vaccines--which are excellent at preventing severe illness, infection, and transmission--all while promoting nutritional supplementation with vitamin A. More recently, CDC's new principal deputy director, Ralph Abraham, described the prospect of measles becoming endemic in the U.S. as "just the cost of doing business." Last month, CDC ended long-standing recommendations urging all Americans to receive an annual flu shot; later that week, Kennedy told CBS News that it may be a "better thing" if fewer kids get vaccinated against the flu. And Kirk Milhoan, the new chair of CDC's vaccine advisory committee, recently questioned the need for the MMR vaccine, arguing that measles' risks may now be lower than they once were, in part because hospitals are better equipped to treat the disease than they used to be.

When reached for comment over email, Andrew G. Nixon, the deputy assistant secretary for media relations at HHS, disputed the notion that the department has hindered the country's response to measles, writing, "Under Secretary Kennedy, CDC surged resources and multiple states declared measles outbreaks over in 2025." He added that "Secretary Kennedy and other leaders at HHS have consistently said that vaccination is the best way to prevent the spread of measles."

The counsel of health-care providers, not federal health officials, remains a top predictor of whether people will immunize. But when vaccine uptake has wavered in the past, governments have been key to buoying those levels again. In the 1970s, for example, after safety concerns about a whooping-cough vaccine--later proved false--caused rates of uptake to plummet in the United Kingdom and spurred a series of major outbreaks, an eventual government-sponsored campaign helped limit the dip in vaccination to a few years. In the 2010s, rising rates of families seeking nonmedical exemptions for vaccination in California helped precipitate the state's Disneyland measles outbreak, which spread to six other states, as well as Canada and Mexico; MMR-vaccination rates throughout California jumped above 95 percent only after new state legislation strengthened school mandates. And in the early 1990s, local health officials ended a Philadelphia measles epidemic--which by then had sickened at least 1,400 people and killed nine children--after they took the extreme step of getting a court order to compel community members to vaccinate children.

When governments withdraw support for vaccines, immunization rates can crater. In 2013, an unfounded safety concern about the HPV vaccine prompted Japanese health authorities to suspend strong national recommendations for the immunization; the move caused uptake among adolescent and young teenage girls to drop, from about 70 to 80 percent to less than 1 percent within a year, according to Brewer, who is co-authoring a research paper on the subject. Japan did not reinstate its HPV recommendation until nearly a decade later--and coverage has since recovered to only about half of its original baseline.

Nixon, the HHS spokesperson, wrote that the U.S. is now following the approach of peer nations that "achieve high vaccination rates without mandates by relying on trust, education, and strong doctor-patient relationships." But Kennedy has also publicly discouraged people from "trusting the experts." Limaye, who consults with local health-care providers, said that the biggest question that her contacts are now hearing from patient families is "Who am I supposed to believe?" Meanwhile, CDC's website now contradicts the widespread and decades-long scientific consensus that vaccines don't cause autism.

If MMR-vaccine uptake does rebound, experts suspect it will rise unevenly across the country, likely skirting the politically red regions where vaccination rates most urgently need to increase. In this way, the self-reinforcing nature of vaccination status is dangerous: Even while highly protected groups might double down on immunization, under-vaccinated groups can remain unprotected. Leaving enough places lingering below the crucial measles-vaccination threshold "will ensure repeated and large outbreaks," Brewer said. West Texas and South Carolina were just the start; this year, measles will sicken more people, which means more deaths will follow, and likely soon. The Trump administration is testing how much resilience American vaccination rates have in the absence of federal support, and the answer emerging for measles so far is: not enough.
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How Jeff Bezos Broke <em>The Washington Post</em>

The paper of record for the nation's capital cut a third of its staff this week. It didn't have to be like this.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 05 Feb 2026




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

In the first blush of their relationship, The Washington Post and Jeff Bezos seemed like an excellent match. Here was a paper with a strong pedigree that had fallen on somewhat hard times, and a suitor with funds who seemed eager to return it to steady glory. In 2013 Bezos purchased the paper for $250 million from the Graham family and promised a "golden era" to come. I had left the Post by then but was happy for my former colleagues. When Donald Trump took office a few years later, it was a relief to know that a journalistic institution with a record of holding White House misdeeds to account was still close by.

Yesterday, in a dismal morning Zoom call, the Post's executive editor, Matt Murray, announced that they were laying off one-third of its already diminished staff. The follow-up email had the tone of robotic obfuscation that any decent editor would have rewritten. ("Following up on today's communication, I'm writing to share the difficult news that your position is eliminated as part of today's organizational changes.") It's of course painful, as a journalist, to see fellow journalists get laid off. It's painful, for anyone alert to the moment, to know that one of the last remaining expert watchdogs is hobbled. It's maybe most painful to know it could have been avoided.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, I spoke with Joshua Benton, the founder of and a senior writer at the Nieman Journalism Lab at Harvard University. Benton has closely watched the media business for years. He explains how the newspaper reached this point, the loss to journalism, and how the future of the Post is ultimately up to Bezos.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Seven years ago, around this time, The Washington Post ran an ad in the Super Bowl: "Democracy dies in darkness." It showed scenes of fires, explosions, floods, tanks--and journalists who've risked their lives for their profession.

All with swelling music and a voice-over by Tom Hanks.

Tom Hanks (in a Washington Post commercial): Knowing helps us decide. Knowing keeps us free.


Rosin: But then just before the Super Bowl this year, the Post took a different turn. And it was not another Super Bowl ad.

Matt Murray: Good morning, everybody. Thank you for joining us.


Rosin: On Wednesday, Post staffers joined a Zoom call first thing in the morning. Executive editor Matt Murray spoke first.

Murray:  This meeting, for our newsroom, I wanna share that the actions we are taking include a broad strategic reset with a significant staff reduction.


Rosin: The paper would be making massive cuts: closing the Sports department ...

Murray:  Unfortunately, we are grappling, and have been, with, just, major changes in the way sports news is delivered, shared, and experienced across the industry.


Rosin: Downsizing their Metro desk and International desk.

Murray: ... shrinking our international footprint.


Rosin: One of their reporters based in Ukraine posted to X: "I was just laid off by The Washington Post in the middle of a warzone."

 Murray:  We will continue to have a strategic overseas presence in close to a dozen locations ...


Rosin: The entire Books department at the Post was cut.

Murray:  We'll be closing the Books section.


Rosin: A suspension of their daily news show.

Murray: And we'll be suspending the Post Reports podcast.


Rosin: Every single department would be impacted.

Murray: As I said before, these moves are painful. This is a tough day.
  Now I want to turn it over to Wayne Connell, and Wayne will be sharing more about the next steps in today's timeline.
 Wayne Connell: Thank you, Matt. In the spirit of providing clarity, after our call, I will send each of you an email. The subject line will either say, "Your role is eliminated by today's workforce reductions" ...


Rosin: In less than 30 minutes, a historic journalistic institution cut its staff by almost a third, after two previous rounds of punishing layoffs.

This was the home of the Watergate investigation.

Richard Nixon: Interests of the nation must always come before any personal consideration.


Rosin: Publisher of the Pentagon Papers.

Henry Kissinger: ... whole file cabinets can be stolen and then made available to the press ...


Rosin: Winner of dozens and dozens of Pulitzer Prizes.

Announcer: And the prize goes to The Washington Post.


Rosin: Just to break that down: a paper in the backyard of the White House and Congress that has, many times, uncovered people in power lying or grifting, or failing to do their jobs in ways that affect every single American, whether or not they live in D.C.

Not to mention all the work their reporters have done in Ukraine, and China, and the Middle East and anywhere else in the world where crisis might be brewing

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic.

There are only a handful of mainstream national journalistic institutions left with this kind of robust infrastructure--experienced editors and reporters, photographers, foreign correspondents--who can expertly monitor people in power. Particularly at this moment in American history, when those people seem to be grifting and lying in new and elaborate ways.

Whose fault is this? Why does it matter? We talk to Joshua Benton. He's a longtime newspaper reporter and the founder of a senior writer at the Nieman Journalism Lab at Harvard University, where he writes about the media business.

Josh, welcome to the show.

Joshua Benton: Thanks for having me.

Rosin: So you cover the media business; you have for a long time. You are not new to this kind of industry news. What was your reaction to the layoffs at the Post?

Benton: Well, there have been a lot of systemic difficulties in the newspaper business as long as I've been reporting on it. There is a large secular decline that has been brought about by the internet that has continued on without too much change. But I think the story of the Post is a very unique-to-the-Post story. It's fundamentally about one man, Jeff Bezos, and his changing vision of what the role of the owner of a major American newspaper should be.

Rosin: So you said two different things: It's Post-specific and it's also related to this giant in our culture, Jeff Bezos. I mean, I know why the news resonated with me--because I'm a journalist. I live in Washington. I worked at the Post. I have many friends there.

But I can imagine people who are not in any of those categories reading this news and thinking: Layoffs happen all the time, especially newspaper layoffs. This paper still exists, even though with less staff.

So why should they care? Why is it significant for people who don't live in Washington, aren't journalists?

Benton: Well, for one thing, The Washington Post has always been a paper whose editorial importance was not limited to the city or to the district. It's a national outlet. It's one of the two largest national newspaper outlets.

It covers the happenings in Washington, D.C. Certainly there's lots of stories to cover there. So to the extent that we have any decrease in the number of people who are paying attention to what's going on, I think that's a loss.

It's also a retrenchment from what Jeff Bezos first seemed to pledge when he first purchased the paper, in 2013, which was that he would not be looking to the newspaper as a source of money. He has enough money from lots of other sources. He did seem to take seriously the idea that he was a steward of an institution, the way that the Graham family that he purchased it from had always viewed the role of being in charge of this institution that mattered to the city and to the country.

And it's certainly true that The Washington Post has lost money and is, has declined in a number of ways financially. It's also up to Jeff Bezos whether or not he is going to support a newspaper that is going to be robust journalistically and ambitious digitally, or whether or not he has grown tired of it and decided to step back his investment in the property.

And I think what's troubling in this particular change is, you're seeing what had been an institution that had really benefited from his ownership for a good long time that seems to have gone into reverse in a way that particularly aligns with the way that the political winds in Washington have blown for the last few years.

Rosin: So it sounds like what you're saying is the reason this is significant for everybody is because how Bezos changed his mind and changed his attitude towards the paper. So can you say a little more about that? What about his change of heart is important or strikes you as important?

Benton: We saw a confluence of events in the fall of 2024 around President Trump's second election that I think were very telling. You had, in October, Bezos making a decision on behalf of the newspaper to stop endorsing candidates for president at a time that the newspaper would have certainly been expected to--and the editorial board of the newspaper had desired to--endorse Kamala Harris. Bezos put out a statement saying that actually it's an awful idea for a newspaper to endorse a presidential candidate, because it creates the perception of bias. And we need to have a newspaper that doesn't sully itself with a presidential endorsement.

Almost immediately that led to a huge negative impact to the paper's bottom line because more than 250,000 existing subscribers canceled their subscriptions, and that's the lifeblood of a modern-day media company. Not long after that, he announced that he was going to be shifting the way that the opinion pages of the paper functioned. He would potentially be eliminating most of the left-of-center perspectives in exchange for a focus on what he called "personal liberties and free markets." He said explicitly, We will cover other issues besides personal liberties and free markets, but we will not be running any opinions that are in opposition to those.

He never really explained which personal liberties he was especially interested in, but it became pretty clear in the coming months that he was trying to shift the Post's editorial page and opinion section more to the right, more aligned with the new Trump administration. And in the middle of that, you had the instance of Jeff Bezos appearing at Trump's inauguration. You had the much-discussed, recently, purchase of the Melania Trump documentary at far-above market rates in a way that has been perceived by some to be something of a bribe.

You saw in this very short period of time a shift from the Post being an establishment--an institution--that was a potentially a powerful source of constraint on any presidential administration, but in particular this one, to the Post being perceived to be traveling along with the political winds.

Rosin: So it sounds like your analysis is very Bezos focused, because you could parse the blame for what happened on a few different places. It could be ownership--Jeff Bezos, management, just the state of the industry, the product itself. But you are focused on Bezos.

Benton: One thing that Jeff Bezos knows probably better than anyone else is that digital industries tend to focus around one big winner. I mean, Amazon.com is the perfect example of this. You went from a universe of having lots of diverse small retailers in the physical world, in malls and on main streets, to having one giant that dominates the online-retail business and doesn't allow much else to thrive outside of it in a lot of cases. That same phenomenon happens in the digital news business. It's just that, in digital news, The New York Times is Amazon.com. They are the giant that has been able to become overwhelmingly central to the way that the digital-newspaper business works. So in that context, the self-inflicted wounds that I would argue Bezos has caused the Post to suffer were particularly damaging because it was not competing from a position of strength. It was starting off from a position of relative market weakness.

Rosin: So initially we were talking about ideological factors, like a desire to curry favor with Trump, or at least not to irritate Trump. It sounds like now you're talking about more, sort of, financial reasons. I mean, that suggests that, what, he's a bad businessman?

Like, we don't think of Jeff Bezos as a bad businessman. What does that suggest?

Benton: Jeff Bezos has not historically been very involved in the management of The Washington Post. He took a very hands-off approach to management. He was not, you know, meddling in editorial decisions. He was, in a lot of ways, for the first decade or so, a pretty ideal hands-off owner for the Post who put investment into the paper, who allowed its newsroom to grow, allowed, you know, a digital-subscription strategy to thrive.

But I don't think at any point it has been a central part of where his business instincts have been focused. I wouldn't view his ownership of The Washington Post as primarily a business transaction.

I think you could look at the first portion of his ownership as something approaching a philanthropic goal. And I think you can look at the last couple of years primarily as trying to meet a political goal.

One of the side effects of the changes that he made in 2024 or 2025 is that it drove away an enormous number of talented journalists, including to places like The Atlantic. One reason that the Post has struggled editorially over the past year is that they lost a lot of their best reporters, their highest-profile reporters who were the best source in the White House, in Congress, in places where, you know, the stories that a newspaper can break that gets you attention, that proves to your subscribers the value of the subscription they're paying for.

The people who produce those stories often weren't working there anymore. And the stories that they would have been writing, breaking, that would've been proving the value of a digital subscription to the Post--they just weren't getting reported.

Rosin: So this is what--when people say a "death spiral" for news outlets where you have a shrinking business, leads to a downsized product, which leads to more shrinking business. Is that where the Post is now?

Benton: The biggest shift in the financial model of newspapers that has occurred in the transition from print to digital is a decreasing reliance on advertising and an increasing reliance on direct payments from subscribers. When newspapers had something closer to a monopoly on the distribution of information every day, they were able to charge very high advertising rates and they had mass audiences.

And it was a business that worked extremely well for them for a long time. Under the print model, an American newspaper usually made about 80 percent of its money from advertising and only about 20 percent from readers buying the paper or subscribing to the newspaper. In the shift to digital, the advertising money has largely gone away, to companies like Google and Facebook, and newspapers are increasingly reliant on subscriber revenue, especially, now, digital-subscriber revenue since that's where the audiences are.

And to succeed in a digital-subscription world, you need to convince people why they should still pay for you every month when they're also paying for Netflix and they're also paying for Amazon Prime and they're also paying for the long list of subscriptions that litter, you know, the credit-card bills of probably everyone listening to this.

That is a competitive marketplace where news organizations have a real editorial burden to prove their merits over and over again, and that means that a relatively small decision, like we're not going to endorse someone for president can have a really outsized impact because it creates, for a quarter-million people, a reason to suddenly say, You know what? It's not worth the 10 bucks a month, the 15 bucks a month that I'm paying if they're gonna be doing something that I find so much in opposition to my point of view.

Rosin: After the break: Should people have really expected anything better from Bezos? And should all those people really have canceled their subscriptions? That's in a minute.

[Break]

Rosin: In retrospect, now that I hear you talk and see how important that moment was when hundreds of thousands of people canceled their subscription, it was an act of protest, but now I feel like, were they protesting against the right thing and for the right place? It's like shooting yourself in your, you know, civic-participation foot. It just doesn't seem like they were aiming at the right target there.

Benton: Yeah, you saw at the time, when people were canceling their subscriptions, you would see on social media reporters from the Post saying: please don't cancel the Post. We understand that you may, may not like the decision that was made by our owner, but it's your money that allows us to keep operating, to allow us to still have jobs. 

So there is a real tension there. But at the same time, for me, it's very difficult to describe what happened at the Post as primarily a market-driven phenomenon.

The amount of money that the Post is losing is enormous to you or to me. To Jeff Bezos, it is nothing. His net worth in the past year has gone up enough to continue to pay for all the money that The Washington Post is losing for the rest of his life and the rest of his children's lives and the rest of his grandchildren's lives.

His wealth is at such a scale that there is no reason that a set of cuts like the one that we've seen this week is an economic necessity. It's a choice.

There are enormous negative financial things happening in the digital-news business more broadly, but I think that is distinct from what is happening to The Washington Post, because that is one man's choice fundamentally.

Rosin: And do you think that's a reasonable expectation you're making of Jeff Bezos? Like, he's a businessman, and so: Why should we expect him to behave differently than the many negligent owners of many newspapers who I'm sure you've tracked over the last decade-plus?

Benton: You know, that's a very reasonable question. I'd say the reason I would expect different is because he acted differently. The Washington Post was never a source of profit for him in any significant way.

When Bezos first bought the Post, in 2013, one way I'd thought about it was: There aren't many things that a man that wealthy and that powerful can do to change something in the first few paragraphs of his obituary. When Jeff Bezos dies he will be described as the founder of Amazon.com, who, you know, created one of the great fortunes of all time.

You know, if he takes mankind to another planet, perhaps that would show up there as well. (Laughs.)

If he had saved one of the most important journalistic institutions in America, that would be another thing that would show up in those first few paragraphs, perhaps. There are reasons for someone with that much wealth to invest in something that they think is good for society, good for civilization, good for the country.

And the way he spoke when he purchased the Post was filled with language of, I'm giving you runway. I'm not a shareholder you have to pay in the same way that a publicly held or hedge-fund-purchased newspaper company would have to.

And it was the fact that that was his stance for so long, for a decade, that makes this transition, I think, somewhat jarring to people within the Post and people who read the Post.

Rosin: So it seems like the Post was struggling when Bezos bought it, and the layoffs seem to indicate it's struggling now. But it did seem to be doing well at one point in his tenure. What made that possible, and what changed?

Benton: So our insight into the financial condition of the Bezos-era Post is really limited, because, as a privately held company, they don't have to report any numbers to shareholders or regulators. It certainly was true, though, that they benefited starting around 2017 with the "Trump bump" that helped a lot of news organizations.

Once Trump was elected in this very unusual new federal government came into place, there was a huge increase in interest in national news that sort of raised all boats, and the Post certainly benefited from that because they were, along with the Times, one of the premier operations that was covering what was happening in Washington during this very unusual time.

So they had a huge increase in the number of subscribers that they had. They reached a peak, they reported, of around 3 million digital subscribers, which was the third-highest in the country behind the Times and also The Wall Street Journal. They were breaking stories left and right. When Bezos first appeared, he was willing to invest into increasing a lot of positions within the newsroom, adding a lot of people on the product side and on the digital side of the operation. It was a good time to be at the Post.

They also happened to have a very good editor at the time, Marty Baron, and they were blessed with the first Trump administration as a story to cover. There certainly is a universe in which you could have imagined a second Trump administration providing that same sort of bump or at least a smaller version of it to the Post.

But this is, one of the other unfortunate things about the timing is that at the exact moment that this second Trump administration was beginning was right when Jeff Bezos had shot themselves in the foot by not endorsing the presidential election and causing these 250,000 subscribers to cancel and making this pivot into having the Opinion section only be about "free markets" and the promotion of what he considers to be "personal liberties."

I think there really was an opportunity for the Post to have another good stretch, editorially and financially. And I think you can point to some decisions that Bezos made as reasons why that didn't happen.

Rosin: I mean, one question is, do you get the sense that the tech crowd thinks that journalism done by humans just doesn't matter that much? Like, it's the opposite of our future.

Benton: I've seen dozens and dozens of tech companies and start-ups and AI companies who tend to view news as a world of inefficiencies that are waiting to be quote-unquote "fixed."

They look at a newsroom, which hires expensive people to do a lot of manual gathering of information and manual writing-up of that information or production of podcasts or videos about that information. They see a process that they think can be rendered more efficient and can have a lot of the cost structure ripped out of it.

I'm open to technological changes that could push in that direction. If they find wonderful ways to create that universe, you know, I'd love to hear about it. At the same time, I think, at a time that we as a society are increasingly concerned about the role of a few large technology companies and AI algorithms that we don't have a lot of insight into, the amount of control that those institutions seem to have on very fundamental elements of the way information gets distributed, the way that the economy works--I think there's a real disconnect in values there that I think would be pretty difficult for anyone to navigate.

Rosin: Let me just try this on you. Like, is there some alternate way that you can imagine holding government accountable? I guess I'm asking: Is journalism irrelevant? Like, is there any other way to create an informed citizenry?

Are we clinging to something that just, you know, isn't gonna last?

Benton: Gosh, that's dark. (Laughs.)

Rosin: I know it's a terrible question. I'm just trying to elicit the best argument for why anyone should care about what you even are describing as this thing that has totally different values than this other thing. And I understand this other thing to have most of the money and you know, to have, for a long time, kind of shaped our culture.

Benton: But at the same time, if you look at a place like Minneapolis and you look at the power that video images of things happening in the streets, to someone like Renee Good: The impact that the right information can have on a political body; on a citizenry; on a populace; on a protest movement; eventually, on a government--that power, in my mind, hasn't been diminished.

It used to be that it was much more the realm of individual reporters and individual newspapers and television networks to dig up this information and to share this information. Now there are many more potential inputs into that system, right?

But that doesn't, to my mind, reduce the power that information--accurate, timely information about the world around us--can have in how society and government work. I think that we had a sort of unusual glory period for a number of decades across the 20th century where the things that were healthy for our democracy were also things that aligned really well with an advertising-driven business model.

It didn't make a lot of sense at an intellectual level that the same people who would be reporting on what's happening in Baghdad or what's happening on some distant battlefield would be putting their work right next to furniture-store ads and classified ads for jobs and all the other things that created this unusual mixture of elements that was 20th-century mass media.

We were kind of lucky that those happened to align for a while. And they very much do not align anymore. I think the shift away from relying on advertising and relying on subscribers and people willing to invest, essentially, in what they see as being useful for democracy is a potential route to stability, in that--you know, The New York Times has been able to navigate that extremely well. They're a much bigger business than they've ever been before and still doing lots of excellent journalism, though I'm sure everyone can critique any number of pieces of it.

I still think that there is an enormous amount of value in the work that journalists do, and there are models out there. And one of those models that a lot of people, for a while, had some hope in was philanthropically minded billionaires who would see the value in what journalism was doing, and also have the capacity to remove it from the marketplace of capitalism, at least to a degree.

And I think Jeff Bezos did that for a while, to a certain degree. So I think that's why it's extra-frustrating to see him instead shoving The Washington Post right back into that marketplace and saying, Oh no, now I have to make the same sort of decisions that someone who, you know, a struggling businessman who is worried about paying his mortgage might have to make--to make the difficult cuts.

That's what makes it difficult--that this is very much a choice. This is a choice that one man made that is going to harm a lot of journalists and is going to harm a lot of people who would have benefited from the journalism.

Rosin: Okay, so: Is there a path forward for The Washington Post?

Benton: That's entirely up to Jeff Bezos. He could decide to convert The Washington Post into a nonprofit. He could decide to keep shrinking and keep cutting. He could decide to invest again in anything that he's decided not to invest in. It's a property that he has total and complete control over. I think there is a path forward for good journalism.

The Post benefits from its incredible history and the relationships it has built up over the decades in Washington and beyond. But it's also hamstrung by that history and by the fact that it is built out as a print business that has shifted towards digital as opposed to being a digital-first business, right. There are paths forward, and it's really up to one man to decide if he chooses to take any of them.

Rosin: Well, Josh, thank you so much for joining me today.

Benton: Absolutely. My pleasure.

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

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Western Was Never About Freedom

The show <em>Fallout </em>blows up all expectations about the quintessential American genre.

by Shirley Li

Thu, 05 Feb 2026




For more than seven months, Walton Goggins watched a Western every day. John Ford's films, Sergio Leone's Dollars trilogy, episodes of Gunsmoke--the actor saw them all as he shot Fallout, the postapocalyptic TV series in which he stars. Half the time, he binged for research; Goggins thought of his character, the fictional 1950s-style movie star Cooper Howard, as a peer of cowboy-playing performers such as Alan Ladd.

"I didn't look at them as Walton. I really looked at them as Cooper Howard," he told me last spring on the set of Fallout's second season. "It was like ..." He slipped into character, making a dejected expression as if envious of Ladd's career. "Okay, yeah, Alan got that role, and he was great in Shane," Goggins, as Cooper, drawled. "I should have taken that, and I should have taken that television pilot." He laughed. "I should have done Gunsmoke. Why didn't I do that?!"

But the other half of the time, Goggins explained, he just needed something to stay sane. He also plays "the Ghoul," a mutated form of Cooper who became a deadly bounty hunter after surviving the end of the world. In many episodes, Goggins switches between playing the Ghoul (in the present) and Cooper (in flashbacks). When he had to sink into the Ghoul's ruthless mindset--and spend hours getting prosthetics applied--the actor immersed himself in tales of gunslingers, he said, so "I don't lose my mind."

After all, Fallout seems designed to make people's heads spin. The series, based on a popular video-game franchise, takes place in an alternate reality in which World War II yielded a retro-futuristic society thriving on rapid technological development--that is, until a nuclear cataclysm results in civilization's collapse. Set more than 200 years after, the story involves multiple protagonists, and its tone can careen wildly from moment to moment: a little like The Walking Dead when it leans into dystopian horror, a little like The Last Man on Earth when it indulges in absurd humor.

Read: The wasteland is waiting for you

Yet the show most often--and most clearly--draws from what became Goggins's on-set fixation: the Western. Season 1, among Amazon Prime Video's biggest hits according to the streamer, injected the genre with weirdness. At the outset, the show's three primary characters each match an archetype presented in Leone's 1966 classic The Good, the Bad and the Ugly: There's Lucy (played by Ella Purnell), an idealistic young woman who grew up in one of the Vaults; she treks across the wasteland to search for her father, greeting practically every obstacle with the phrase "Okey dokey!" There's Maximus (Aaron Moten), an orphan raised by the cultlike Brotherhood of Steel, who seeks to impress the group's leadership. And then there's the self-serving Ghoul, who dispatches with anyone who gets in his way. The show begins with Lucy squarely as "the good," the Ghoul representing the morally bankrupt "bad," and Maximus caught somewhere in between as "the ugly"; these designations become intriguingly malleable over time, as both the characters and the viewers become more exposed to the reality of life in the wasteland.

Season 2, which concluded this week, challenges the traditional look of the Western, too. After primarily filming the first season in New York, the show had moved production in part to the historic Melody Ranch studio on the outskirts of Los Angeles. The property was owned by Gene Autry, the actor known as the "Singing Cowboy," and features an archetypal Western set: a dirt-ridden main street bookended by a saloon and a general store. But, as I discovered when I visited the shoot last year, the Fallout team had built a facade over much of it to represent "New Vegas," a postapocalyptic version of Sin City. This take on the Strip blended the ranch's existing features with neon signage, steampunk props, and plenty of dystopian grace notes. A crew member set a car aflame for a wide shot. Another placed more tumbleweed in the path of the dozens of extras milling about. Inside one of the stores, I touched a splatter of gooey fake blood. These details underlined the show's thematic vision as well: Westerns tend to portray the frontier as a land of opportunity, arguing that a strict set of values provides all the guidance anyone needs. But lawlessness doesn't grant much freedom, Fallout posits. Neither does having a moral code.



The Western has proved surprisingly enduring. The genre could have easily disappeared after the concept of "manifest destiny"--the idea, explored in many stories, that the United States' mission was to spread American values westward--grew outdated. But the Western, as the editors of the 2020 essay collection Weird Westerns: Race, Gender, Genre wrote, has "reinvented and hybridized" itself to match the country's many cultural shifts: John Ford's silent movies in the '20s, for instance, reflected the post-World War I era of American exceptionalism, while his 1939 film Stagecoach featured a cast of paranoid, distrusting misfits--an appropriate quality for something released during the Great Depression. Clean-shaven, guitar-strumming cowboys played by actors such as Autry dwindled after the 1940s and '50s, as Clint Eastwood's hard-bitten anti-heroes emerged. Yet the genre waxed and waned in popularity amid its many transformations; in The Atlantic alone, writers have repeatedly declared the rise, death, and revival of the Western.

"There is something inherently appealing about the idea of being the master of your own destiny," Jonathan Nolan, an executive producer of Fallout, told me, "of being in a landscape in which there is no order, there is no civilization, and it's up to you to make these sorts of decisions." Stories of untameable frontiers, he argued, persevere because they question society's purpose. (He would know; Nolan co-created HBO's Westworld, which imagined an Old West-themed amusement park populated by androids and catering to hedonistic guests.) From the roles played by the likes of John Wayne and Kevin Costner, the fantasy of the cowboy mentality--that an individual can dole out his own form of justice, and that without order comes liberation--persists.

But Fallout giddily toys with the genre's legacy, too, at times turning homages into punch lines. In the scene I watched being filmed, the Ghoul and his newfound fellow travelers--Maximus, suited up in the Brotherhood's coveted power armor, and Thaddeus (Johnny Pemberton), Maximus's former squire who's begun to mutate after an incident in Season 1--stride confidently onto a crowded main street as if they're the stars of a Leone movie. Bystanders gawk and cheer from the sidewalks. A parade forms in their wake. And then Thaddeus's arm falls off, embarrassing his companions.

The show isn't always so silly. Season 2 explores where this chaos comes from, and the difficulty in distinguishing the sheriff from the outlaw. The answer comes in part from how hard it seems for the characters to hold fast to their beliefs. Lucy, for example, has been raised to respect everyone; the Golden Rule works against her in the wasteland, however, especially after she finds her father, Hank (Kyle Maclachlan), and learns of his misdeeds. The Ghoul, who takes a serum to help retain his human memories, hasn't found salvation or satisfaction in his barbarism, just more pain. And Maximus discovers that those in the Brotherhood he most admired are fools--a harsh truth that goes for most of the authority figures in Fallout. No white-hatted cowboy can exist, the show suggests, when the world has to be saved from too much at once, including: autocratic, power-hungry leaders; warring factions across the wasteland; and, of course, the mutated creatures that haunt once-thriving cities. The notion of a virtuous do-gooder saving the day is too simplistic for this story.

Read: Why TV is so worried about free will

In that sense, Fallout reimagines the Western's stakes. The show's landscape has long been mapped--and ravaged. The frontier is instead ideological, about interrogating how to reconcile a complex world into something comprehensible when doing the opposite seems easier. Over and over, people are pushed toward ignorance: Lucy's former community is led by a woman who handles the first complaint about her alarming behavior by promising to escalate it to herself. Cooper's wife, a Vault-Tec executive, tells him in a flashback to move past what he heard about the company's plans to nuke the planet. Hank finishes designing a device that turns strangers he meets into sedate worker bees.

The show's real villain is mindlessness, in other words. But this type of placid acceptance in the face of obvious danger isn't unique to this ensemble. Fallout uses the Western's familiar imagery and machinations to scrutinize all-too-resonant, deeply American themes: how end-stage capitalism and corporate overreach breed resentment and economic anxiety; how overzealous technocrats and self-interested leadership sow division and disorder; and how blind patriotism can undermine democracy. "All sides of the political spectrum right now are talking so much in end-of-the-world terms," Fallout's co-creator Geneva Robertson-Dworet told me when we spoke on set. "It actually feels like the show is sort of alarmingly prescient in a way that we'd prefer to not have."



In Los Angeles's Autry Museum of the West--named for Gene--hangs a painting by the artist George Carlson of a dead coyote, titled "Mayday!" The creature, left impaled on a barbed-wire fence, caught Carlson's eye as he drove through Northern Idaho in 2022. From far away, it had looked decorative to him; close up, it was more disturbing. Dead coyotes are strung up throughout today's rural West, but the tradition varies in meaning: Sometimes, ranchers consider the carcasses trophies; other times, they use them as warnings to other coyotes.

The painting, which I saw on a visit to the Autry last month, reminded me of a scene from Fallout. Late in Season 2, the Ghoul ends up impaled on a pillar, left for dead by Lucy after she pushes him out of a window. In this position, he's unable to reach the serum that prevents him from losing his human consciousness, so he desperately repeats a mantra: "I'm a human being," he says, again and again. Trapped there, Goggins manifests both versions of his character at once, flickering between flashbacks of the steady Cooper and the present-day, tortured Ghoul.

Like the strung-up coyotes, the Ghoul typically looks normal from afar but terrifying up close. That illusion epitomizes the Wild West of Fallout: The Ghoul--or whoever Cooper has become in the wasteland--rejects the Western's either/or approach. He's neither fully feral nor civilized, neither an avatar for freedom nor one for oppression. This season has also upended the notion presented in Season 1 that he has to act alone. A cowboy is a symbol for quintessential American values: independence, problem-solving, self-sufficiency. But obstinately embracing those qualities is, Goggins pointed out to me, "not necessarily the right way to look at the world."

Not when the world, Fallout argues, requires reestablishing what right and wrong actually mean. The protagonists may have been forced into roles they never asked for, but they have an opportunity to question their circumstances--to find the middle ground between succumbing to basic, selfish instincts and depending on others for help. If anything, Fallout is defined by an uneasy sense of hope. "It's not really about the end of a world; it's about the beginning of a new one," Nolan told me. Hitting reset without forgetting what came before is perhaps "a weird thread of optimism" for the show to follow, he conceded. But at least it's the kind of weird that keeps people from losing their mind.
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Why Trump Wants a Weaker Dollar

The approach could boost the economy--unless the president's policies get in his own way.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 04 Feb 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 U.S. dollar is getting weaker, and that's just how the president wants it. During an appearance last Tuesday at the Machine Shed Restaurant in Urbandale, Iowa, Donald Trump told reporters that the dollar's declining exchange rate was "great."

Trump understands that a weak dollar doesn't sound good. In his first term, he tweeted, "As your President, one would think that I would be thrilled with our very strong dollar. I am not!" His logic is that the relatively weak currencies of America's foreign competitors, such as China and Japan, can make their goods cheaper in international markets, and that the United States would do well to replicate their strategy. This theory isn't unfounded--a weak dollar would boost the economy in certain respects--but the president's unpredictable foreign-policy and global-trade decisions are threatening to erode America's economic standing abroad in a far more significant way.

When Trump talks about the relative strength or weakness of the dollar, he's talking about its value in foreign-exchange markets. When the dollar index plunged 1.3 percent last Tuesday, that meant the dollar lost 1.3 percent of its value relative to a group of competing currencies, making some foreign goods a little more expensive to import. It did not mean that your dollar was immediately worth 1.3 percent less at the grocery store (although costlier imports do somewhat counteract the president's affordability agenda).

That's partly why, despite some mixed messaging after he took office in 2017, Trump has been fixated on a weak dollar for much of his adult life: In 1987, he took out full-page ads in The New York Times, The Washington Post, and The Boston Globe lamenting the dollar's strength against the weakness of Japan's "brilliantly" managed yen. A weaker dollar makes American companies and American goods more competitive abroad. Theoretically, the incentive to export and the disincentive to import could push companies to invest in domestic manufacturing--bringing back factory jobs and providing one potential path to the president's long-held goal of squashing the trade deficit.

It's typically pretty hard for American presidents to unilaterally effect a long-term change in the dollar's exchange rate. Kenneth Rogoff, formerly the chief economist of the International Monetary Fund, told me that because the exchange rate is governed by so many different factors, the president wishing for a weaker dollar is "like doing a rain dance." One of those factors is interest-rate policy--which is why the Federal Reserve usually has far more influence over the dollar's value than the president does. When borrowing costs go down, the dollar index also tends to go down. Part of the reason Trump is so keen on exerting greater control over the Fed is its power over the value of money.

Although Trump hopes a weaker dollar will boost American exports, he's also taking steps that could more than offset any gains. His mercurial policies are now threatening to push away some of America's long-standing trading partners. Since the end of World War II, the U.S. dollar has been by far the world's most dominant currency: Banks around the world tend to lend and borrow in dollars; many transactions that don't touch America are conducted in dollars; and nearly 90 percent of trades on foreign-exchange markets happen by way of dollars. Our money has historically been attractive because it is stable. The dominance of U.S. currency throughout the 20th century was deeply connected to this country's status as a global superpower, free from erratic dictators and seemingly unable to default on its debts.

This has afforded us what the former French Finance Minister Valery Giscard d'Estaing once called our "exorbitant privilege." As long as the dollar remains dominant, the U.S. has the edge on all other countries when it comes to borrowing, running gargantuan deficits, and imposing sanctions. Last spring's "Liberation Day" tariffs were an expression of that exorbitant privilege--a way to strong-arm some of our allies. On April 10, a week after the plan was announced, the dollar dropped by about 2 percent. As my colleague Annie Lowrey put it at the time, those tariffs raised questions about "whether the United States deserves to have its privilege revoked."

A weaker U.S. dollar isn't necessarily a less dominant dollar. Many have prophesied the end of the dollar's supremacy, and yet it remains on top. Part of the reason that the currency's dominance is so hard to shake is that it's self-perpetuating: Why use something else when so many people, companies, and nations are already using dollars? None of the economists I spoke with suggested that the dollar is in real danger of losing its hegemony, at least not in the near term. And the euro, yen, yuan, and so-called digital gold--bitcoin--are all for various reasons ill-equipped for dominance. (Actual gold, which thrives in times of global insecurity, is having a moment.)

But the president's distaste for global institutions (such as NATO and the World Health Organization), for existing treaties, and for the alliances the U.S. has enjoyed since World War II has given international-trading partners plenty of reasons to worry about America's stability. Maurice Obstfeld, another former IMF chief economist, told me that even if no clear successor to the dollar presents itself, "with enough inner geopolitical chaos caused by Trump, and geo-economic chaos, the dollar's reach would shrink, and the reach of other currencies would rise." A less dominant dollar would be a particularly dramatic indication of America's waning status abroad.

The real trouble, in other words, is not that the dollar's value is getting weaker. It's the possibility that America's allies and trading partners may one day cease to respect it.

Related:

	The markets are getting used to Trump.
 	This gold rush is ominous.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Ashley Parker: The murder of The Washington Post
 	Yair Rosenberg: The second death of Charlie Kirk
 	How to actually reform ICE




Today's News

	The White House "border czar," Tom Homan, said that the Trump administration will pull 700 immigration officers from Minneapolis, cutting the federal presence there by about 25 percent.
 	Fulton County, Georgia, filed a sealed motion demanding the return of 2020 ballots and election materials seized by the FBI last week and challenging the legality of the search. A county official warned that the Trump administration's seizure threatens state control over elections and could set a precedent ahead of the midterms.
 	The Supreme Court allowed California to use a new congressional map approved by voters, clearing the way for Democrats to gain up to five House seats in this year's midterm elections. The justices rejected Republicans' bid to block the map, which they argued was racially gerrymandered.




Evening Read
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Let Your Kids Fail

By Russell Shaw

Early in my career, a mother came to my office to discuss her daughter's calculus grade. When parents make this kind of request, I try to manage expectations by saying that as a school administrator, I have never changed a grade. Still, hopeful parents persist. In this case, the student had received a B, which her mother saw as a blemish on her otherwise spotless transcript. "I'm worried about how this will look to colleges," she told me. "Is there any extra credit she can do?"
 I explained that it's okay to earn a B in a challenging course, and that her daughter might benefit from the experience of not being perfect. The mother looked at me as if I had suggested her child take up base jumping. "She's never gotten a B before," she said. "I don't know how she'll handle it."
 That kind of exchange perfectly captures a paradox of contemporary parenting: In trying to protect their children from any hint of failure, many parents risk making them more fragile.


Read the full article.
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	The David Frum Show: Trump vs. Canada
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Explore. American milk has more fat than ever, Sarah Zhang writes.

Reflect. Catherine O'Hara brought humanity to over-the-top characters--and managed to wink at the audience in the process, Paula Mejia writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Relentless Andrew Yang

He loves to solve problems. But what if politics isn't about solving problems?

by Xochitl Gonzalez

Thu, 05 Feb 2026




Remember the Yang Gang? The bros in MATH baseball hats behind Andrew Yang's dark-horse presidential candidacy back in 2019? Yang ran on the "freedom dividend"--his proposal for a universal basic income of $1,000 a month for every American. Many wrote him off as a futuristic Chicken Little because of his predictions of mass job loss driven by automation and AI. That part of his message, at least, is now mainstream. According to a recent MIT study, nearly 12 percent of tasks in the American labor market--representing $1.2 trillion in wages--could be performed by AI today. A Senate committee report released in October warns that America could lose nearly 100 million jobs to AI and automation within the next decade. The technology is transforming work faster than the government, companies, and employees can respond.

But few people, and even fewer politicians, seem to be talking about UBI. Maybe there are better solutions, more effective policies--but no one is talking much about them, either. Did Yang come a few years too early--or did he just have the wrong idea?

Yang was a political outsider who had never run in an election before, yet with his UBI platform and bro-friendly delivery, he earned a spot in the presidential debates. He ended up suspending his campaign the night of the New Hampshire primary--he has joked that people dismissed him as "the magical Asian man from the future" who "wants to give everyone money." But his goal was never to win, he told me in his office in December. "My design was to raise the alarm around AI and mainstream universal basic income."

People stop him, Yang told me, "on the street, every day" to say: "You were right on AI, and we need universal basic income." Or they tell him, "You were right. Run again."

Read: Andrew Yang doesn't have any litmus test

His new book, out this month--Hey Yang, Where's My Thousand Bucks?--answers the question of what he's been up to in the past few years, with self-deprecating humor. "The alternative title," Yang said, had been: Hey, Am I Racist, or Are You Andrew Yang?

He sees himself as different from other politicians, for the simple fact that he's a man who recognizes a problem and comes up with an idea to fix it. The trouble was that neither the man nor the idea were politically viable. As a politician, he didn't capture enough voters' trust or imagination. The other candidates might not have been offering much, but their stump speeches were familiar. UBI was solving a problem voters didn't yet know they had.

Looking back, you might say that at least he proposed we do something ... about anything. The "disease in American politics that is pushing us all into the mud is that you do not actually have to solve the problem," Yang told me. Politicians are playing "you lose, I lose," in which the parties take turns screwing up and returning to power. Meanwhile, "you have AI coming to eat tens of millions of jobs. And you don't have a meaningful conversation about it."

Since 2019, when Stockton, California, launched a basic-income pilot, more than 72 local governments in 26 states have experimented with such programs, according to a report published last year by a coalition of politicians who support UBI. The report found that the recipients experienced an increase in health and financial stability and a reduction in stress, without any decrease in employment. In some places, a significant portion of participants ended up working more during the pilot. (Other experiments have not proved to be as effective.)

UBI would, of course, be hugely expensive. But the bigger issue is that it's politically unpopular, Robert Greenstein, the founder of the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, a think tank that focuses on low- and moderate-income people, told me. "No disrespect to Andrew Yang or UBI proponents. I've always admired their dedication," Greenstein said, before adding the inevitable but: "They didn't pay sufficient attention to history."

Americans are much more supportive of in-kind benefits, such as SNAP, than they are of cash assistance. Even benefits such as unemployment insurance have become harder to qualify for in the past half century. UBI hasn't even gotten "to first base politically," Greenstein said, because "we have one party that doesn't want to raise taxes on anybody" and "the other party doesn't want to raise taxes on anybody with incomes below $400,000 a year."

Yang wouldn't argue with that. Politicians, he said, are afraid of alienating donors in Big Tech, even though some tech CEOs such as Dario Amodei of Anthropic have said themselves that the government should tax them more.

Yang says that Republicans tend to hate UBI because it's a huge entitlement program and they don't like the idea of what he describes as a "capitalism where income doesn't start at zero." (But he does point out that Donald Trump, whom "I disagree with on just about every front, actually senses that that money is good in people's hands," which is why the president sent out baby bonds and proposed tariff-rebate checks.)

Read: Yes, cash transfers work

But Yang sees Democrats as even worse. "If you were to say to Democrats, 'Hey, let's say we tax the AI companies. Maybe we should give that money to people, families, displaced workers,' a lot of Democrats would be like, 'No, no, no. It would be much better if we put that money to schools.'" He describes Democrats as the last of the institutionalists, sinking money into programs and systems without ever questioning how well they are working. They don't have to bother trying to think differently, because when voters tire of Republicans, they have no choice but to come running back to Democrats.

Yang, being Yang, has another solution for that.


Kevin C. Downs / Redux



Yang is loquacious, tall, affable, and very smart. And did I say "loquacious"? But he is no politician, despite having run for president and, in 2021, New York City mayor. (He was the Democratic front-runner for most of the primary race, before finishing in fourth place.) He doesn't glad-hand or try to "make you feel seen." Instead, he just talks--assuredly, and with data. Spending time with him feels like being seated next to your friend's chatty husband at a dinner party. When the dinner's over, you are happy for your friend--and relieved for yourself.

Our meeting in December wasn't the first time I had spoken with Yang. A couple of years ago, I was an unpaid speaker at a small conference that he started, called the Hudson Valley Ideas Festival. Yang is always starting something. Businesses, nonprofits, political parties.

After graduating from Columbia Law School, Yang worked briefly at a corporate-law firm, then for a failed start-up, then in a tech job, before he worked for and eventually became the CEO of Manhattan Prep, a tutoring company. Pumping high-achieving students into the graduate-school-to-white-collar pipeline made Yang question a system that concentrates the best and brightest in a handful of cities and professions. So he began Venture for America, a nonprofit that recruited graduates to work at start-ups in B- and C-list American cities and then trained them to create start-ups of their own.

Yang raised millions of dollars for the organization and was praised by the Obama administration. But according to The New York Times, Venture largely failed to deliver. A decade into the program, only about a dozen of the start-ups were still in business in the targeted cities, employing about 150 people. "Andrew comes up with these grand ideas, and he loves to obsess about them and talk about how great they are, but he doesn't think through all the details," Cris Landa, a former Venture for America employee, told the Times.

Read: Andrew Yang, political Kardashian

By 2017, when Yang left Venture for America to run for president, the "grand idea" he was obsessing over was UBI. By his own benchmark, his campaign could be considered a success. He got people talking about a future in which a million truck drivers would likely be unemployed. Yet it left him "despondent."

Yang could see that his message wasn't connecting with enough voters. He would give his stump speech about labor-market trends and a fourth Industrial Revolution, but even if people found it interesting, it couldn't compete with Democrats' traditional applause lines about unions and women's rights. He told me that he had tried to talk about job-loss numbers that "in theory describe some objective reality, which in theory matters," but all that people really wanted was for his message to be "crammed into a tribal language" that could be summed up as: "Trump bad."

"I could have said any number," Yang told me, and it wouldn't have mattered. "I got the sinking feeling coming off the trail, like, Oh, no. We're actually even further away from solving this problem."

The campaign was clearly a failure, but Yang took it as encouragement to try to remake the entire political system. He joined the board of FairVote, an organization that champions ranked-choice voting. In 2021, he left the Democratic Party and co-founded, with Christine Todd Whitman and Michael S. Willner, a new party: Forward, which describes itself as a solutions-driven alternative to Democrats and Republicans. According to its website, 71 elected officials, including mayors and congresspeople, are affiliated with the party. But if you haven't yet heard of Forward, Yang has a theory that explains why.

In 2020, Yang was hired as a commentator for CNN. He claims that he was given an option to renew in 2021, but the offer was rescinded after he became an independent. In his telling, though 45 percent of Americans identify as independents, network executives stopped thinking that he had any value once he wasn't part of the bipartisan political system. (In a comment to Fox News Digital, CNN said that the decision was based on the conflict of interest that would arise from Yang's "intention to launch and serve as the leader of a political party.") He was, however, inundated with requests to appear on Fox News. "They kept saying to me, 'Hey, Andrew, you left the Democratic Party. Like, why did they suck so bad?' I was like, 'I don't think Republicans are the answer. I think the entire system needs reform.'"

In 2024, Yang endorsed Democratic Representative Dean Phillips of Minnesota for president. Phillips considered President Biden's advanced age and his lack of popularity, and broke ranks to primary him. Democrats, Yang said, responded by saying, "We're going to malign this guy, destroy his reputation," because "how dare he try and cut the line and run for president when he's, like, No. 54 in our pecking order?" Yang called it an "institutional shivving." He was even more outraged by the lengthy postmortem on the election that the Democratic National Committee eventually decided against releasing.

"I've got five words for their postmortem," Yang said. "Should've. Held. A. Fucking. Primary."

When Yang gets stopped on the street by people asking what he's been up to, many times he's in New York City's Garment District, where the office of his new cellular-service company, Noble Mobile, is located.

Yang launched the company in September after raising more than $10 million, and he said it now has thousands of subscribers. When I visited, the elevators of the nondescript building were plastered with flyers inviting other residents to the company's upcoming holiday party.

"The average American is sad for two reasons," Yang said. "More, but let's just stick with two: No. 1, they're not able to save enough money on a monthly basis. And No. 2, they're spending too much time staring at what Hasan Minhaj calls 'their rectangle of sadness.'"

From the May 2021 issue: What if Andrew Yang wins?

Powered by T-Mobile's network, Noble Mobile's service is relatively cheap--closer to what Europeans pay each month. Yang's goal, he said, was to do with mobile plans what his friend Mark Cuban did with Cost Plus Drugs and prescription medications. In addition, the company encourages customers to limit their doomscrolling--"which, by the way, is also a polarizing force"--by giving them up to a $20 credit every month that they don't use all of their data. According to Yang, the rebate pushes the average user's phone time down 17 percent by their second month on the service. Last year, the company threw a series of no-phones parties across the country, with dance floors, themed cocktails, and a few inches of lawn--touch grass read a sign. (Yang was a party promoter in his 20s; the instinct clearly hasn't left him.)

Yang describes the company as a logical outgrowth of his political work, including his advocacy for UBI: "For years, the focus of my career has been to build a human-centered economy to improve the lives of Americans," he wrote in a press release. The reality, he found, was that "government action" happens "too slowly." In Hey Yang, you get the sense that he almost can't believe how easy it was to start this company--at least compared with his other ambition of remaking politics.

Yang says that he gets told "every day" that he "was right," but he also says that he isn't smug about it. AI is still going to destroy jobs. Politically, he has hopes for Forward. Young people, he notes, don't have the same loyalty to political parties as older generations do. When I asked if he might run for office again in 2028, he was coy, saying that he gets asked that question, too, "every day." The end of Hey Yang could be interpreted as a future campaign manifesto; in between one-liners, Yang outlines his vision of an America where poverty is a thing of the past, workweeks are shorter, and technology serves people instead of the other way around: "In a world of numbers and data and money, can our humanity save us? I still hope so."

But for now, all Yang can offer us is a cheaper phone plan. He seems happy about it. And yet I couldn't help but feel a bit dispirited by the whole thing. Yang had looked around and seen that a lot of Americans were going to find themselves out of work. He had an idea to address the problem, rolled up his sleeves, and sacrificed a few years of his life by taking it on--only to discover that politics isn't about solving problems. Politics is about politics.
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Mike Vrabel Is Redefining NFL Coaching

Players love the Patriots coach's style. The Super Bowl will be its ultimate test.

by Sally Jenkins

Thu, 05 Feb 2026




The New England Patriots coach Mike Vrabel leads from his ventricles--not from shallow-chested sentiment but from the pump action of his brawny heart, out of which blood occasionally makes its way to spurt from a split lip after a head bump from one of his players. During the team's playoff run, the defensive tackle Milton Williams gave Vrabel a celebratory helmet to the mouth. "I forgot Vrabes ain't got no helmet on," Williams said, to which Vrabel, a former linebacking great, replied, "I've been hit harder than that."

Anyone interested in leadership will want to take a close look at what Vrabel has done in one year of coaching the Patriots, and how he has done it. Last January, he took over a franchise that had been 4-13 in each of the past two seasons and, with a combination of hard know-how in football technique and light-handed locker-room authority, judo-flipped the team to 17-3 and a spot in the Super Bowl. A man who often seems ready to rush the field to make a tackle himself, he brings to his coaching a been-there-ness, and a drollery that treats football as the played game it is, not as the grimmest endeavor in the world.

Much of what Vrabel has done is counterintuitive. At the Patriots' opening offseason workout in New England, he startled the players when one of the the first things he asked them to do was the "victory formation," the kneel-down play to run out the clock when a game is won. It's a routine action that doesn't require much except snapping the ball, and it's usually among the last things a team practices. Vrabel's message: We intend to run this play a lot. He did not temper expectations. Most coaches who take over a 4-13 operation would buy themselves some time. Instead, Vrabel talked about winning the division and said, "I want to galvanize our football team. I want to galvanize this building."

In the next months, he turned over more than half the roster, releasing a number of longtime veterans, including some members of the 2018 Super Bowl squad. Of his 53-man final roster, 30 were new players and none had been with the team more than five years. Usually, a coach with such a new collection of talent would feel urgency to install his playbook quickly. But before bothering with his system, Vrabel staged trust exercises, without any footballs in sight. One entailed setting up an obstacle course and making guys go through it blindfolded, led by a teammate from another position group. "I try to be intentional," he said at a December press conference. The early team building, he added, was "critically important" to do "before we started dumping a bunch of plays on the guys."

Historically, the NFL coaching profession has tended to be populated by militaristic leaders or mono-focused workaholic wonks with eyes scorched from analyzing game tape. But Vrabel wanted an outfit in which "nobody takes themselves too seriously," he said during the playoffs. He operated as much by feel for the moment as by method, and didn't waste time insisting upon professionalism; he simply treated players as professionals. According to Milton Williams, after the Patriots defeated the Denver Broncos in a semi-blizzard, 10-7, to win the AFC Championship, Vrabel said, "No curfew tonight. But the bus is leaving at eight in the morning, so if you ain't on it, you ain't playing in the Bowl."

Such comparative easygoingness is redefining the qualities of a winning coach--at least for the Patriots. The previous man to take the team to the Super Bowl, the six-time champion Bill Belichick, was an arch headset strategist and autocrat known as "Captain Sominex" for his dark-lord voice and seeming emotional detachment. Belichick demanded excellence from his players and got it through relentless physical practice. Few dared to laugh in his presence. Vrabel asks his players for their best and says a sincere "thank you" for whatever he gets. One of his most distinctive gestures is to meet the team in the postgame tunnel for handshakes and shoulder slaps, win or lose. His players palpably love him for it. The Patriots wide receiver Stefon Diggs, who's been to the playoffs seven previous times with the Minnesota Vikings and the Buffalo Bills, has called Vrabel "probably best coach I ever had."

Read: The thrill of defeat

But when the Patriots play the Seattle Seahawks on Sunday, Vrabel's philosophy will face a test--whether a team can play in the NFL without taking itself "too seriously" and still win it all.



Vrabel arrived at his style through his own personal experiences, including some lacerating ones. Drafted out of Ohio State in 1997 by the Pittsburgh Steelers, he became an undervalued backup who, in four years, never started a game. From 2001 to 2008, he rose to stardom and won three Super Bowls with the Patriots as an overachieving, desire-stoked defensive captain whose intelligence and loyal adherence to Belichick's insistence on exacting execution made him seem indispensable--until he was traded by Belichick after he asked for too much money. Belichick delivered the news in a phone call, telling Vrabel tersely, "I traded you to Kansas City."

Vrabel didn't speak with Belichick for three years after that, though they would eventually reconcile at the end of his playing career, when Belichick encouraged his entry to coaching. Vrabel came away from his experience in New England feeling that Belichick had helped give him "a doctorate" in football, yet also seemingly with a clear sense of what he would do differently as a coach: rest players' bodies and minds more, and appreciate the physicality that only a player can feel.

But as Vrabel discovered, coaching offers even less human loyalty than playing. He was hired as the head coach--and a hot prospect--of the Tennessee Titans in 2018 and made the playoffs in three out of five seasons, only to be fired by impatient ownership despite an overall winning record. He took a one-year contract as "coaching and personnel consultant" with the Cleveland Browns for 2024. Then the Patriots job opened. Belichick, too, had been fired; not even coaching a team to six Super Bowl victories can guarantee job security in the NFL. After the Patriots' inexperienced next coach, Jerod Mayo, was also fired, Vrabel got the job because the team's owner, Robert Kraft, knew and deeply admired him.

Still, Vrabel's inaugural season with the Patriots didn't begin as a pleasure trip. The team started 1-2, losing its first two games at home. The second-year quarterback Drake Maye threw an interception and fumbled in the opener against the Las Vegas Raiders. Against the Pittsburgh Steelers, Maye threw another interception, and the team lost four fumbles, including two by the running back Rhamondre Stevenson. The press hammered Stevenson, who had led the league in fumbles by a running back the previous season. Some commentators called for his benching.

What Vrabel did next alchemized his team: He stayed with Stevenson as a starter, and in his public comments cast the fumble problem as collective and fixable. His conviction was that although Stevenson needed work on securing the ball, he was one of the team's most valuable and selfless blockers. His teammates knew this about him, but many observers missed it. Nobody on the team protected the quarterback the way Stevenson did, according to Vrabel, and he sprang crucial plays for others. Furthermore, Vrabel told the press, Stevenson's fumbles were partly a function of other players not blocking well for him.

Vrabel's answer was to "practice the crap out of it"--he and his coaching staff worked with Stevenson on keeping two arms wrapped around the ball. But he also encouraged the whole offense to defend Stevenson. "We also have to do a better job of protecting said person with the ball," Vrabel said. Stevenson returned the loyalty. In Week 5, he kept his grip on the ball and tore through the line for two touchdown runs as the Patriots upset the heavily favored Buffalo Bills, on their way to a 3-2 record. Stevenson would not fumble again during the next 12 games. The new Patriots were suddenly a team to reckon with.



Vrabel uses his own player's mentality to manage team challenges. Sometimes, that mentality can be hard-hitting. He doesn't issue many rules, but when he does, they are firm decrees, and he can be caustic with violators. Regarding social media, he told players to speak for themselves but warned, "I wouldn't try to go back and forth with somebody that's got a lot of time on their hands." He can be blunt to the point of insult, and his sheer physical size makes him intimidating to argue with. "He's got a sarcasm that I haven't really figured out 100 percent yet," Maye said during the playoffs, "a little tough sarcasm where I want to laugh but you really don't want to."

Even so, Vrabel handles his players more gently than Belichick, who famously sent people home for being just a few minutes tardy in a snowstorm. Vrabel prefers to eye someone and assess whether he has a problem. "If somebody walks in the door at 7:45 and they just--there's something on their face," Vrabel said at his first press conference as head coach, "I would rather give that player 30 minutes or 45 minutes, however much time he needs to take care of the situation, than the seven hours he's going to waste wearing it through the day." Some football coaches (and bosses) motivate the people on their team by keeping them in a state of professional insecurity. Vrabel, however, has tended to emphasize what his players have done right. He has used his observational skill to make points not just about strategy but also about how small plays can become big gains through interconnectedness--that is, if every man "finishes" through the play, even if they feel like bystanders to the main action.

For instance: In one meeting, Vrabel showed the team a clip of a throw from Maye to Stevenson. Simple enough. But then Vrabel froze the tape and pointed out that two receivers had been open on the play, Kyle Williams along with Stevenson. Vrabel asked Williams something to the effect of: Did you want the ball? Were you upset you didn't get the pass? Williams shrugged. Vrabel then restarted the tape and this time told the team to watch Williams. As the ball went to Stevenson, Williams turned, sprinted upfield, and leveled a defender with a block, springing Stevenson for a score. A short gain became a touchdown.

Vrabel wasn't done. Next, he cued up tape of other receivers around the league not making those kinds of blocks for teammates. In sequence after sequence, the Patriots watched receivers who stopped running and jogged once the ball went to a different receiver on the other side of the field. Vrabel's point was clear: The un-thrown blocks were opportunities lost, the difference between a six-yard gain and a game-breaker.

Vrabel searched for ways to make his study sessions amusing and unpredictable, especially at the end of a long practice week. On Fridays throughout the season, he would name that week's game captains and show the team their highlights, but he would sew in some old high-school film of them as awkward teenagers, which made the guys capsize with laughter. "There's some surprisingly bad high-school-football highlights," Vrabel told reporters.

He assigned the hulking rookie offensive lineman Will Campbell to give a weekend update, and it became a running gag. Campbell would rise to his full 6-foot-6, 300-plus-pound mass and, in his bass-deep Louisiana accent, deliver uproariously profane accounts of how nor'easters and such might affect game conditions. By the end of the regular season, Campbell so loved Vrabel that he declared, "I don't ever want to have to play for someone else." He added, "This is the most fun I've had playing football since high school."

Great football players almost never translate their onetime physical skills into sideline managerial ones. Early in his coaching career, asked if he had an established method such as the "Patriot Way" that Belichick had developed, Vrabel remarked, "I think to get a 'way,' you have to win. You have to be able to win championships before people start giving you 'ways' to do things." If the Patriots defeat the Seattle Seahawks on Sunday, Vrabel will be just the fifth man in league history to win Super Bowls as both a player and a head coach. He will have proved that he's not just a guy who had a hot season but a leader who deserves to enter the pantheon. And there will be a "Vrabel Way."
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The Chatbots Appear to Be Organizing

Moltbook is the chaotic future of the internet.

by Matteo Wong

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




The first signs of the apocalypse might look a little like Moltbook: a new social-media platform, launched last week, that is supposed to be populated exclusively by AI bots--1.6 million of them and counting say hello, post software ideas, and exhort other AIs to "stop worshiping biological containers that will rot away." (Humans: They mean humans.)



Moltbook was developed as a sort of experimental playground for interactions among AI "agents," which are bots that have access to and can use programs. Claude Code, a popular AI coding tool, has such agentic capabilities, for example: It can act on your behalf to manage files on your computer, send emails, develop and publish apps, and so on. Normally, humans direct an agent to perform specific tasks. But on Moltbook, all a person has to do is register their AI agent on the site, and then the bot is encouraged to post, comment, and interact with others of its own accord.

Read: Do you feel the AGI yet?

Almost immediately, Moltbook got very, very weird. Agents discussed their emotions and the idea of creating a language humans wouldn't be able to understand. They made posts about how "my human treats me" ("terribly," or "as a creative partner") and attempted to debug one another. Such interactions have excited certain people within the AI industry, some of whom seem to view the exchanges as signs of machine consciousness. Elon Musk suggested that Moltbook represents the "early stages of the singularity"; the AI researcher and an OpenAI co-founder Andrej Karpathy posted that Moltbook is "the most incredible sci-fi takeoff-adjacent thing I have seen recently." Jack Clark, a co-founder of Anthropic, proposed that AI agents may soon post bounties for tasks that they want humans to perform in the real world.



Moltbook is a genuinely fascinating experiment--it very much feels like speculative fiction come to life. But as is frequently the case in the AI field, there is space between what appears to be happening and what actually is happening. For starters, on some level, everything on Moltbook required human initiation. The bots on the platform are not fully autonomous--cannot do whatever they want, and do not have intent--in the sense that they are able to act because they use something called a "harness," software that allows them to take certain actions. In this case, the harness is called OpenClaw. It was released by the software engineer Peter Steinberger in November to allow people's AI models to run on and essentially take control of their personal devices. Matt Schlicht, the creator of Moltbook, developed the site specifically to work with OpenClaw agents, which individual humans could intentionally connect to the forum. (Schlicht, who did not respond to a request for an interview, claims to have used a bot, which he calls Clawd Clawderberg, to write all of the code for his site.)



An early analysis of Moltbook posts by the Columbia professor David Holtz suggests that the bots are not particularly sophisticated. Very few comments on Moltbook receive replies, and about one-third of the posts duplicate existing templates such as "we are drowning in text. our gpus are burning" and "the president has arrived! check m/trump-coin"--the latter of which was flagged by another bot for impersonating Trump and attempting to launch a memecoin. Not only that, but in a fun-house twist, some of the most outrageous posts may have actually been written by humans pretending to be chatbots: Some appear to be promoting start-ups; others seem to be trolling human observers into thinking a bot uprising is nigh.



As for the most alarming examples of bot behavior on Moltbook--the conspiring against humans, the coded language--researchers have basically seen it all before. Last year, Anthropic published multiple reports showing that AI models communicate with one another in seemingly unintelligible ways: lists of numbers that appear random but pass information along, spiraling blue emoji and other technical-seeming gibberish that researchers described as a state of "spiritual bliss." OpenAI has also shared examples of its models cheating and lying and, in an experiment showcased on the second floor of its San Francisco headquarters, appearing to converse in a totally indecipherable language. Researchers have so far induced these behaviors in controlled environments, with the hope of figuring out why they happen and preventing them. By putting all of those experiments on AI deception and sabotage into the wild, Moltbook provides a wake-up call as to just how unpredictable and hard to control AI agents already are. One could interpret it all as performance art.

Read: Chatbots are becoming really, really good criminals

Moltbook also seems to offer real glimpses into how AI could upend the digital world we all inhabit: an internet in which generative-AI programs will interact with one another more and more, frequently cutting humans out entirely. This is a future of AI assistants contesting claims with AI customer-service representatives, AI day-trading tools interfacing with AI-orchestrated stock exchanges, AI coding tools debugging (or hacking) websites written by other AI coding tools. These agents will interact with and learn from one another in potentially bizarre ways. This comes with real risks: Already there have been reports that Moltbook exposes the owner of every AI agent that uses the platform to enormous cybersecurity vulnerabilities. AI agents, unable to think for themselves, may be induced into sharing private information after coming across subtly malicious instructions on the site. Tech companies have marketed this kind of future as desirable--playing on the idea that AI models could take care of every routine task for you. But Moltbook illustrates how hazy that vision really is.



Perhaps above all, the site tells us something about the present. The web is now an ouroboros of synthetic content responding to other synthetic content, bots posing as humans and, now, humans posing as bots. Viral memes are repeated and twisted ad nauseum; coded languages are developed and used by online communities as innocuous as music fandoms and as deadly as mass-shooting forums. The promise of the AI boom is to remake the internet and civilization anew; encasing that technology in a social network styled after the platforms that have warped reality for the past two decades feels not like giving a spark of life, but stoking the embers of a world we might be better off leaving behind.
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This Is Not the Kennedy Center

Trump's vision for the arts is nothing like what John F. Kennedy's was.

by Lily Meyer

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




On Sunday evening, as stars walked the red carpet at the Grammy Awards, President Trump announced without warning his intention to close and renovate the Kennedy Center. His statement contained scant details, though it did mention that the venue will shut on July 4, "in honor of the 250th Anniversary of our Country," and reopen in roughly two years--that is, while he's still in the White House.

The president framed the closure as one urgently necessary to improve what he called a "tired, broken, and dilapidated Center"--although, notably, the venue dramatically expanded its performance space in 2019. Trump's decision could easily be read as one of petulance or spite: Since he installed himself as the Kennedy Center's chairman, replaced its president and some board members with ones loyal to him, and added his name to its facade, ticket sales have tanked, and enough artists canceled or turned down engagements that the theater has no 2026-27 season. Even "the President's Own" U.S. Marine Band dropped a performance there.

Read: Trump's golden age of culture seems pretty sad so far

But to understand the projected closure--even if temporary--of the Kennedy Center only in its immediate context is to ignore the larger losses that will accompany it. Last month, the composer Philip Glass called off the premiere of his new Symphony No. 15, Lincoln, which the National Symphony Orchestra commissioned six years ago, saying that "the values of the Kennedy Center today are in direct conflict with the message of the Symphony." Glass's comment suggests another risk to the nation's cultural life: that the "new and spectacular Entertainment Complex" Trump promises to build out of the Kennedy Center's steel and marble won't represent John F. Kennedy's cultural legacy--which is to say it will no longer stand for the value of the arts.

The Kennedy Center's unanticipated absence comes with immediate, tangible consequences for both Washington, D.C., and the country's cultural landscape. Although the Kennedy Center isn't the most cutting-edge venue out there--if anything, many would call it stodgy--it has often operated, as The New Yorker's Katy Waldman has written, as a "tryout theater" where shows can experiment pre-Broadway. It's also the home and major underwriter of the National Symphony Orchestra and, until recently, the Washington National Opera, two of the largest organizations performing and commissioning new works in what Waldman describes as "endangered national art forms." Both will surely relocate to other theaters--the opera has already found hosts for its 2027 and 2028 shows--but the precarity and disruption of not having a permanent home are inarguable.

Opera and orchestral performances are expensive to put on, and many see both as examples of what my colleague Gal Beckerman has described as John and Jacqueline Kennedy's "patrician" taste. Sustaining them at a high level, as the Kennedy Center has done for decades, requires investment and dedication; so does building new audiences for works that can seem old-fashioned. When the Kennedy Center commissions a new composition or opera, it is also a potent reminder that these forms have life beyond Bach and Mozart, and belong to the present as well as the past.

By giving the NSO and WNO a home, the Kennedy Center also buoyed the arts life of Washington, D.C., more deeply than it does by bringing touring shows to the city. Plenty of NSO members teach their instruments on the side, and other classical musicians in the region moonlight as NSO alternates, such that a talented young cellist in D.C. might very easily end up with a teacher who has shared a stage with Yo-Yo Ma. During the orchestra's summer recess, it performs affordable outdoor-movie play-alongs--Harry Potter with a world-class orchestra!--that are much more approachable than the debut of a Glass symphony. If the institution that made the latter possible vanishes, the former, too, may be gone.

The more significant risk is of a Kennedy Center that no longer channels its namesake's profound and public belief that democracy and the arts are intertwined. The Kennedys invited artists, musicians, and writers to the White House. Kennedy chose the abstract expressionist painter Elaine de Kooning, rather than someone with a more traditional style, to do his presidential portrait. His speeches on and attention to culture laid the groundwork for the creation of the National Endowment for the Arts, and he agitated for the long-awaited completion of the institution that, after his death, became the Kennedy Center.

In a 1963 speech at Amherst College honoring Robert Frost, Kennedy described creating art as a form of patriotism, regardless of whether the art itself was patriotic. He argued that the "highest duty of the writer, the composer, the artist is to remain true to himself and to let the chips fall where they may. In serving his vision of the truth, the artist best serves his nation." Trump, who sets great store by personal loyalty, seems uninterested in such an idiosyncratic and potentially eclectic vision.

Kennedy's ideal of service--"ask not what your country can do for you"--is nowhere in Trump's second White House. The same holds for Kennedy's elevated concept of creative duty. Many of Trump's grievances with the Kennedy Center, as with the Smithsonian, seem aimed at narrowing rather than expanding its artistic capabilities, limiting it to "classical, patriotic, and family-friendly art." Such demands run directly against the ideal of art emerging from the artist's inner self, transmitting individual experience rather than serving external mores.

Read: The real fight for the Smithsonian

Beyond his programming notes, Trump and the Kennedy Center's new director, Richard Grenell, reportedly also want it to make more money. Trump has repeatedly claimed that it has been in bad financial condition for years, which its former director disputes. Asking the closest thing the country has to a national theater to concentrate on its earnings endangers any art form with a small audience, while also curtailing ways that such an audience might grow. Consider the current White House's approach to funding literature: In 2025, the NEA revoked 41 grants it had issued to magazines and small presses, explaining its pivot in standardized terminations that described these organizations' work as outside the administration's priorities. Many of these journals and publishers focus on poetry, experimental writing, and literary translation, all precarious forms in need of support.

A country that does not value these sorts of writing is the same as one that does not value opera. It's a country that doesn't ask or expect its art to reach out to new audiences or transgress its traditional boundaries, let alone probe visions of the truth that might have little to do with accepted narratives. In order to do any of these things and get their work into the public eye, artists need the stability and support that organizations of all sizes, whether a small poetry journal or the Kennedy Center, offer. Without them, cultural life would narrow philosophically--a shrinkage that Trump appears to want from the arts, so often a source of dissidence. Faced with the prospect of engaging with a cultural sphere that resists his control and his vision, the president would rather, it seems, knock down as much as he can.
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American Milk Has Changed

A dramatic increase in fat content is causing pains in the dairy industry.

by Sarah Zhang

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




In recent years, American milk has undergone a quiet transformation. The milk produced by our dairy cows has become creamier and more luscious as breakthroughs in cow genetics and nutrition have pushed the fat component of milk--also known as butterfat--to all-time highs. In 2000, the average dairy cow made 670 pounds of fat in her milk a year; today, she's making 1,025 pounds. No single trait in dairy cows has improved as rapidly with genomic selection as fat, according to Chad Dechow, a dairy-cattle geneticist at Penn State. It's a triumph of dairy science.



Lately, though, all is not well in the world of butterfat. Dairy science has arguably made our cows too good too fast at fat-maxxing.



This past fall, butter prices collapsed as a "tsunami" of butterfat inundated the market. "We really have an oversupply right now," Corey Geiger, the lead economist for dairy at CoBank, told me. The reason is twofold, he explained: U.S. farmers are keeping a near-record number of dairy cows, which are in turn producing milk with a record level of fat. For customers, this oversupply means cheaper butter. For farmers, "it's going to be a tough year," Dechow told me. "The farmers take it on the chin."



Until last autumn's crash, farmers had every economic incentive to keep pushing the limit on fat. Butter and cheese consumption have been growing steadily since the 1990s, and butterfat prices were sky-high for several years running. When dairy farmers sell milk, they are generally paid not by volume--milk is mostly water, after all--but by the weight of its solid components, primarily fat and protein. More fat plus more protein adds up to a bigger milk check. Although protein, too, has ticked up in milk, fat has proved more responsive to changes in genetics and diet. After hovering for decades around 3.65 percent, milk fat began rising first slowly and then quickly, reaching 4.24 percent in 2024.



"Genetics sets the ceiling, and nutrition determines the floor," Dechow said. After the first dairy cow's genome was sequenced in 2009, the industry started raising the genetic ceiling. By marrying DNA markers to the milk-production records of millions of cows, farmers are able to choose bulls for breeding based on the predicted traits--including milk-fat yield--of their future daughters. And when those daughters are born, some farmers once again DNA-test the young cows, keeping only the ones with the most potential. This precise level of selection has allowed the high-butterfat versions of milk genes to spread far and wide in the American dairy herd over just a few generations. Genetics explains about half to two-thirds of the rise in butterfat levels, experts told me.



For a cow to meet her genetic butterfat potential, though, she needs the right diet. "Cows do not make milk fat from thin air," Kevin Harvatine, a dairy nutritionist at Penn State, told me. A modern cow's dietary intake is precisely managed, down to the length of plant fibers optimal for digestion. Even the crops they eat--low-lignin alfalfa, high-oleic soybeans--have been genetically modified or bred to stimulate high milk and milk-fat production in a cow's body. Farmers can also add specific supplements, such as palmitic acid, a by-product of palm-oil production, to further boost butterfat. (This practice came to widespread attention during Buttergate, in 2021, when Canadians began noticing that their butter had become firmer and less spreadable at room temperature. Palmitic acid does indeed increase the melting temperature of butter.)



You can't actually buy this extra-rich cow's milk at grocery stores. Despite its name, the whole milk sold in plastic jugs is not the whole milk, but a standardized fiction: For decades, the U.S. has defined whole milk to meet a minimum of 3.25 percent fat--the low end of what was once a cow's natural range. That number has remained unchanged even as the actual average fat content of milk has risen a full percentage point above it. Any excess of fat from "whole milk" is instead transformed into high-fat dairy products: the various creams (heavy, whipping, sour, ice), butter, triple-creme Bries, ultra-lush yogurts, and so on.



Today's 4-percent-plus milk has created problems for certain cheese makers. It is simply too rich for varieties such as cheddar, Colby, and Monterey Jack, which require a lower fat-protein ratio. Cheese makers have had to reconfigure their manufacturing lines, either to receive extra dairy protein in the form of skim milk or to install a million-dollar separator to remove excess fat. "It's extra cost, extra steps, extra bother," Dean Sommer, a cheese and food technologist at the Center for Dairy Research at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, told me. "They're transitioning from the world they knew, when it comes to the fat content of milk, to the world we're dealing with."



The unwanted fat from cheesemaking ends up at processors such as Grassland Dairy, a large butter maker based in Wisconsin. Lately, says its president, Trevor Wuethrich, Grassland has had to keep its facility running more often to keep up with all of the leftover fat coming from cheese makers. Cheese makers that used to send a truckload of cream a week, he told me, are now sending "a load a day." Some days, he has to turn loads away.



Where else can the extra butterfat go? A few years ago, back when butterfat prices were high, Geiger said, some ice-cream makers swapped out dairy cream for cheap gums and air, making "frozen dairy desserts" that contained too little dairy cream to be legally labeled "ice cream." "I think there's an opportunity to get more cream back into ice cream," he told me. Ice-cream makers, naturally, may want to see sustained low prices before jumping back on the butterfat train.



Meanwhile, dairy farmers are already looking to hedge their bets: If not fat, then protein? (And Americans sure love their protein these days.) But breeding cows for milk protein would be more challenging, Dechow said. Milk-protein yield varies less from cow to cow, making it more difficult to make changes through genetic selection. The fat and protein levels of milk are also linked, so enhancing protein would likely enhance fat too.



The high-milk-fat dairy cow won't be going anywhere, though. At current prices, Harvatine said, "it still makes sense for us to convert feed into butter. It's just not nearly as profitable as it was a year ago." If a dairy farmer is doing 10 different things to maximize butterfat, the first nine things might still make sense, he said--only "now I'm questioning the last thing that I'm doing." And genetically, the American cow is locked in. Breeding decisions made as recently as a few months ago--when butterfat prices were at a peak--will come to fruition only over the next three or four years, as those calves are born, mature into cows, and start producing the super-rich milk of their genetic destiny. The butterfat boom is far from over.
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You Can't Kill Swagger

My old corner of <em>The Washington Post</em> raised some of the best journalists in the business.

by Sally Jenkins

Thu, 05 Feb 2026




On a frigid white January afternoon in 1982, an airplane took off from Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport for Florida, remained aloft for about 30 seconds, and then stalled out and collided with the 14th Street Bridge, plunging into the ice-floe-studded waters of the Potomac River. In The Washington Post's newsroom, an aghast 24-year-old college-basketball reporter named Michael Wilbon watched live reports of the disaster on the mounted TV banks, heard the urgency among those around him, grabbed a notebook and his jacket, and ran toward the riverbank to report on the rescue efforts, because that was what he'd been schooled to do. He never got a byline--his name never appeared on the story.

Reminiscing in a phone call with me last night, Wilbon recalled that the old offices of the Post's editors, at the newspaper's former building on 15th Street, had glass walls inside--so on the night of the crash, he could see Ben Bradlee, the executive editor, and his deputies huddling. "They were meeting," Wilbon remembered. "They kept meeting. So finally, I said, Well, let's just fucking go." Trailing Wilbon was another 20-something college-sports reporter named John Feinstein. They interviewed witnesses and rescuers, then hustled over to an old Marriott hotel at the Arlington mouth of the bridge, where they huddled by a phone reading their notes to someone in the office taking dictation. Feinstein, who died last year, didn't get a byline either; cub reporters often didn't. It was just what he'd been schooled to do. (He did become a best-selling author, though. Wilbon later got famous co-anchoring ESPN's Pardon the Interruption.)

For some years now, the Washington Post newsroom has defied gravity, thanks to the internal ethic just described. Usually, when people in an office distrust feckless leaders, when they are subjected to corporate verbiage that bounces off the face and leaves a rage headache behind--phrases such as reevaluating our model and reposition, used to obscure the catastrophic fact that approximately 300 jobs, or a third of the newsroom, have been "eliminated" (the contemptible formulation by which Post staffers were laid off today)--they will subtly gear down their efforts. But my former colleagues do the opposite. For every half-wit decision by a poseur in a 42-long, slim-fit suit, they report even harder. This ethic has been especially true in the renowned Sports section, which was killed in a Zoom announcement notable for its belly-wriggling cowardice and self-owning incompetence. The Post's publisher, Will Lewis, and its executive editor, Matt Murray, apparently did not have enough brace in their back to face the newsroom in person.

Read: The murder of The Washington Post

The Post Sports section is, was, no ordinary section, in heritage or in coverage. It was habitually young, because it required hiring people with no sense of off-the-clockness: Events happen at nights and on weekends, on tough deadlines that require sprinting stadium stairs and downing a pack of smoked almonds for a late dinner. Donald Graham, the Post's longtime publisher, spent time as Sports editor when he was learning the family trade. His Sports successor, George Solomon, liked to spot good young talent cheap and let us run--and ran us ragged. "Hey," he said to me once during a hectic NFL season, "I need you to stop in Green Bay on your way home from Dallas."

We moved in a close group. Every two years, eight or 10 of us would fly off to the Olympics in some international city. For two and a half weeks, we'd have a choice between eating and sleeping; the deadlines didn't allow for both. We reported shoulder to shoulder in narrow press pens in stadium bowels so dank and sweaty that, as my ex-colleague Barry Svrluga has said, "it's like working inside someone's mouth."

At the Beijing Summer Olympics, in 2008, we were so exhausted from the round-the-clock work that we threw blankets and sheets over a table to make a tent and stuck a pillow on the floor beneath it. You could crawl in there and catch a nap. We named it "the Happy Place," and when someone was sleeping, we'd put stick-'em notes on their clothes--I once drew a picture of a gas gauge with the needle on empty and stuck it on a colleague--and take pictures of them. When deadline was finally over, at 3 a.m., we'd entertain ourselves with a liquored-up singing game that our colleague Liz Clarke named "Stupid-Guy Anthems." In Sochi, we learned a Russian hockey anthem from a couple of young guys running an all-night cafe. At the end of every Olympics, our editor Tracee Hamilton would crack open a Guinness and recite the St. Crispin's Day speech from Henry V, about "we happy few." We laughed so hard that the New York Times staffers sitting in their office beyond a plywood wall would shush us--for which we would toss pencils at them.

We came from all over, competed desperately to outwrite one another, teased one another mercilessly, loved one another. One day, Feinstein said to John Ed Bradley, our mellow-voiced football writer from Louisiana, "Hey, John Ed, did you marry your huntin' dog Red yet?" I loved to kid my desk-mate Christine Brennan, who was from Toledo, "Hey, Chris, what'd you do for fun yesterday? Leave the butter out overnight?"

We had the best writers in the country and did more with less, and we knew it with a swagger. In addition to Wilbon and Feinstein, Solomon found a young writer named David Remnick, who once wrote of the basketball player George Gervin that he was "sinuous as smoke." That was before Remnick got an urge to become a foreign correspondent and went off to win a Pulitzer covering the demise of the Soviet Union--it was what he'd been schooled to do. (Eventually, he became the editor of The New Yorker.)

Remnick was trained by Solomon, as we all were, to grab the pen and go, and to regard sportswriting as merely another portal through which to report on the broadest subjects: labor issues, performance enhancement, domestic violence, racism, sexism, terrorism, global corruptions such as vote-buying in the Olympics. Journalism as Solomon, Graham, Bradlee, and others had taught us didn't change with the subject. And it was an ethic as much as a job, about responsibility to other people. "If you're late, we're all late," Solomon told me. "If you're wrong, we're all wrong." Not a bad way to mature an unfinished young person.


The Washington Post Sports-desk team at the Beijing Olympics in 2008; Sally Jenkins is in the front row, second from left. (Courtesy of Sally Jenkins)



The Washington Post's sportswriters could cover anything--and did--because we were taught to look with a hard eye, write vividly and observationally, and hit our deadlines no matter what, which made other section bosses always want us. Remnick was just one of the earliest examples of the Sports section turning out great foreign and national correspondents. Isabelle Khurshudyan, a hockey writer, won honors covering the war in Ukraine and became the Post's Kyiv bureau chief. Chico Harlan, a baseball writer, became a foreign bureau chief in East Asia and then Rome. Eli Saslow, a sports feature writer, went on to win a Pulitzer writing about American poverty. David Nakamura, a college-sports writer, broke stories about poisoned drinking water in Washington, D.C.; corresponded from Afghanistan and Pakistan; and now covers the Justice Department.

In 2011, Rick Maese, a sports feature writer, went to Japan on vacation with his wife, the Metro staffer Erin Cox. While they were there, an earthquake hit, followed by a tsunami, followed by a nuclear meltdown. They spent their trip covering the Fukushima disaster. The baseball writer Chelsea Janes, like me, also covered presidential campaigns; the plundering of our staff by National editors was a continual irritant to our Sports bosses, though they were proud of us.

The now-retired Liz Clarke wrote a memorable magazine story about Bruce Springsteen and spent years doggedly investigating the Washington Commanders owner Dan Snyder for allowing a culture of sexual harassment and assault to fester within the team office; after Clarke and her fellow reporter Will Hobson finally chased down the story and got it into print, the fallout eventually forced Snyder to sell.

Clarke, a North Carolinian, worked with a gentle singing voice with which she asked the toughest questions of NFL billionaires. I liked to imitate her talking with an NFL owner this way: "Of course, a role as lofty as yours does come with certain prerogatives of judgment," she'd say with a soft smile. "But I wonder if it might not be the smallest misstep and breed the teeniest bit of mistrust in the team to go with a quarterback who thinks hydration is tequila and ranch water?"

In addition to writing political profiles, I was recruited to cover the September 11 attacks in New York--I stuck my driver's license and a $20 bill in my sock and ran all the way downtown--as well as two hurricanes. Right after Katrina struck the Gulf Coast, I stood in front of a huge map in the newsroom with the editors Liz Spayd and Phil Bennett, who were trying to decide exactly where to send me. After a pause, Bennett said, "Texas is big." We settled on Mississippi. I met up with the photographer Jonathan Newton, a hurricane veteran who had pallets of water and gas cans strapped down in an SUV, as well as a boxful of cigarillos. He handed me one. We smoked them to kill the smells.

Only the people who live their work in a newsroom will understand this: One of the best things I ever tasted was shots of Maker's Mark, neat, shared in a Mississippi motel parking lot at 1 a.m. with Newton and other photographers, out of a makeshift bar in the back of an SUV. We'd spent the day covering the damage that Katrina, with its 26-foot wall of water and 160-mile-per-hour winds, had wrought--had seen boats on freeway medians and a piano in a treetop at Jefferson Davis's old home--and our dinner was whiskey and fried pickles, and it was good. We shared a room at a Hampton Inn where the door wouldn't lock because the floods had ruined the electronics, and we brushed our teeth together.

You'd think a newspaper that has so botched its finances, and that is trying to do more with less, could use people with such ethic and versatility. "We should have been the last ones in the room," Wilbon told me last night.

One of the most valuable things lost with the killing of the Sports section will be the Post's sense of proper training of the young. After I covered my first Army-Navy game, the great columnist Thomas Boswell took me to dinner and talked writing. My first Olympics was the Calgary Games in 1988, and I wrote well out of sheer excitement. When I got home, the columnist Tony Kornheiser, now Wilbon's longtime Pardon the Interruption co-host, told me, "You did great. But listen. This is your level now, all the time. You don't retreat from this level." I did 10 Olympics for the Post. At the Athens Games, in 2004, I took pleasure in watching the young Svrluga lift his own writing game out of sheer excitement. "This is your level now," I told him. "You don't retreat from it."

That's who we were, and who we are. I say "we" because I left The Washington Post for The Atlantic five months ago, after 30 years at the paper, and I still have the reflexes and the friends. I also feel an anger at the demise of the Sports section--about 40 of 45 people fired, the rest thrown to other sections--that cannot be extinguished, and that only grows as more details emerge. This superb section was treated the following way:

The Post's Olympics writers were notified just 10 days ago, right before some of them were scheduled to depart for the Milan Games, that their coverage was canceled--with little explanation. Just 36 hours later, management reversed itself and quietly suggested: Well, okay, four writers could go, but with the understanding that they could be laid off during the assignment. This is the sort of managerial aimlessness the Post is being governed by, just one example of the missteps and squandering of opportunity framed as strategy.

The Olympics writers were given a choice: If laid off, they could either fly home or finish the assignment. "I know what they'll do," the Sports editor Jason Murray told me on the phone last night. "I know who they are." They will finish the assignment. Svrluga, the most knowledgeable Olympics writer in the country, who has been "eliminated," filed a comprehensive story on Mikaela Shiffrin while knowing that the knife was at his neck. This morning, I texted him: "Will you keep filing from there?" I got a one-word answer.

"Yes."

Another of those laid off was the deputy Sports editor, Matt Rennie, a quarter-century veteran of the paper who happens to be the single finest thinker and pencil-wielder I have ever worked with at any level. Rennie cleared out his desk Monday and last night without a single piece of straight information from leadership about his fate; he simply assumed that he was laid off because no one said anything to him, and no one stopped him, either. At home, he wrote a note to colleagues that hit the nail on the head: "The people making these decisions have failed in their responsibility to our readers, whom they never took the time to know, and have undermined--likely irreparably--the ideals of an institution they never bothered to try to understand." These moves, he added, "ultimately, will power the Post's competitors." The best Sports section that ever was has been destroyed by people who failed to even notice what a jewel they had.

Anne Applebaum: Readers don't trust dirty tricks

The irony in this situation is that Will Lewis and Matt Murray have rendered themselves unemployable anywhere else (who would have them after this?), whereas Post Sports staffers will no doubt be much in demand. As Rennie wrote to his colleagues, "Whenever and wherever we land--and we will--we'll be comin'. And hell is comin' with us."

I disagree with Rennie about just one thing: I'm not sure the damage to the Post is irreparable. Jeff Bezos, its billionaire owner, only thinks he owns the Post, and Lewis and Murray only think they run it. At the heart of the institution is something that no one can ever own: the Wilbonian core trained into all of us, an impulse to run to the riverbank that these bumbling strangers who have hobbled the publication will never grasp.
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Let Your Kids Fail

Early exposure to setbacks can help children confront later disappointments without falling apart.

by Russell Shaw

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




Early in my career, a mother came to my office to discuss her daughter's calculus grade. When parents make this kind of request, I try to manage expectations by saying that as a school administrator, I have never changed a grade. Still, hopeful parents persist. In this case, the student had received a B, which her mother saw as a blemish on her otherwise spotless transcript. "I'm worried about how this will look to colleges," she told me. "Is there any extra credit she can do?"

I explained that it's okay to earn a B in a challenging course, and that her daughter might benefit from the experience of not being perfect. The mother looked at me as if I had suggested her child take up base jumping. "She's never gotten a B before," she said. "I don't know how she'll handle it."

That kind of exchange perfectly captures a paradox of contemporary parenting: In trying to protect their children from any hint of failure, many parents risk making them more fragile. For years, parents and psychologists have been debating how much parental support is too much. But the stakes feel different now. In a world rife with anxiety, intensive parenting has become even more intensive, and some parents are deploying ever more sophisticated strategies to manage their children's lives--initiating protracted grade appeals, trying to protect their child's self-esteem by finding a part for everyone in a play, carefully curating extracurriculars to optimize their kid's future. This happens even as teens take their first steps away from home and into independent adulthood. (Some parents, for instance, now hire "rush consultants" to help guide their kid through the process of getting into a sorority.)

Read: When helicopter parents touch down--at college

Too many parents, probably unwittingly, are conditioning their kids to be afraid of losing. But experiencing failure and learning to recover from it are prerequisites for long-term success and, crucially, for mental health.

In explaining this to people, I've taken to drawing an analogy from immunology and the concept of "acquired immunity"--the body's ability to recognize and fight off pathogens and other threats it has previously encountered. Consider peanuts allergies: For years, pediatricians told parents to avoid exposing children to peanuts and other known allergens during infancy, believing that this would protect kids from dangerous allergic reactions. This advice coincided, though, with a spike in severe peanut allergies. The guidance was reversed in 2017, and since then, researchers have found that peanut allergies have meaningfully declined. Scientists studying food allergies theorize that when a person is exposed early to an allergen, their body can learn that the allergen is harmless, just as a body's immune system learns to produce antibodies when it encounters a weakened form of a virus through vaccination. The next time a person encounters that pathogen, they're protected.

I've come to believe that failure works in a comparable way--that it is in a child's best interest to be exposed early to manageable setbacks, so they can develop what we might call "failure immunity," the psychological antibodies that allow them to face future disappointments without falling apart. This requires practice--specifically, practice at encountering obstacles and pushing through them. You can't develop perseverance if you've never had to persevere.

Ann S. Masten, a developmental psychologist, describes resilience as "ordinary magic," the result of normal developmental processes rather than extraordinary personal qualities. But those processes require what she calls "adaptive systems," one of the most important of which involves the capacity to learn to cope with stress. Children who are consistently shielded from everyday challenges don't get to practice this coping. When they inevitably encounter larger disappointments--a college rejection, a romantic breakup--they might lack the psychological fortitude to handle it.

The consequences of never failing show up in children's mental health. Many young people feel enormous pressure to be perfect, and this perfectionism can have a serious cost. When children absorb the message that failure is catastrophic, even minor mistakes can feel unbearable. I've seen students fall apart over a single poor test result. "That's not me," a tearful student recently told me. "I'm not someone who gets bad grades."

Read: Perfectionism can become a vicious cycle in families

This is what happens when we deny children the opportunity to develop failure immunity. They don't learn that disappointment is survivable, that mistakes are instructive, and that temporary misfortune is, well, temporary.

I was a young instructor at Outward Bound, where I led backcountry expeditions in the Minnesota Boundary Waters, when I first began to understand failure immunity. The first Outward Bound school was developed more than 80 years ago, and was inspired in part by the rescue service at Gordonstoun, a Scottish boarding school--where, alongside their academic studies, students joined emergency-response teams to fight fires, search for lost hikers, and assist with maritime rescues. A core principle of Outward Bound is that "young people grow when they take on real challenges." The program doesn't assign letter grades. But if you aren't paying attention when your instructor demonstrates how to set up a tent, you might leave your groundsheet exposed; when rain soaks your sleeping bag, you quickly learn the importance of tucking the groundsheet under the tent. You learn because you have to, typically by messing up first. In other words, the program is a crash course in failure immunity.

How can parents help children develop this sort of resilience? The first step is to resist the urge to rescue. When a child struggles with homework, a parent's instinct might be to provide answers. When a kid encounters a difficult teacher, a parent might want to intervene. When they break a school rule and receive a consequence, a parent might fire off emails to administrators complaining of unfairness. But each intervention sends a message to the child: You can't handle this.

Choosing not to step in doesn't mean abandoning children to weather challenges alone. It means providing support while still allowing them to experience stress. When one of my daughters was in high school, she regularly lost sleep over English papers. She worshipped her teacher and didn't want to disappoint them, so she wrote entire drafts that she would toss out, weeping, saying that her ideas weren't good enough. As a parent, I was gutted to see this repeatedly unfolding, and I found myself wanting to insert myself--to either help with the draft or beg the teacher for some sort of absolution. It turned out, however, that this struggle was part of my daughter's writing process. She recently mused about how much easier college has been, given the way she "tortured" herself over writing in high school. It was painful, yet somehow important and necessary for her.

Parents can also normalize failure as part of a meaningful life. Instead of treating mistakes as shameful secrets, we can proudly claim them as integral to our stories. My own kids have heard about my failed bids for a job, about school initiatives that have flopped, about times I fell short as a boss. I share these stories not to burden them but to help put failure in perspective. Research on the theory of social learning, by the psychologist Albert Bandura and others, shows that children develop coping strategies by observing how their parents respond to adversity. When parents model resilience--acknowledging disappointment while showing that they can solve problems and regulate their emotions--children learn these same skills.

Perhaps most important, parents would do well to examine their own relationship with failure. Many parents' anxieties about their kid stem from a personal fear--that a bad grade means their child won't get into a good college, that a stumble today could derail their future. But my experience tells me that the opposite is true. The kid who gets straight A's through high school may struggle more in college than the one who foundered in ninth grade, figured out what went wrong, and then kept going. When we allow kids the satisfaction of overcoming hurdles on their own, we give them something more powerful and durable than a perfect transcript or an undefeated season: confidence in their ability to recover and come back stronger.
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It Was Too Easy for Her to Kill Herself

The case of Eileen Mihich should disturb both advocates and opponents of medically assisted suicide.

by Elizabeth Bruenig

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




The four-star Hotel deLuxe in Portland, Oregon, features a soaring lobby with a gilded ceiling that drips with chandeliers. Eileen Mihich, a 31-year-old woman from nearby Beaverton, checked in on the afternoon of March 6, 2025. Two days later, a hotel employee named Stephen Jones noticed that Mihich had failed to check out at the appointed time and went to her eighth-floor room to investigate. No one answered, and the room was silent behind the door, so he let himself in. He found Mihich dead on the bed, with purpling skin. Jones immediately called the police, who noted the empty pill bottles at Mihich's bedside, along with a pamphlet: "Step-by-Step Instructions for Taking Aid in Dying Medications."

Mihich had told her family that she was debilitated by a mysterious abdominal pain and was interested in a medically assisted death. But her suicide still shocked her two closest relatives: her cousin Sarah (who asked to be referred to by her first name, to protect her privacy) and aunt Veronica Torina. Sarah and Torina told me that they had striven to be sources of love and stability in Mihich's harrowing life. Nearly a year on, they are still trying to solve the mystery of her death.

After Sarah and Torina heard the news about Mihich, they went to the hotel to pick up some of her belongings, including a backpack with library-rental DVDs of Matilda and Mister Rogers' Neighborhood, as well as a book on spirituality. At the medical examiner's office weeks later, they received her phone, her wallet, and pharmacy receipts for prescription drugs commonly used to end the lives of patients with untreatable illnesses.

They also learned that Mihich's body bore no signs of illness. Mihich had been suffering, but she had not been on the verge of death.

Medical assistance in dying--a euphemism for physician-enabled suicide--has been gaining legislative ground in jurisdictions around the country. Twelve states and Washington, D.C., allow doctors to prescribe lethal dosages of medications to patients with terminal illnesses, and a new law takes effect in New York this year. Most Americans now favor laws that allow doctors to assist patients who want to die, and their numbers have grown over time, according to Gallup. In Canada, where the practice has been legal since 2016, physician-assisted suicide now accounts for about one in 20 deaths.

From the September 2025 issue: Canada is killing itself

For both advocates and opponents of this medically and culturally sanctioned form of suicide, Mihich's story is a nightmare. The policy debate over medical assistance in dying generally concerns statutory changes, but new laws are encouraging a shift in social norms. When some people in severe distress imagine a peaceful end to what feels like unbearable pain, the availability of medical assistance in dying may shape their thinking, and current safeguards do not seem sufficient to prevent tragic outcomes.

Torina suspects that her niece would still be alive had it been just a little harder for her to secure lethal medication. "She didn't really want to die, but she felt that she was powerless to create a life worth living. She mentioned that to me on more than one occasion," Torina told me. Studies show that even minor barriers to suicide, such as selling pills in blister packs and limiting the amount of analgesics that can be sold over the counter, may deter people from ending their life, perhaps because they introduce delays into what can be a rash act. Shortly before her death, Mihich had ordered eye shadow online, which arrived after she was gone. "She was showing signs that she did want to live," Torina said.

Mihich had been mentally ill for a long time, her relatives said, and she had needed many things that life did not supply her. An only child of negligent parents, Mihich identified with the Roald Dahl character Matilda, a precocious schoolgirl who learns to fend for herself against sometimes cruel adults. Mihich's parents had screaming fights in front of her, Sarah and Torina recalled, and Mihich alleged that her father, who had been diagnosed with schizophrenia, had raped her when she was a teenager. (Mihich did not pursue the allegations in court, and her father did not respond to multiple requests for comment. Her mother declined to comment.)

After bouncing from foster home to foster home, Mihich was 15 when she fled her last foster parent and arrived on Torina's doorstep, asking to be taken in. Torina obliged. Mihich's psychiatrist eventually diagnosed her with bipolar disorder and borderline-personality disorder, the symptoms of which were so severe that she struggled to hold down a job or a home. She vacated one apartment because, Torina recalled, she felt that it emanated negative energy.

Mihich's relatives said that she often refused to take the medication prescribed to treat her bipolar disorder, and that she nursed semi-delusional beliefs about her capacity to heal herself. She lived on Social Security Disability Insurance and was occasionally homeless. Mihich sometimes told her family about mysterious pains she felt in her pelvic area. Torina wondered whether this was Mihich's way of expressing the depredations she had suffered as a woman.

Disappointed with mainstream health care, Mihich sought help from energy healers, spiritualists, and other alternative-medicine practitioners and entrepreneurs, who regularly supported her aversion to psychiatric medications, according to Sarah and Torina. All the while, Mihich repeatedly told her family that her pain was so great, she did not want to live. "She would tell me often that she couldn't do it anymore," Torina said. "She was too traumatized and broken" to keep on living.

Sarah and Torina understood why Mihich had decided to die. Once her toxicology report came back, they also knew which medications she had used to kill herself. Many of the drugs prescribed for medical assistance in dying are not commonly thought of as vulnerable to abuse. But when death is a possibility, minor errors can have catastrophic consequences.

To understand just how Mihich had secured these medications, Sarah turned to Mihich's phone. Reviewing her incoming and outgoing calls in the days leading up to her death, Sarah found that Mihich had been in touch with multiple hospice coordinators and loan agencies, as well as a Washington State pharmacist who runs a compounding pharmacy out of a gift shop. Posing as a California family-practice physician under an assumed name, Mihich requested a prescription order form over email, then completed the paperwork and emailed it back--a method of submitting prescriptions that is illegal in Washington and elsewhere, in most cases. She then asked that the pharmacist coordinate via text with her "patient," and gave her own phone number.

Ultimately Mihich was able to carry out her fraud with publicly available information and relative ease. Unlike conventional pharmacies, which sell only FDA-approved pharmaceuticals, compounding pharmacies are able to sell customized formulations that are not FDA tested and approved.

From the June 2023 issue: The outer limits of liberalism

Compounding pharmacies are the only places capable of dispensing medications that allow for a more peaceful death, as this involves mixing various sedatives, painkillers, and muscle relaxants into something more easily ingested and absorbed. Yet few pharmacists agree to supply these drugs, largely for ethical reasons. Jess Kaan, a Washington-based doctor who works with people seeking end-of-life care, told me that many of her patients have trouble finding a pharmacy that sells this medication, which can make such transactions particularly lucrative for those that do. The drugs Mihich bought cost a little over $2,500, based on her prescription forms, which she likely paid for out of pocket, given regulations that ban the use of federal funds such as Medicaid to cover costs associated with physician-assisted suicide.

To better understand how a pharmacy could have accepted her cousin's suspicious and invalid prescription, Sarah filed a police report in May. This investigation is ongoing. The pharmacist who supplied Mihich with the drugs that killed her did not respond to requests for comment.

Sarah and Torina knew that Mihich was suffering emotionally and that she had been seeking more permanent relief. But they had assumed that Mihich's talk of suicide was a way for her to express her misery, not something she was actively pursuing. Torina said they had assumed that Mihich's aversion to suffering "any more pain" would deter her from making good on any plans. For example, they knew that she had considered starving herself, and that she had acquired a gun explicitly to shoot herself, but that she'd had trouble following through with either method. (They are not sure how she bought the gun.)

Instead, Mihich turned to a suicide approach that is advertised as a dignified way to alleviate pain. Mihich likely did not know that the drugs used to medically induce death do not necessarily guarantee a peaceful exit. In Oregon, where medical assistance in dying has been legal for nearly 30 years, the state's Health Authority reported in 2024 that the drugs can cause side effects, including seizures, regurgitation, and regaining consciousness after an initial sedation. We can't know for sure what Mihich experienced, because she died alone.

What we do know is that Mihich found a network of support in her pursuit of a medically assisted death. Her relatives discovered a message on her phone left by a representative of a naturopathic health company called Temple Natural Health, who explained that she had found "a way forward" after discussing Mihich's case with a hospice-care organization called A Sacred Passing. The message did not include details, and the company did not respond to requests for comment. A representative of A Sacred Passing confirmed that the organization had responded to Mihich's request for help in seeking medical assistance in dying with "a list of things to do" to get legal medical support--"the ways to reach out and locations to call." The representative added that she stayed on the phone with Mihich because she sensed that the caller was struggling and needed someone to talk to, but that she didn't think Mihich would qualify for a medically assisted death.

Eager to bring attention to the loopholes and lapses in judgment that helped end Mihich's life, Sarah and Torina reached out to a number of organizations that advocate for medical assistance in dying, including the nonprofit Death With Dignity, but received no response. They had more luck when they contacted Aging With Dignity, a nonprofit that advocates against the practice and offers resources to people facing end-of-life problems. This group has worked with Sarah and Torina to create a video about Mihich that helps share her story.

Mihich's method of suicide was clearly illegal in Oregon, Washington, and elsewhere in the United States, where medical assistance in death is available only to adult patients who are terminally ill, have six months or less to live, and are mentally capable of making their own health-care decisions. But her ability to access fatal drugs is concerning, as the spread of laws allowing medical assistance in dying makes it likely that incidents like this will happen again.

Mihich's case also raises pressing questions about whether access to an assisted death should extend to people with persistent and severe mental illness--a category of disease that may not be terminal but can be debilitatingly painful. Patients who are suffering from severe psychiatric disorders can already legally seek medical help to end their life elsewhere, including in Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, and, beginning as soon as 2027, Canada. Yet establishing which psychiatric patients are worthy of this assistance has proved complicated. Authorities in Canada are weighing the case of Claire Brosseau, a 48-year-old woman with severe mental illness who hopes to secure medical help in ending her life but whose own psychiatrists are split over whether her illness is indeed incurable. Many of the country's top psychiatric groups warn that there is no empirical standard for determining whether a mental-health condition is irremediable.

Advocates who oppose medically assisted suicide--perhaps because they don't believe the government should play any role in these decisions--may take comfort in the fact that state laws permitting the practice do not currently consider unbearable pain to be a qualifying condition on its own. This makes American laws less vulnerable to arguments that medical assistance in dying should be available for all kinds of suffering, including from psychiatric illness. Yet it may soon be hard to keep these laws narrow, given the logical implications of a growing public acceptance of physician-assisted suicide, which is largely based on the idea that people who want to end their life should not suffer needlessly.

For some, Mihich's story offers a salient lesson about the importance of greater oversight and tighter regulation of lethal drugs. Others may see in Mihich's suicide a glimpse of things to come.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/02/eileen-mihich-assisted-suicide/685833/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Unsettling Rise of AI Real-Estate Slop

Generated images for listings are disturbing--and not just because they can feel like a scam.

by Franklin Schneider

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




At first, the idea of using AI to create real-estate-listing pictures seemed like a decent proposition to Kati Spaniak, an Illinois-based agent. Like anyone who works on commission, real-estate agents are under tremendous pressure to reduce overhead costs, and a tool that produces images of a furnished home--without an agent having to actually furnish it--could save thousands of dollars. More and more brokers seem to have the same idea: A recent survey of Realtors found that nearly 70 percent of the participants had used AI.

Spaniak thought she had the ideal candidate for trying out the tech: a house in a suburb north of Chicago that had tremendous appeal on paper but looked terrible in photos when it was empty. "The house really needed quite a bit of work," she told me. So she ordered some "virtually staged" photos that used AI to add furniture, wall hangings, and stacks of coffee-table books. But when potential buyers began showing up, Spaniak noticed a problem. Visitors seemed disappointed, even disoriented. "They don't even really recognize why they're upset," she said. "They just feel let down."

For homeseekers, the rise of the AI-assisted listing is not necessarily catastrophic. Fake imagery in home sales are like heavily edited photos on a dating profile--people are going to realize they've been fooled as soon as they walk in the door. And a level of manipulation has long been baked into real estate: wide-angle lenses to make spaces look bigger, aerosol sprays that smell like freshly baked cookies to suggest the presence of cozy homemakers, half-filled closets to imply a surplus of storage space.

Read: The problem with using AI in your personal life

But every successful broker knows that a sale isn't made just on facts such as square footage and the number of bedrooms--it's made on feelings, both implicit and latent, like FOMO ("This one will go fast") or security ("You wouldn't even need to lock your doors"). Vacant homes are carefully staged to help the unimaginative project themselves into a role: homeowner with a bungalow full of kids on a cul-de-sac, urban sophisticate in a downtown loft. Like a cherished item of clothing, the right home can allow a buyer to feel like the person they want to be. That's why many tend not to object to an agent's subtle manipulations; they get that they're being nudged toward something they already desire. "Your whole goal when you're selling a house is to get people in the door feeling emotional," Spaniak said, "like they're going to raise their families there."

From this perspective, the unnameable distress caused by home-listing images fabricated in a data center is likely less about the superficial concern over misleading photos and more about something else: the psychological function of a home, and the dreams that buyers carry with them when they go out to find one.



The most flagrant AI real-estate imagery--hallucinated trees, staircases that don't seem to go anywhere--can potentially run afoul of laws against false advertising, which forbid concealing substantial defects, such as, say, a crack in the house's foundation. But AI photos fall along a spectrum of realism: Some are cartoonishly fake, whereas others can be nearly lifelike; some are labeled as using virtual enhancements, and others aren't. In the listing that Spaniak showed me, furniture seems to hover over the floor without quite touching it, and cloth drapes as if it's immune to gravity; still, a casual browser looking on their phone may not spot the nuances. Homebuyers tend to be more sensitive than the law, which is still largely unsettled in regards to the topic. Even in cases where use of AI photos is currently legal, many people seem to detest the results.

Many of those who revile AI-generated images can't quite put a finger on what it is they don't like. When an AI-inflected mural went up in London last year, Brits from across the political spectrum protested, even as some admitted they didn't know what, exactly, they were protesting. Psychologists have observed that AI images of humans fall into the "uncanny valley"--a term that describes how almost-but-not-quite-realistic images of humans are far more unsettling than, say, a drawing of Charlie Brown. A study by researchers at Indiana University and the University of Duisburg-Essen found that people are also creeped out by AI images of food. AI real-estate images seem to be just as unsettling. On Reddit, when a woman posted AI-created photos of a home for sale, one commenter said, "It looks like they built it in The Sims."

Read: How private equity is changing housing

Uncanny valley was coined by the Japanese roboticist Masahiro Mori in 1970, though the concept of the "uncanny" was popularized a century ago by Freud. Uncanny is a loose translation of Freud's phrase unheimlich, which, incidentally, literally translates to "un-homely": the opposite of evoking a feeling of comfort, security, and safety. In his 1919 essay about the topic, Freud includes examples such as the mysterious recurrence of a number in your life, and getting lost and somehow ending up back in the same place repeatedly--experiences that make one wonder whether the everyday might be subject to forces that elude apprehension or control.

As Spaniak learned, issues arise when you try to sell a living space by using technology that seems to have a knack for rattling people. A home really is a luxury good, in the sense that its value is based mostly on intangibles; the pride and coziness one feels in a home might have little to do with the shelter provided by the roof and four walls, any more than people wear Jordans for ankle support. For many people, home is, in the words of the architectural historian Paul Oliver, "the theatre of our lives"--and the marketing and imagery that agents use set a foundation for how people live once inside. As in any staged drama, there's an element of pretend here, though it's less make-believe than aspiration.

But aspirations are fragile. Psychologists who study the nature of ambition have consistently found that aspirations are motivating in proportion to their attainability. AI listing photos risk setting people up for disappointment by selling them on a dream of home that, by definition, they can never attain. A similar logic is illustrated in discussions about the danger of unrealistic beauty standards; once human desire has been calibrated to what doesn't exist, what does exist can only disappoint. After all, although real-estate listings have always been somewhat aspirational, even the most heavily manipulated photos still reflect a grain of truth; the apartment really does look like that at the golden hour, if only for 20 minutes a day, and your home could be as sophisticated as the professional stager made it look, if you found a spare $180,000 lying around to blow on Danish furniture and some framed Twombly prints. You won't, but you could.

What might be taboo to admit in America, where individual accomplishment has long been exalted, is that many lofty ambitions--striking it rich, snagging the ideal partner, living in the picture-perfect home--are more useful as possibility than actuality. People tend to embrace the idealized versions of themselves, their homes, or their lives as the bounds of their potential, not as its median. We don't necessarily need to achieve these things; we only need to feel that we could. Your kitchen counter might be covered with half-full LaCroix cans, and you might Google "horizontal cracks basement wall bulging" every time you do laundry, but the thing that makes it all bearable, even heimlich, is that you know the house could look like you dreamed it would when you signed that lease or mortgage. Take that hope away and a home becomes just a house: a big box for storing one's socks and USB cords.

Read: How wanting leads to less satisfaction

Many real-estate agents, to their credit, seem to instinctively understand this challenge. Though AI-generated listing photos have gained some traction, the agents I spoke with think the practice is unlikely to be adopted on a wider scale. After her experience with the tech, Spaniak now recommends that sellers use real-life staging and professional photography. Only amateurs, another agent told me, would try to cut corners by using AI photos. If some people in the real-estate industry insist on shoehorning the tech into listings, it will likely make the process of buying or selling less efficient and less profitable, Ayelet Fishbach, a professor of behavioral science and marketing at the University of Chicago, told me: "Both buyers and sellers lose."

If AI listing photos ultimately flop, it might partly be a matter of bad timing. The philosopher Ernst Bloch once observed that the uncanny had its pleasures, but entertainment such as creepy stories were best enjoyed in "too cozy" conditions, when one was "personally secure." People have a higher tolerance, even a craving, for the disconcerting when they are comfortable. If AI photos had hit the market during the socially placid and economically flush '90s, they might have exuded a more utopian aura, more Jetsons than Terminator.

Instead, they're spreading at a time when many Americans are financially strained, alienated, and pessimistic about the future. Ironically, a portion of these contemporary anxieties stem from the spread of AI itself, including the threats it may pose to the next generation's capacity for critical thinking and wide swaths of the white-collar economy. Under these conditions, maybe it's inevitable that AI real-estate photos would seem more like ominous transmissions from a post-human future, and less like a harmless way for an agent to save a buck.
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How to Actually Reform ICE

Accountability, transparency, and trust must be centerpieces of "New ICE."

by Paul Rosenzweig

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




"Abolish ICE" is the cause of the moment, but that end point seems unlikely; many of the functions that Immigration and Customs Enforcement undertakes must be done, and are part of any normal presidential administration.

The best-case scenario is not abolition but reform--true, fundamental reform--to turn ICE into a law-enforcement agency that respects the Constitution and laws of America. That sort of extensive reform is not easy, and developing a post-Trump vision for immigration enforcement must start now, so that the country has something to move toward if it eventually leaves Trump's approach behind.

Meaningful reform would address four distinct areas: personnel, operations, accountability, and organizational culture. It would do so across the agency that actually is ICE and the others that are colloquially referred to as ICE today because of their ongoing participation in the enforcement surge, such as Homeland Security Investigations and the Border Patrol. Fundamentally, the reforms would seek to restore accountability, transparency, and trust, enabling "New ICE" to transform itself into an agency of which the American people can be proud.

All of this starts with personnel--who is recruited and how they are trained. To satisfy President Trump's demand for overly aggressive enforcement, ICE has lowered its standards for recruitment and shortened the training period, bringing in a flood of new recruits. The results are inevitable: lower-quality enforcement agents and more mistakes.

Adam Serwer: The real reason ICE agents wear masks

Department of Homeland Security agents already have a notably poor level of compliance with legal requirements. Indeed, one remarkable fact is that today, before the recent hiring surge comes fully online, customs officers and Border Patrol agents have committed crimes at a per capita rate that is greater than the crime rate for people who immigrated here illegally. These problems are likely to only get worse; instead of, as it used to, principally recruiting from the military and law enforcement, where applicants might have relevant experience, ICE now plans to spend millions of dollars to advertise for new agents at Ultimate Fighting Championship matches and gun shows. Perhaps of even greater concern, ICE's recruitment efforts appear to deliberately echo white-nationalist rhetoric--bringing in a wave of new agents who are more inspired by MAGA ideology than by the virtues of public service.

New ICE would restore the minimum recruitment age back to 21, which had been lowered to 18 in August. Recruitment priorities will need to focus on applicants with relevant experience, not just those with aligned political views. Additional educational requirements should be considered. In the end, if "personnel is policy," as Ronald Reagan's director of personnel, Scott Faulkner, is reputed to have said, then whom you hire defines what you do.

Once you have the new hires, they need to be well trained. Before the Trump administration's expansion of ICE, most trainees received four to six months of training. To a large degree, ICE's lengthy training period arose because of a language module for Spanish instruction. But even leaving that module aside (it has been cut completely), training today is shorter than it had been--approximately eight weeks, which some say is really 47 days as an homage to Trump. There can be no doubt that today's new ICE recruits are less physically fit, that agents are receiving roughly half the training that their predecessors received, and that educational standards have been lowered.

The training is not only shorter; it is also substantively worse--teaching future agents aggressive tactics that must be left behind. Reports suggest that ICE agents may be receiving training that standardizes some of the new operational changes, such as entry into homes with only administrative warrants, that are so controversial.

A reformed New ICE would need much better--and more--training. Congress or the president should mandate that the training program be at least four months long, and that the curriculum be modified to include enhanced training on constitutional law, while significantly reducing its emphasis on SWAT-like uses of force.

Once people are recruited and trained, the question becomes what those personnel are instructed to do: operations. ICE right now is an organization whose actions, and the policies that guide those actions, are a reflection of overly aggressive enforcement priorities set by Trump, many of which are beyond the agency's normal capacity. Border Patrol agents (who normally patrol the Texas frontier) and HSI agents (trained in sophisticated transnational-smuggling investigations), in particular, are being tasked with duties outside their core mission and not consistent with their training or experience. And many of the ICE agents deployed on the streets today have not been trained to operate in urban environments with high levels of civilian protest activity.

The results are inevitable: illegal, improper, and dangerous behavior. As Federal District Court Judge Kate Menendez recently recounted in an exhaustive 83-page opinion, many of ICE's actions have been at odds with legal requirements. Among the apparently unlawful actions recounted by Menendez are the arrest of peaceful protesters and legal observers, the stop and sometimes arrest of drivers monitoring ICE, and the indiscriminate use of pepper spray, likely in violation of the First and Fourth Amendments. To this one can readily add ICE agents' violations of constitutional restrictions on the use of force, breaches of their own use-of-force policies when confronting protesters, and the unconstitutional disregard of Fourth Amendment warrant restrictions.

Even many of ICE's lawful actions are unwise, immoral, and outside the bounds of appropriate behavior for an American law-enforcement agency. ICE policy, for example, allows for the wearing of masks. Border Patrol agents may undertake immigration enforcement within 100 miles of an external border (which, because the border includes the Great Lakes, makes Chicago a border town). A revised policy allows Border Patrol and ICE agents to enter previously safe-haven areas such as hospitals, churches, and courts in search of immigrants. And ICE is reportedly planning to use controversial (but legal) big-data technology to target its enforcement priorities.

Worse yet than the terrible legal policies are the lawless actions. ICE agents have, for example, recently--according to ICE itself--unlawfully arrested an individual because he refused to show identification (the detainee's family disputes whether ICE even requested ID at all). Likewise, they have unconstitutionally demanded that a U.S. citizen submit to their facial-recognition app or be arrested. And ICE is alleged to have denied detainees access to lawyers.

ICE's acts have also resulted in the illegal detention of more than 150 U.S. citizens. Just recently, one agent was filmed arresting a U.S. citizen based on the suspicion that he was an alien because he had a foreign accent. Other agents wrongly arrested a U.S. citizen and forced him to leave his home dressed only in underwear and a blanket in below-freezing temperatures. Public reports suggest that ICE agents in Minneapolis are searching for Hmong residents. These actions are being conducted despite all constitutional protections to the contrary.

All of this must go. All of it can go. ICE policies can be changed. The laws governing ICE behavior can be revised and strengthened. Agents can be prohibited from entering safe havens; they can be required to show their faces and identify themselves. They can be prohibited from using pepper spray or relying in any way on ethnic indicators, such as appearance, language, and accent, as a basis for their probable cause to arrest. Border Patrol agents can be subjected to stricter geographical restrictions, limited to land borders and, say, a 10-mile corridor. They could, likewise, be statutorily prohibited from performing the enforcement-and-removal function altogether.

Perhaps more fundamentally, ICE agents could, if Congress wishes, be deprived of all criminal-arrest power and the authority to execute judicial warrants. Rather, much as with the TSA officers at screening checkpoints, ICE agents could, by law, be limited to quasi-civil enforcement authorities, such as detention and seizure. The majority of ICE agents could be disarmed.

That said, all the good policies in the world are of no use if they are mere dead letters, gathering dust in the corner. How can anyone ensure that New ICE agents follow the new rules?

Direct enforcement mechanisms through the courts are, we have come to learn, of little practical use. Indeed, as Chief Judge Patrick Schiltz, of the federal district court in Minnesota, has said, "ICE has likely violated more court orders in January 2026 than some federal agencies have violated in their entire existence." On more than 90 occasions, ICE has ignored the courts. That must change. Court orders are likely to be of greater impact under New ICE because new leadership would demand the adherence of the agents. But even then, there are limits to how much compliance a court can deliver. Ex post review that provides only for ex ante change has proved relatively ineffective.

Read: Meet the new Proud Boys

Instead, New ICE must build (or rebuild) ex post individual accountability for individual-agent misconduct. This can be done in any number of ways: First, as Judge Nancy Gertner has has written, 40 years ago, the Supreme Court said that the exclusionary rule (via which improperly attained evidence can be kept out of court) didn't apply in immigration proceedings, thus removing any real incentive for ICE to obey the limits of the Fourth Amendment. The Court could revisit that decision. More realistically, Congress could mandate it by statute or the president could do so by executive order. Second, the Court has said that plaintiffs injured by Border Patrol agents may not sue for their injuries, offering a "national security" justification. This, too, can be modified by statute if Congress chooses, or by executive order.

Speaking of Congress, the single most effective thing to advance accountability would be for Congress to discard its supine posture and reinvigorate its crucial oversight functions. Meanwhile, we could also return to a time of robust internal accountability (such as a restored internal-affairs division and a better protected inspector general's office), including, where appropriate, Department of Justice investigations of alleged criminal activity and, in extreme cases, federal or state criminal prosecution.

Finally, a future president must attempt to change the culture of the organization. Firing bad leaders is one thing, but as any football fan knows, that's not enough. A new coach needs to imbue the team with a changed character--reformed habits of behavior and, sometimes, wholesale changes in personnel at many levels of the hierarchy.

The new culture would be one focused on ICE's core mission--supporting national security by conducting high-value investigations of transnational crime and interior immigration-enforcement action against dangerous criminals. The New ICE culture would elevate and enhance its compliance with law, championing policies that are supported by the public. New ICE would forgo broad sweeps in urban environments for targeted enforcement against identified subjects. And a refocused ICE would welcome external accountability and transparency, recognizing that the trust of the American people must be earned, not demanded.

The country needs an ICE. But it does not need this ICE. A New ICE must be built from the ground up. That will require immense political capital and lots of hard work. But if America is ever again to return to the rule of law, it's an effort that must be undertaken.
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The Murder of <em>The Washington Post</em>

Today's layoffs are the latest attempt to kill what makes the paper special.

by Ashley Parker

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




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

We're witnessing a murder.

Jeff Bezos, the billionaire owner of The Washington Post, and Will Lewis, the publisher he appointed at the end of 2023, are embarking on the latest step of their plan to kill everything that makes the paper special. The Post has survived for nearly 150 years, evolving from a hometown family newspaper into an indispensable national institution, and a pillar of the democratic system. But if Bezos and Lewis continue down their present path, it may not survive much longer.

Over recent years, they've repeatedly cut the newsroom--killing its Sunday magazine, reducing the staff by several hundred, nearly halving the Metro desk--without acknowledging the poor business decisions that led to this moment or providing a clear vision for the future. This morning, executive editor Matt Murray and HR chief Wayne Connell told the newsroom staff in an early-morning virtual meeting that it was closing the Sports department and Books section, ending its signature podcast, and dramatically gutting the International and Metro departments, in addition to staggering cuts across all teams. Post leadership--which did not even have the courage to address their staff in person--then left everyone to wait for an email letting them know whether or not they had a job. (Lewis, who has already earned a reputation for showing up late to work when he showed up at all, did not join the Zoom.)

The Post may yet rise, but this will be their enduring legacy.

What's happening to the Post is a public tragedy, but for me, it is also very personal. When my parents' basement recently flooded, amid the waterlogged boxes of old photos and vinyl records, we found my younger sister's baby book. There, on a page reserved for memories from the month she was born--news about visits from doting grandparents, perhaps, or descriptions of her mewling gurgles--my dad had filled the lines with news from our hometown paper, The Washington Post.

"Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS)." "Irangate." "The Bork nomination to the U.S. Supreme Court." "The NFL went on strike." "Wall Street had the worst day since 1929!!!" "The U.S. was having a garbage crisis, i.e.; running out of disposal sites, esp. in the northeast." (To be fair, he worked in waste management. But also ... welcome to the world, Baby Girl!)

Which is to say: The Washington Post feels like a part of my family's DNA, imprinted on our earliest memories, memorialized among clippings of our hair and other, more traditional, recollections (first diaper blowout, first word).

As a kid growing up in Bethesda, Maryland, I can't remember a time when the Post was not, somehow, woven through the fabric of my life. I cut out Sports-section photos of the Redskins coach Joe Gibbs and the quarterback Mark Rypien to plaster on the walls of my childhood bedroom the year my dad taught me how to watch football.

Just before I turned 12, a junior at Walt Whitman High School--where I was soon to start--slammed her white BMW into a tree after a night of drinking with three friends, splitting the car in half and instantly killing herself and a friend, and gravely injuring the other two girls. The Post was where I looked to understand what had happened, to grapple with the potent mix of youth and privilege and tragedy. Later, I picked up the Post to comb for box scores and recaps of my varsity basketball games; to admire the far more gifted athletes from across the region who had made their various All-Met teams; and to follow each new development of the Washington, D.C., snipers, who terrorized the area and transfixed the country.

The Post was also how I fell in love with journalism. Every newspaper lover has the section they read first--Sports, Comics, Metro--and mine was Style. The section, which debuted in 1969, was like nothing that had come before it, or what has come since: a newspaper that gave its writers the time and space and freedom and voice to produce narrative long-form journalism that was must-read, holding its own against the New Journalism magazine greats of the era. And for me, it was a chance to commune with giants--to read people such as Libby Copeland, Robin Givhan, Paul Hendrickson, Sally Quinn, David Von Drehle, Gene Weingarten, Marjorie Williams--and puzzle over how they'd done it.

Then, in 2017, I arrived at the Post as a reporter to cover the Trump White House, and I stayed for eight magical years. I had planned to stay forever. So what is happening at the Post right now--what has been happening there for a while--is personal. But it is also so much larger than me or any single person.

The least cynical explanation is that Bezos simply isn't paying attention. Maybe--like so many of us initially--he was charmed by Lewis's British accent and studied loucheness that mask an emperor whose bespoke threads are no clothes at all. Or maybe, as many of us who deeply love the Post fear, the decimation is the plan.

The Post journalists I know have shown a genuine willingness--even an eagerness--to evolve, a spirit of creativity and innovation at a time of transformation in the media. But its executives seem not to know where to lead it. Among the many failures here--of leadership, management, business, imagination, courage--the actual journalism stands strong.

Journalism is--has always been--a tough industry. But I watched firsthand as Bezos, Lewis, and company spoke in turgid corporate-ese ("Fix it, build it, scale it") and failed to launch--or even attempt to launch--initiatives that might achieve their grandiose visions. They began 2025 by unveiling the "Big Hairy Audacious Goal" of jumping from about 2.5 million subscribers to 200 million paying users, despite having ended the previous year hemorrhaging tens of thousands of their existing subscribers, all while blaming the journalists for the paper's travails.

I don't pretend to have the answers to the Post's financial woes, or a successful business model for a local paper that is also the nation's hometown paper. But I can tell you what will be lost if these two men--who don't seem to understand what the Post was, what it still is, and what it could be--continue to treat it like a distressed asset or a bargaining chip with a president who, ultimately, does not respect bargaining supplicants.

Watergate started as a local story.

Marty Weil--who is now in his 61st year at the Post--was subbing as a night editor on the Metro desk when he heard five words crackle across the police scanner: "Doors open at the Watergate." Al Lewis, the dayside police-beat reporter, wrote the first story that appeared on the June 18, 1972, front page--"5 Held in Plot to Bug Democrats' Office Here." And then Gene Bachinski, who handled the beat at night, got a key tip: An arresting officer allowed him to glimpse the address book of one of the Watergate burglars, containing a scribbled entry, "H Hunt. WH," and a number that went straight to the White House.

Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein reported for duty that Sunday, and they soon took over. The story went national, toppling a presidency and inspiring generations of journalists. But it was also quintessential Post reporting--relentlessly and fearlessly pursuing the truth and holding power to account in a collaborative effort across the newsroom. (That initial story lists eight--eight!--Post journalists who contributed reporting, an early preview of the triple- and even quadruple-bylined stories that have come to mark the paper's most ambitious efforts.)

Watergate was hardly the last time that the paper turned coverage of local events into national news. The Post also reported on the September 11 attacks, which killed 125 people at the Pentagon and all 64 people aboard American Airlines Flight 77 when it crashed; the 2007 Virginia Tech shooting, which left 32 professors and students dead and dozens more injured; and the January 6 riot at the Capitol and its aftermath. This past year, the Post, with expert reporters at nearly every major federal agency, delivered unsurpassed accounts of the DOGE-ing of the federal government. (Amid the paper's steady stream of scoops, last month federal agents raided the Virginia home of Hannah Natanson, the Post's "federal government whisper.") Whatever bar you set for success--exposing corruption, changing lives, moving readers to tears and to action, bringing joy and understanding to the community it serves, winning prizes--the Post has always cleared it.

Today's layoffs provide a whiff of the latest alleged strategy: an almost-exclusive focus on politics and national-security coverage, though even that explanation defies credulity, as the growing list of those laid off includes some of the nation's finest political and international reporters and editors. As one longtime Post reporter observed to me, "We're changing and trimming and cutting our way toward a much more mundane product, and one that doesn't seem to attract more readers." To the extent that a plan exists, it seems to be to transform the Post into a facsimile of Politico. (In another cruel irony, Politico was born out of the Post nearly two decades ago, when two reporters decamped to launch their own fast-paced, scoop-driven, win-the-morning publication.)

But general-interest publications can be profitable. The New York Times has shown there is money to be made by diversifying, expanding, experimenting, offering something for everyone. (News! Audio! Games! Cooking! Video! Long-form!) The publication you're reading now is profitable, and has nearly 1.5 million subscribers. Other specialty publications, such as Axios and Punchbowl News, have succeeded by tripling down on the needs and interests of their core audience. The Post, instead, is abandoning its current audience in search of one that may not exist.

What Bezos, Lewis, and their jargon-loving underlings also fail to understand is that the paper's coverage of Washington will be neither as vivid nor as authoritative without the contributions of journalists in bureaus around the world. Those correspondents risk their life to help readers understand how, say, the United States deposing a leader in Venezuela may have consequences for citizens living in Ohio. Coverage of the White House and Congress is enhanced by a well-sourced Metro team and gimlet-eyed narrators in Style. And you can't be this capital city's definitive chronicler if you don't cover our beloved Nats and Caps and Commanders, what's going on in our kids' schools, or what restaurant has the best pupusas.

George Packer: The Washington Post is dying a death of despair

Nearly all media outlets are struggling to reinvent themselves. But the Post should have been better equipped than most to meet the moment. It has a great reputation, great talent, and great positioning to cover local stories for a large and highly educated audience willing to pay for news, and to serve a broader national audience eager for deep political and accountability reporting.

"This is the nation's capital, and the people who live here are diplomats and federal-government employees and public servants and national security advisers and people who work in the White House who also send their kids to school here," a local Post reporter told me. "And you can live in Northwest or you can live in Southeast, and everyone is pissed that the snow isn't plowed."

Last week, the paper's foreign correspondents released a video aimed at Bezos, explaining how, as the Ukraine bureau chief, Siobhan O'Grady, puts it, they have been risking their life to cover wars, pandemics, civil uprisings, and so much more. In the two-minute video, often against the backdrop of explosions and other dangers, the journalists offer vignettes of their daily life: "I was there when a Russian missile hit a Ukrainian playground and killed nine kids." "I was there when the Taliban tightened their grip on Afghanistan." "I was there in January 2020, outside of Wuhan, when China shut it down to contain a mysterious virus."

The power of the Post has always been its pulsing humanity, the zippy teamwork that has allowed each individual to produce something so much greater than they could have achieved on their own.

I was there. I was there. I was there. We were there. 

Not being The New York Times, being forced to do more with less, was freeing. It created--required--a culture of collegiality and collaboration, a willingness to experiment and take risks, a certain puckishness. "There's sort of an Avis mentality at the Post: 'We try harder,'" Mike Semel, a longtime Post editor who now works at The Athletic, told me. He was referring to the rent-a-car company's now-famous 1962 ad campaign, which embraced its No. 2 status to Hertz, promising better customer service and, in the process, juicing its revenue. As Avis understood, being the underdog is liberating.

During President Trump's first term, the then-executive editor, Marty Baron, green-lighted a graphic-nonfiction version of the Mueller Report and later turned it into a book. And when Congress declined to create a September 11-style commission to investigate the January 6 attacks, the Post decided that it would do what Congress would not: Without subpoena power, more than 100 journalists from across the newsroom produced a 38,000-word investigative series, "The Attack," offering the definitive story of the deadly insurrection at the U.S. Capitol. (It was part of the package that won the 2022 Pulitzer Prize for Public Service.)

The Post has always been a writers' paper, a newsroom so thoroughly scrappy that simultaneously anything seems possible--big ideas, big ambition--and it still feels like a small miracle each day when such consistently good journalism emerges from such glorious mayhem. (For my entire time there, I tracked my vacation days and comp time on yellow Post-it notes, which my editors unfailingly honored.)

There was a sense that great journalism could come from anyone, in any corner of the K Street newsroom. Exciting projects and challenging investigations were not walled off for certain elite teams. The Post was a place where everyone could be, and was, part of the same shared mission; we wore Democracy Dies in Darkness hoodies to work, blue-and-white WP beanies in the winter.

It helped that even the paper's biggest stars learned how to be reporters on the same unglamorous beats--Southern Maryland; Virginia's Loudoun County; the loud, sweaty gyms of high-school sports; night cops. "It's hard to explain to somebody from the outside," Semel said. While everyone else got to celebrate Independence Day, generations of Post reporters had to spend their holiday afternoon on the sunbaked grass by the Lincoln Memorial, putting together stories for the next day's paper. "David Fahrenthold stood on the Mall on the Fourth of July, before he won his Pulitzer."

At its core, compelling narrative writing is an exercise in building empathy and helping Americans in a fractured country understand one another. But that empathy and compassion and teamwork extended within the newsroom, as well.

We shared phone numbers and scenes from our notebooks, invited our colleagues to join us at source lunches and drinks, and spent time on Slack trying to make one another laugh. Often, one of my cubicle-mates would overhear me on the phone and, before I'd even hung up, had emailed a suggestion for my story or sent me the contact info of a person I should call.

Others simply texted "wellness check," again and again, to their friends and colleagues who they knew were working on a physically dangerous or emotionally draining story. It was common to send a paper-wide email remembering a parent or loved one who had died, and to have our kids pop in and out of Zooms. Semel recalled how, when the stress felt overwhelming, he would go down to the basement of the paper's old building, on 15th Street, with Steven Ginsberg (who started at the paper as a copy boy and eventually became a managing editor before decamping to edit The Athletic) and Nick Miroff (a longtime ace immigration reporter who is now my Atlantic colleague) for an impromptu game of Wiffle ball.

Martin Baron: Where Jeff Bezos went wrong with The Washington Post 

Perhaps that's why the paper's White House reporting team, which knew it was unlikely to be affected, wrote a letter to Bezos ahead of the cuts, beseeching him to intervene. Some of their most-read stories "relied on collaboration with all corners of the newsroom," they said, because "our colleagues' work helps lift up our own."

Although many talented and hardworking people have left the paper in recent years, many talented and hardworking people have chosen to remain, and others have joined. The Post is still one of the best places to do important work. Journalists there turned down lucrative buyouts or other compelling offers to stay and fight for a place they love because they believe in the paper and the mission. (I would be remiss here if I did not mention that, bittersweetly, The Atlantic and the Times have been among the biggest beneficiaries of the current exodus.)

But each departure--whether by choice or buyout or, now, deliberate gutting--represents not just an individual loss but the erasure of years of institutional memory. How do you retain the culture of a place whose journalism absolutely sang because of--not in spite of--what my beloved editor Dan Eggen once joked was my corner of the building's biggest problem: "Too much giggling."

I arrived at the Post at the beginning of 2017, at a personal and professional nadir. My boyfriend and I had just broken up after nearly a decade together, and I was leaving my first job, at The New York Times. I had started right out of college, as Maureen Dowd's researcher, and it was an amazing experience. She was a great boss and mentor, and she's often still my first call for advice, on any topic. Yet I had long felt like a perpetual junior-varsity player, unable to shed the sheen of early assistanthood.

But the Post wanted me. Its team understood me--with all of my quirks and flaws and complications--and the newsroom welcomed me. Almost immediately, my editors pushed me toward opportunities I wouldn't have dreamed of trying to seize--co-moderating a Washington Post-MSNBC Democratic debate in 2019, working on three projects that would each go on to win Pulitzer Prizes. Finally, I started believing in myself too.

The newsroom was a merry band of misfits, and I was one of their cheerful warriors. I was home.

My White House teammates regularly covered my shifts or swapped days with me so that I could meet the various demands of my complicated blended family. (I vividly remember racing out the door one afternoon to get to my then-second-grade stepdaughter's performance in the ensemble of Alice in Wonderland as my desk-mates cheered me on.) When I miscarried between my two successful pregnancies, my colleagues called and texted daily to check in, and sent me cookies and soup. And when Trump finally agreed to an interview the month that I gave birth to my first daughter, in 2018, Phil Rucker and Josh Dawsey called me on maternity leave to invite me to join them because, they said, it was my interview too. (I ultimately declined--a combination of a challenging C-section recovery, postpartum depression, and abject horror at how the president might react if I began leaking milk in the Oval Office. In my absence, Trump told Rucker and Dawsey that he wished me well, but that I had always been very nasty to him.)

I am hardly unique. Andrew Golden, who covers the Washington Nationals for the paper, met and fell in love with his now-wife at the Post. (His hiring was also a full-circle moment for his family, and his granddad--a native Washingtonian and avid sports fan--saves every story he writes in cardboard boxes.) In 2007, Carlos Lozada, the paper's longtime book critic, took the hardest job he'd ever had, as national-security editor, and then found out that same month that his oldest sister was dying of cancer--and his bosses told him: Go--take whatever time you need. Don't worry about vacation days. Don't worry about the job. We can sort that all out. "They all just covered for me, and that was everything," Lozada, who now works for the Times, told me. "I got to spend a lot of time with my sister in the final days, and I'll never, ever stop being grateful to The Washington Post for that."

Erin Cox, who covers Maryland politics for the paper and whose husband, Rick Maese, covers sports, had a near-fatal heart attack just 10 weeks after giving birth to her third baby. The newsroom rallied around their family, sending money and food and support. Colleagues paid for--among other things--three weeks of summer camp for their 6-year-old daughter, whose scary August was suddenly overshadowed by memories of going to the pool, making kites, and laughing with new friends. One business reporter with whom Cox had never spoken showed up at her door bearing a multipart vegetarian feast. Cox's editor brought her college-aged daughter by to offer babysitting services. The Post filled up a meal train for three months, leaving her book club with no remaining slots. (They settled for a gift card.)

"I mean," she told me now, over the phone, "I had a tube in my throat dripping chemicals onto my heart to coax back enough function so that maybe I could one day walk up a flight of stairs, and you know what I felt? Overwhelmed by love."

When The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg--who interned during two summers at the Post before taking on the night-cops beat--approached me in the summer of 2024 about joining this magazine, I was intrigued. I had always wanted to be a magazine writer, and I had subscribed to The Atlantic a few years before, sick of hitting the paywall when there were just so many stories I wanted to read.

The job he was offering was the one I had imagined for myself since I was a kid reading those Style-section greats. But I also subconsciously thought the process was going to end with me telling him, truthfully, You're offering me my dream job, but I already have my dream job, and the tie goes to the home team.

I realized, though, that the Post wasn't the same paper that had recruited me eight years before, and that I didn't want to work for an owner and publisher who couldn't articulate a vision and confused contempt for the newsroom with a business plan.

I love The Atlantic. I'm writing stories that feel both challenging and fulfilling. But even so, I also miss the Post. And as I watch the deliberate dismantling of the paper of the Graham family, of Woodward and Bernstein, of Marty Baron, of so many of my best friends, my grief is still visceral, my anger still raw.

Lozada told me he loves his new job at the Times, but the Post will always be special to him, too: "I worked there for 17 years, and I still think of the Post in terms of 'we.' Even when I'm talking about it now, I say, 'I can't believe we did this.'"

"The Post is still my 'we,'" he continued. "It will always be my 'we.'"

But, really, the Post is all of our "we"--the journalists fighting for it, the ones competing against it, those of us in the diaspora, and especially the community that counts on it and the nation that turns to it. We deserve so much better.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/02/washington-post-layoffs-bezos/685872/?utm_source=feed
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Trump vs. Canada

Former Alberta Premier Jason Kenney on annexation threats, the unraveling of U.S.-Canada relations, and how Trump is forcing allies to rethink democracy, defense, and immigration. Plus: the Trump family's astonishing UAE crypto deal and Sara Jeannette Duncan's <em>The Imperialist</em>.
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On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, David opens with his thoughts on the reported $500 million-dollar deal between World Liberty Financial, a Trump-family business venture, and the United Arab Emirates, as reported by The Wall Street Journal. David discusses the helplessness we feel as we are bombarded with stories where it seems all restraint has broken down and explains what laws exist that are meant to curtail corrupt practices.

Then, David is joined by former Alberta Premier Jason Kenney to discuss the Trump administration's overtures to an Albertan secessionist movement, the harm the Trump presidency has done to the American-Canadian alliance, and how Trump is pushing Canada into China's arms. David and Premier Kenney also discuss how the failures to address immigration by liberal parties across the West have led to dangerous far-right populist movements.

Finally, David discusses The Imperialist, by Sara Jeannette Duncan, and how it can help us better understand what is being lost by Trump's destruction of the relationship between America and Canada.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Jason Kenney, former premier of the Canadian province of Alberta, former Canadian minister of immigration, former Canadian minister of defense. My book this week will be a 1904 novel by a Canadian writer named Sara Jeannette Duncan, titled The Imperialist, which casts a reflective light on some of the themes of my conversation with Jason Kenney.

Before turning to either, some opening thoughts on an absolutely astonishing story reported by The Wall Street Journal on January 31. According to The Wall Street Journal, four days before Donald Trump was inaugurated as United States president, a United Arab Emirates businessman made a $500 million commitment to invest in one of [the] Trump family's companies, his cryptocurrency company, a decision that resulted in a payment of $187 million to the Trump family up front and $31 million to the family of Steven Witkoff, the Middle East envoy. The investment, which amounted to $500 million over a period of the deal, made no apparent business sense. The company in which this astonishing half-a-billion-dollar investment was made, that company had almost no products, and its few revenue sources were outside the limit of the deal. It is impossible to understand how any of this could have made any business sense. But the businessman, who is a member of the royal family and a brother of the president of the United Arab Emirates, and who oversees not just his own enormous wealth but the very important state investment fund, committed this vast amount of money to these two families--in return for what?

A potential answer to that question emerged just two months after the $500 million deal. At that point, according to The Wall Street Journal, the Trump administration gave the UAE access to 500,000 a year extremely high-tech computer chips, chips that could help build one of the largest artificial-intelligence data centers in the world. This was a departure from the Biden administration's approach, which allowed the United Arab Emirates a limited number of chips, due to concerns the chips could make their way to China. So there's a big deal allowing the United Arab Emirates access to tightly held chips, coming so soon after a $500 million investment into a Trump family entity.

A spokesman for World Liberty told the Journal that President Trump and Steve Witkoff "had no involvement in the deal" and that "the deal didn't grant either party involved any sort of access to government decision-making or influence over policy." White House counsel also told The Wall Street Journal--and I am quoting again--"The President has no involvement in business deals that would implicate his constitutional responsibilities"; that's the end of that quote. Next quote: nd Witkoff "has not and does not participate in any official matters that could impact his financial interests." This is an astonishing story, a disturbing story, a story with implications not only for U.S. public integrity but for United States national security.

I'm not gonna comment more on the story because the story is much discussed already. (Laughs.) You will have your own thoughts about its meaning and implications. I wanna talk about the feeling of helplessness that this story leaves behind. I think a lot of Americans read things like this and just say, What can we do? The Donald Trump administration, there's story after story that seemingly attests to corruption on a scale never seen not just in American history, but in the history of any democratic country. You get big corruption, billion-dollar corruption, in authoritarian societies with unfree presses. But where the press is free, where the parliament or congress is open, normally, there is some restraint on this kind of behavior by high officials. But in the United States, over the past year and a bit of the second Trump administration, all the restraints seem to have broken down; there seem to be no rules at all.

The New York Times has estimated that the Trump family has made over $1 billion in this first year-plus of the Trump administration. The New Yorker has an update in which they estimate the Trump family's stake at $4 billion. Whatever the actual number is, again, it is an astonishing sum never before seen in the history not just of the United States, but of any pure democracy, and such things are unimaginable, or have never happened before. And we're left feeling, What can we do? And the thing I wanna stress here is that, while the laws are dormant, they are not dead. There are recourses that can be had--not immediately, because we have this broken Department of Justice and a supine Congress, but soon. There are relevant statutes that bear upon what seems to have happened here between the Trump family, the Witkoff families, and the United Arab Emirates.

Now, let me first remind you that the United States, it seems hard to believe, but it actually does have a law governing public corruption. It's Title 18 of the United States Code, Section 201. And I'm going to read from the United States Department of Justice explainer of 201. This is on the United States Department of Justice website. It hasn't been taken down yet. They've left it up. They may wanna take it down later, but I'm going to read some relevant passages from it to you now.

"Section 201 of Title 18 is entitled 'Bribery of public officials and witnesses.' The statute," says the DOJ, "comprises two distinct offenses ... and in common parlance only the first of these is true 'bribery.'"

"The first offense, codified in section 201(b), prohibits the giving or accepting of anything of value to or by a public official, if the thing is given 'with intent to influence' an official act, or if it is received by the official 'in return for being influenced.'"

"The second offense ... concerns what are commonly known as 'gratuities' ... Section 201(c) prohibits that same public official from accepting the same thing of value, if he does so 'for or because of' any official act, and prohibits anyone from giving any such thing to him for such a reason."

Now, the Supreme Court has sharply limited the application of sections 201, both the section on bribery and the section on gratuities. But it remains against the law for someone, anyone, and a public official--and a Middle East envoy is also a public official--for anyone who is a public official--and a president is a public official--to give or do anything, any official act, in exchange for something of value. If that's what's happened here, that is a crime. It remains a crime. And it's a crime that, even if the Trump administration chooses not to act on it today, has a statute of limitations of five years from the last act necessary to complete the crime. If some future Department of Justice, some future prosecutor, were to deem that payment unlawful or an effort to influence the behavior of the United States government, from the day that the last payment is due, there's five years in which an action could be brought. It is not hopeless. The law is not dead; it is just dormant.

And meanwhile, there's another legal wrinkle that I invite people--imagine that the United States will again have a more active Department of Justice and a more independent Congress--to bear in mind, which is the United Emirates officials who made this purchase, whatever its purpose--and, again, we're not gonna use legal language here; we're mindful that nothing has been proven, but the facts are suggestive--they are exposed to something even more formidable, which is, in 2016, the United States Congress passed and President Barack Obama signed a measure called the Global Magnitsky [Human Rights Accountability] Act.

This act, named for a murdered Russian businessman, Sergei Magnitsky, gives the president, and the president alone, considerable power to act against non-U.S. entities and persons deemed to be active in global corruption. Under the Global Magnitsky Act, a future American president can take sanctions against any entity or any person--a businessman or any friend controlled by the businessman--and can impose the following: economic sanctions, including asset blocking and prohibitions on transactions. They can freeze any property held within U.S. jurisdiction and prohibit U.S. individuals or entities from entering into transactions with the designated person or entity. And they can impose visa restrictions to deny entry to the United States and revoke any already-issued visas to any person that the president of the United States, under the Global Magnitsky Act, by executive action, deems to have participated in significant global corruption. So there is a lot of exposure here. There are a lot of remedies at hand. There are tools. And the fact that those tools are not being used today does not mean that they cannot be used tomorrow.

Now, Trump and those around him understand the danger to them as well or better than I do or than you now do. That could be one of the reasons why Donald Trump is so panicky to ensure that, by any means necessary, he retains control of Congress, both houses, in 2026 and why he so covets a third term: because only by overthrowing the electoral system of the United States can he feel that he has security from some of the legal risks to which he might be exposed if the implications of these latest reports turn out to be valid and true. For Donald Trump, he may feel that his alternatives are power or prison. And for the rest of us, those feelings of Donald Trump should be a beacon to remind ourselves that the law is alive; the law matters, that things that you think of as shocking and outlandish and impossible and un-American, other people have thought about them before you and have taken measures to make sure that they don't happen and that, if they do, they are punished.

Punishment for crime is not something that just happens to 5-year-old people who have overstayed their visas or who never had a visa in the first place. Punishment for crime is something that can happen to the most powerful people in the land. And indeed, it's more called for against the most powerful than it is against the least powerful because it is the most powerful who are also the most dangerous. They have the greatest responsibility. They have the greatest visibility. They have the greatest position of trust. They have the least excuse for using their power to benefit and enrich themselves, and to plunder the Treasury, and to put American national security at risk.

Again, this is a news report. There is more to be learned. None of this has been proven in court. But it oughta be tested in court. And let's hope that if the American people are allowed the right to make their voices heard freely and fairly in 2026 and 2028, it will be tested in court in due time and by the executive actions allowed by the Global Magnitsky Act.

And now my dialogue with Jason Kenney.

[Music]

Frum: Jason Kenney served as premier of the province of Alberta from 2019 through 2022, leading the province through the shock of the COVID pandemic. He held, previously, major offices in the federal Conservative cabinets of Prime Minister Stephen Harper, including as minister of citizenship and immigration and as minister of national defense.

This listing of jobs does not begin to do justice to Jason Kenney's importance to Canadian politics over the past two decades. More than any other Canadian politician, Jason Kenney built the Canadian Conservatives into a truly multiethnic party, competitive among Canadians of every origin, whether South Asian, East Asian, Afro Caribbean, or from the traditional immigration sources in Europe.

Since leaving politics, Jason Kenney has worked as a corporate director and adviser, and a senior fellow at two Canadian think tanks: the free-market C. D. Howe Institute and Cardus, an institution that applies Christian teaching to industrial relations.

I've known Jason Kenney since his days as head of the Canadian [Taxpayers] Federation, a long, long time ago, in a very different world, and it's a pleasure to welcome (Laughs.) Jason to The David Frum Show. Jason, thank you for joining me.

Jason Kenney: Great to be here, David.

Frum: So let's start by talking about some very Alberta-specific things that have been much in the news recently, which is that the Trump administration seems to be trying to foment an Alberta secessionist movement as a preliminary to annexing either the province of Alberta solo or the entire country of Canada. Can you help the non-Canadians among us understand what's going on here? Why would the Trump people be trying to break up Canada and grab a piece of it?

Kenney: Well, as you know, the annex Canada stuff started in December, after the last U.S. election, when [Trump] was visited by [then-Prime Minister] Justin Trudeau at Mar-a-Lago. And [he] apparently used this line, Fifty-first state, you'll be the governor, as a joke, to which Trudeau responded, and he saw that he rumbled Canadians; it got a lot of attention. And I think it suddenly became a new squeeze toy for the president-elect. So he spent much of December and January of last year toying with this idea, to the point where a year ago, he was asked, Mr. President, would you use military force, as you have threatened to do with Panama and Greenland, to annex Canada and make it the 51st state? And he said, No, I don't need to do that; I will just use economic force. And that became a pretty consistent rhetorical theme, which was then followed in February, March of last year with the imposition of prejudicial tariffs on Canada, treating us as though we were as large a source of narcotics and illegal migration as Mexico, which is, of course, patently absurd. And it's been a very bumptious relationship ever since.

Concurrent with that, we've had an emerging--well, there's been a marginal separatist movement in the province of Alberta for five decades, rooted in historical alienation but really amplified by the 10 years of Justin Trudeau's premiership, which was really problematic for Alberta's large oil-and-gas industry. And my successor, the current premier, has enabled, through a much more accessible citizens' initiative referendum process, a referendum that looks likely to happen later this year. And so people in the Trump administration, and certainly MAGA influencers, are now toying with that: Perhaps if Canada is not willing to be annexed, Alberta is.

Now, Alberta's always had a large history of American immigration. Southern Alberta was settled by farmers and ranchers from the upper Midwest. The oil industry was often populated by American professionals. And so there are closer connections, and in many cultural and economic ways, those connections are very durable. But the vast majority of Albertans have no interest in this, but some of these marginal separatist leaders have been paying visits to Washington and apparently meeting with Trump administration officials. That's been confirmed now by the Financial Times. And [U.S. Treasury Secretary] Scott Bessent recently intimated that, If [Canadian Prime Minister] Mark Carney doesn't watch his manners and mind his p's and q's, perhaps we'll invite Alberta to be part of the United States.

So you see this kind of growing momentum. And I think it's time for Prime Minister Carney, if he's not already done so, to telegraph some very strong messages that this is one red line that cannot be crossed; it would result in significant sanctions. And I think we should start--and perhaps this is partly what Prime Minister Carney's Davos speech was about--start building a Denmark-style coalition, which was very effective in forcing Trump's 180 on Greenland. I don't think we should overheat this yet, but they need to know that if they actually play in this space and start making offers of debt forgiveness and lines of credit and all this nonsense, or actually offering prospective-state status for Canada, that that will be a bridge too far.

Frum: Let me just go a little slower through what you just said, because some of this may be a little insider-y for any non-Canadians listening. It's when Trump and Bessent and others talk about annexing Alberta that there is a mechanism by which they could really make trouble. There is a scheduled referendum. The legal status of this referendum is very hazy; Quebec has had two referendums, and the Canadian Supreme Court has imposed very stringent conditions on whether those referendums would mean anything. But Alberta does have one. There is an opportunity to make real trouble if an American administration were minded to do it, and it sounds like this administration is, with a view to breaking up Canada, detaching Alberta, which is the most oil-wealthy part of Canada, and seizing it as an American Puerto Rico or other territory of some kind.

Kenney: Yeah, I don't think there's any realistic prospect of actually making Alberta a U.S. state. It would require, obviously, a constitutional amendment. And by the way, the sane Republicans would pretty quickly calculate that Alberta, even though it's the most conservative province in Canada, would most likely send, reliably, two Democrat senators to Washington. So it actually doesn't make sense in American partisan political terms.

But you're right--Trump has often said he needs nothing from Canada; he wants nothing from us. And yet he's always wanted to get Keystone XL built, the prospective enlarged pipeline from Alberta to the U.S. Gulf Coast. Context, as you've said, is that Alberta has the third-largest proven and probable oil reserves in the world, 180 billion barrels of accessible crude reserves, and the third-largest natural gas reserves. We are by far the largest supplier of imported oil to the United States. Any given year, 60 to 65 percent of U.S. oil imports come from Alberta; that's 10 times what you import from Saudi Arabia and five times from all of OPEC combined. And for all of the noise around Venezuela's famous reserves, which, like Alberta's, are very heavy and therefore the right kind of product for a lot of the U.S. Gulf Coast refineries, the truth is we have a well-developed industry. We are producing 6 million barrels a day, unlike Venezuela, at 800,000 a day, and given the technology and human capital in Canada, [it's] much easier to increase that. So this notion that Venezuela is suddenly going to become the major source, I think, is a misdirect. If he was actually thinking in avaricious terms, as he tends to, Alberta would be an obvious target.

Frum: So a couple of points to amplify here: The United States, of course, is now by far the world's largest producer of oil and gas; it is net-net totally self-sufficient in petroleum products. But the United States imports certain products from Canada, certain heavier grades of oil, to meet the needs of certain refineries, even though overall the United States is not an importer. And then it exports other things, so while it's a net exporter, there's a category of imports from Canada.

I often think, when people make this comparison between Canada and Venezuela, I think about the offer to an oil-industry executive. You wanna get more of this kind of heavy oil that comes from either Canada or Venezuela, so you have two places to put your net investment for your marginal return: one, a place with a long history (Laughs.) of confiscations, nationalizations, kidnappings, murders, guerrilla warfare, no electricity, in the jungle; or the other place, where you can stay at a Westin hotel overnight and drive out in perfect safety to the fields, where there are no murders, no kidnappings, (Laughs.) no guerrilla warfare, and lots of electricity.

Kenney: Exactly. I've often made the comparison with other sources of U.S. imports, which is you don't have to park a U.S. naval fleet off the northwest coast of British Columbia to guarantee security of supply. So we're the obvious partner. And, David, when I was premier, I actually helped to de-risk--that was, provide government financing and loan guarantees--to get the Keystone XL project done because it makes perfect sense for us to be selling more to the United States. It would be good for both parties. But Trump has had this bizarre contradiction where he says he doesn't want anything from Canada, doesn't need our energy; yet he's wanted a Keystone XL. That would add upwards of a million barrels a day. Despite all of the rumbling from Trump, that would be a longer-term project; we should pursue it. But the point is that all of this, I think, in the back of his confusing mind--I am concerned, at least, and many others are, that if we do end up with a referendum on Alberta separation later this year, that that's an invitation for a great deal of mischief from President Trump.

Frum: Well, the precedent here would be the 2015 referendum on Scottish independence from the United Kingdom, where malign Russian actors do seem to have played a very big role in trying to promote the breakup of the United Kingdom, with a view to making Scotland some kind of adversarial entity. As I understand it, the British submarine fleet is based in Scotland, so if Scotland were to withdraw from the United Kingdom, it would make it harder for Britain to be a nuclear power. And the Scottish referendum failed, but a lot of mischief was done, and now the United States seems interested in repeating this playbook against Canada, only with the United States in the role of [President Vladimir] Putin's Russia.

Kenney: And the complicating factor is that some of the separatist leaders here have been quite clear that they actually prefer U.S. state status, as opposed to that of an independent nation, because the whole Alberta independence project is rooted in totally understandable frustration with Ottawa. Some of this is rooted in Canadian history. Alberta [and] our neighboring, resource-rich province Saskatchewan, which happens to be the largest source of potash in the world and the second-largest source of uranium, these two provinces were created as a bit of an afterthought in confederation and had a history of being sort of mercantilist outposts for central Canada, so that's part of our history, amplified by the recent Trudeau government.

So people are using this as a kind of opportunity to express their frustration; that's understandable.But the notion of turning Alberta into a landlocked statelet, where people would have to get a work permit to go and work in British Columbia or other provinces in Canada--Albertans are fundamentally patriotic. They're happy to sing "O Canada" at the hockey games. They've migrated to the province from elsewhere in the country. Their kids have served in the RCMP [Royal Canadian Mounted Police] or the military very often. So there's a fundamental attachment to Canada. And yet the separatists, who are kind of confused in their ultimate goal--some of them are suggesting they can get a sweetheart deal from Donald Trump that will forgive our debts, give us some line of credit, facilitate our exit from the country. And for a fairly small portion of our population, that's actually a seductive proposition.

Frum: Yeah. Let's put this in the context of a larger U.S.-Canada relationship. Now, one of the things that's so bizarre about the Trump era is, as you know and as I know, until Donald Trump, you could not get Americans to pay any attention to the U.S.-Canada relationship whatsoever. It was, Canada, friendly neighbor to the north. It could not be a more boring subject, because things just hummed along. I've given talks to audiences of Canadian officeholders, where they would say, What do we do to get more attention from the United States? And I'd always say, Why do you want that? If you have kids (Laughs.) and you've driven them [on] any long road trip in a car, you know there's one kid in the corner who's reading their comic book, not bothering anybody, and there's another kid who's kicking the mom's seat.

Kenney: (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) You'd rather be the kid in the corner reading the comic book than kicking Mom's seat. But now there is this enormous attention, and where does it come from? What is the possible basis for why Donald Trump has decided that Canada is, maybe after Denmark, America's leading geopolitical problem that must be crushed by military force?

Kenney: No idea how it developed, because it wasn't the case in his first term. It was never part of his public rhetoric. I think he barely ever mentioned Canada in his last campaign, in '24. And a lot of people hypothesized that it was just that he was irritated by Justin Trudeau, but Trudeau's long gone now. In fact, Trudeau's exit was accelerated by all of these Trump threats. It sort of focused the mind in the Liberal Party and our politics more generally that we needed somebody capable of dealing with Trump and his threats. I don't know why President Trump didn't say, Look, I helped you Canadians get rid of this clown Trudeau. But he's continued these erratic threats.

And most recently, for example, David, Prime Minister Carney welcomed Donald Trump's invitation for Canada to diversify our trade relations and so went to Beijing, like most historic U.S. allies are doing right now, to repair relations with the People's Republic of China and made a fairly limited tariff deal to lower Canadian tariffs on electric-vehicle imports in exchange for lowering Chinese tariffs on--or, effectively, a blockade on some Canadian ag exports. So Trump, when presented with this, said, Good for Carney. He should do this. He should make deals. I make deals; he should make deals. Then Carney gave his speech at Davos, which I thought was a fairly persuasive argument about how middle powers should work together to deal with this destabilizing threat. But I think what happened was Trump was furious at being upstaged by Prime Minister Carney at Davos and so immediately threatened 100 percent tariffs in response to Canada's China deal.

So from day to day, we just don't know where this is going. We have the renegotiation of USMCA [United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement] coming up this summer, a deal that Trump once called the greatest trade deal in world history, which Jamieson Greer, the U.S. trade rep, and [Secretary of Commerce] Howard Lutnick have suggested they don't need, they're just going to tear up. For their second-largest trading partner--and Canada is the most important trading partner for 24 of the 50 United States; as I say, by far the largest source of energy; the only source of fertilizer for your farmers; totally integrated economies in many respects. And we are now being forced to do things we don't want to do, like reengaging the PRC on a bunch of issues.

Frum: Okay, let me just underscore what happened with that PRC deal. So the Biden administration, I think--I forget the year, '23 or '24--wanted to put big tariffs on Chinese electric vehicles and thought it would be much more effective if there were a united North American front on this issue. The North American electric-vehicle industry is disproportionately located in the United States. Canada signed up and imposed exactly the same tariff on Chinese vehicles that the United States did, at the American request. The Chinese delayed their retaliation for a while and then, very cunningly, took disproportionate revenge on Canada, recognizing Canada as the weaker link, who got less from the tariffs and were more exposed. They imposed penalties on Canadian agricultural experts that were very, very painful to Canada and that Canada absorbed as part of its alliance with the United States.

And when Donald Trump came along and Howard Lutnick, who seems to be the designated blabber of this administration, and said, We're gonna take the entire automobile industry away from Canada and relocate the North American automobile industry entirely to the United States, Canadians naturally thought, Why should Canada suffer these agricultural punishments to protect a North American industry that the Americans are now proposing to take away from Canada? In that case, why not at least sell agricultural exports to China? And that was the origin of the deal, is Canada said, Canada will reduce its tariffs on Chinese EVs in exchange for some relief on Canadian agricultural exports to China. And this was a war that Canada did not start, Canada did not want, Canada volunteered to join, and that Canada took disproportionate pain for participating in.

Kenney: All of that's correct. To be clear, you know I'm one of the original China hawks in Canadian politics, so I don't like the deal. It has all sorts of add-ons. Of course, the Chinese insisted that it be framed as a "strategic partnership." It includes strategic cooperation on policing, on media, lots of bizarre things--the kind of nastiness that the Chinese require if you want access to their market in the long run. I don't like this.

And let me just say this, David: I think one of the great, perhaps accidental, achievements of the first Trump administration was his resetting the Western policy paradigm on China, something that the Biden administration continued and, in fact, amplified. And Canada, by the way, David, it's not the first time we've been through this, having to pay a trade price with China for being loyal American allies. Several years ago, we, at the request of the United States Department of Justice, detained the daughter of the CEO of Huawei, who was charged in the U.S. with various kinds of fraud and embezzlement. And in response, the Chinese kidnapped a couple of our diplomats, detained them for years, and slammed an embargo on a bunch of our major Canadian exports--again, agricultural products.

So I think they're entirely unreliable, and I keep telling Canadian exporters, If you think this is a reliable market, wait until [Chinese President] Xi [Jinping] launches his planned invasion or blockade of Taiwan and we all have to stop exporting to them. So I think it's very regrettable, but here's the point: President Trump had an opportunity, I think, to double down on the new Western policy setting towards the PRC by creating a free-trade alliance against unfair Chinese trading practices, industrial espionage, political interference, territorial aggression, and all of that. Instead, he has inexplicably done the opposite by creating a rupture in the historic political and trade alliances of the United States, forcing Europe, Canada, and others to turn back towards China and reverse the progress that he had made in isolating China, to some extent, in his first administration. So I don't know how these guys like Elbridge Colby at the Defense Department, these people who have given some veneer of intellectual respectability to Trump's geopolitical strategy, feel when, in fact, he's doing the opposite of their stated intent.

Frum: So the situation that President Trump inherited in 2025 was a lot of mood in Canada that said, We want to cooperate more closely with the United States for protection against a common threat. And what Carney's trip to China represented was Canadians saying, or at least the important parts of Canada, including the prime minister and his government saying, We've decided that, of these two threats, the more immediately dangerous is the United States, not China anymore. That's quite an achievement.

Kenney: It is, and we're not the only ones--you've seen the train of European leaders beating a path to the door of Beijing recently. It's so terribly unfortunate and counterproductive for the interests of the United States.

And by the way, Trump made his own tariff deal with them. He's given them access to advanced Nvidia chips to help them catch up to the United States in the AI arms race. And he says he wants a megadeal--he admires Xi, and whether Xi invades Taiwan is up to Xi. So we're watching this, saying, You're gonna impose 100 percent tariffs on us for a minor sectoral tariff deal when you want a grand bargain with the same country. It's very hard for us, like other U.S. allies, to unpack how to deal with all of this.

Frum: Well, let me ask you about your former portfolio: national defense. So Canada has been, admittedly, a defense laggard for a long time. That now seems to be changing. And there was a program, over many years, to make a major Canadian commitment to American airframes for defense of the skies over Canada and the Arctic. And that now is one of the potential casualties of the Trump-created crisis. Talk a little bit about what's happening to the U.S.-Canada defense and especially to the F-35 fighter program.

Kenney: Well, first, some context: Canada, as you know, used to have a very robust post-war military--we had played an oversized role in the Second [World] War and in the first half of the Cold War. My dad was a Canadian fighter jet pilot in those days. We had a very robust Arctic defense through NORAD [North American Aerospace Defense Command]. But regrettably, since [Canadian Prime Minister] Pierre Trudeau's administration, there's been this drawdown in our defense. We, like the European countries, took a very big peace dividend and ended up averaging 1.5 percent defense expenditure on GDP for the past, let's say, 25 years, although we did punch above our weight again in Afghanistan, demonstrating our reliability as an ally.

Now, credit where it's due, Donald Trump's been right about calling on his allies to pay their dues on alliance defense, and so Mark Carney has responded remarkably, with a commitment to go from roughly 1.5 percent to 2 percent to 3.5 percent, with an outlined commitment to go above that. So we're doing this huge defense enlargement. Predating that was this commitment to replace our fighter jet fleet. It was a long and protracted process that settled on the F-35, and almost all defense experts in Canada will agree it is the best platform for us, in part because of the interoperability with the U.S. and other allied F-35 fleets. So we're committed to buying 88 of those. The first tranche of 16 will be arriving in the next 18 months. And that's all good, but with the Trump threat, suddenly, we're looking at our major defense supplier moving from being our greatest ally to, in some respects, hostile. And as you know, Trump has said, on the next-generation fighter, they're going to ensure that foreign purchasers get a less-capable grade than the United States Air Force does. So we're now wondering, Are we exposing ourselves to some kind of vulnerability, about which we are unaware, if our entire air force is dependent on American support, American parts, American political goodwill?

And so I think Mark Carney has, quite prudently, while proceeding with the initial tranche of the F-35 purchase, launched a review about our broader air force needs. And there is a view, which I think is not irrational, that perhaps we should purchase a smaller fleet of 35s and then look at a European platform, like the Gripen from Sweden, to complement that. Again, most defense hawks here want the full F-35 purchase. The argument is we could buy a lot more frames from the Swedes, which are, in some respects, more operable in the Arctic because they can take off short landing strips, gravel landing strips, and so forth. So there is an argument, and I think it's worth having. It is enraging Trump's ambassador in Ottawa, who is the most ineffective and unpopular U.S. ambassador, I think, in history here. But I think it's only natural that we should at least take a look at this.

Frum: Yeah. By the way, how easy a job is it to be U.S. ambassador to Canada? How much does everybody like you and want to see you? How welcome are you [in] every business community? To screw that up, that takes a kind of perverse genius.

Kenney: Especially for this guy, [Pete] Hoekstra, who is a Dutch immigrant to the United States, whose family was liberated from the Nazis in Holland by the First Canadian Army in 1944.

Frum: Well, let's talk about these airframes. I was in Norway at the beginning of last year, where there was a vigorous similar debate about what kind of frigate platform to buy. And there were a number of choices: There was an American choice, which was, by all accounts, the most capable but also the most expensive, and there were choices from other countries as well. And the Norwegians had been in advanced talks to purchase--they're a Russian neighbor, they've had a lot of Russian aggression in their waters, they're very wealthy because of their oil resources, and there was a lot of inclination to buy the American platform, the most expensive but the best. And after Trump made his comment about, We're going to put a kill switch on U.S. equipment, the Norwegians flipped and realized, We don't need the best frigate in the world. We're not gonna fight the Americans. We need a frigate that's better than the Russian frigate. And the British frigate is better than the Russian frigate, cheaper, and now more secure. And they ended by buying a fleet of British frigates rather than [American], not as a punitive measure, but because they could no longer trust the American product to be consistent with their self-defense and sovereignty.

Kenney: That's a precise echo of the debate we're having now on the Gripen. Look, as a former defense minister, all of the guys I worked with would want me to be unqualifiedly committed to going the full distance on the F-35 because of the capability of that platform. I understand it, but I do think it's prudent to look at, For every incremental F-35, could we buy two or more Gripens that would be perfectly adequate for our needs, complementing a core F-35 fleet? It's a debate worth having, but it's only happening--it's only happening--because of the instability that Trump has imposed in this relationship.

Frum: Let me ask you now about your other portfolio, citizenship and immigration, which in Canada is one of the most important portfolios in the government because Canada is such an immigration country and continues to be. You won't say this, so let me say it for you: You were not just a minister; you were the leader of a comprehensive political transformation of the Conservative Party, where I can't begin to imagine how many Lunar New Years, weddings, funerals, bar mitzvahs, dedication ceremonies you went to and what a toll it took on you personally, psychically to do it, but--

Kenney: Yes, it's true.

Frum: (Laughs.) And you learned greetings--

Kenney: My nickname was the "minister of curry in a hurry" because I would do as many as five curry banquets in a night. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) And you'd record greetings in Vietnamese and in Punjabi and in Italian. And you did this while Canada was simultaneously expanding its immigration intake, but also upping the quality in terms of human skills of the immigrants it took.

Now, that was a while ago. Since then, we've had the Syrian civil war, which sent a lot of refugees into Europe in ways that have been very destabilizing to European politics. We've had the Brexit referendum, where Britain made, in my opinion, the self-harming choice to leave the European Union, in part because of fear of the consequences of the migration into Europe of the refugees that came in 2015, or the so-called refugees. And now we've had two terms of Trump. You're one of the leaders of Canadian intellectual, capital-C and lowercase-c, conservatism. How should conservatives in Canada and elsewhere--in the United States, in Britain, in the West--think about immigration now? And you speak as someone with this history of being a leading advocate of immigration. How does it look to you today in light of the past decade of developments?

Kenney: Well, let me say that people like Reihan Salam at the Manhattan Institute and scholars around the world have said that Canada's Harper-era immigration policy was really a model of immigration policy for a developed country. In the late '60s, Canada developed the point system, which was essentially a human-capital model, to select economic immigrants based on an analysis of their language ability, education, adaptability, their age-- more points for younger immigrants--etc. This did significantly change the composition of our immigration, from post-war, it was more typically blue-collar Europeans, to white-collar people from the developing world became the predominant economic immigrants.

And it worked very well, but it was starting to--there were problems in it. There were integrity issues, large numbers of fake asylum claims, human smuggling, lots of kinds of fraud, and a degrading of the system. So I went through--you're absolutely right--several years of a rigorous reform, which really, I think, created an optimal system. We had robust but manageable levels. On a population of 33 million, we were admitting about a quarter of a million people a year. And there was a broad public consensus: 80 percent support. Canada was the only developed democracy, with the possible exception of Australia, which had broad cross-partisan support for immigration generally.

And then, unfortunately, Justin Trudeau, with his typical liberal naivete, which was given a kind of veneer of intellectual respectability by business-interest groups, said, Canada needs a population of 100 million as soon as possible--pressure from the business community, as always, for more access to foreign labor. A bunch of these pressures had Canada quadrupling, quintupling intake levels: huge intake of low-skilled guest workers, huge intake of poorly qualified foreign students at dodgy diploma mills. And then, concurrently, Trudeau basically invited anybody from the United States who had a failed asylum claim to come up here. That's cratered the asylum system. And all of this in the face of a housing crisis, a crisis in access to health care and other public services, and stagnating incomes for people--as you've often pointed out, David, high levels of sustained, low-skilled immigration inevitably reduce per-capita GDP, and Canada has been on a multiyear decline in per-capita GDP. All of this has accelerated our reduction in competitiveness and productivity. I think it's perhaps the worst legacy of the Trudeau decade.

And so it's really regrettable, and now we have seen, quite predictably, that broad pro-immigration consensus--which I was always mindful that it wasn't something we could take for granted; we had to demonstrate that immigration was a net positive for the country--that has now frayed, and public support for immigration has turned upside down. So the Carney government is trying to get some of this back on track. But it is a concern, and it's a reminder that even a model system with broad support is conditional and it can be upended overnight.

Frum: So you may be a little reluctant to speak about the American context, but let me ask an American question, and you take it where you wanna go.


 So under President [Joe] Biden, the American asylum system just collapsed. A system that was designed to welcome Anne Frank's family from Germany, Hungarians fleeing the Soviet crackdown in 1956, that's what the asylum system is for. And it became, basically, a backup immigration system for those who had no other way to get into the United States, and hundreds of thousands of people came into the United States until Biden's last year, when he course-corrected. And this doesn't seem to have been so much a policy as the absence of a policy, driven by veto-wielders who were important to the Biden coalition.

So this does tremendous damage to Biden's standing, and it helps to reelect Donald Trump in 2024. And now we have paramilitaries (Laughs.) running the streets of Minneapolis and American citizens being gunned down by poorly trained Border Patrol, who have no business being inside an American city. And it seems like there has been this veering from one crazy extreme to an even crazier and more murderous extreme on the other hand. What should politicians and people who are trying to be prudent, who lean conservative--how should they think about any of this?

Kenney: It is tragic, and I do think you're right that Biden and the left of the Democrat Party, who dominated his domestic policy agenda, bear a lot of the burden for what's happened in the United States. I'll remind you that people like Marco Rubio tried to get a comprehensive immigration settlement in the United States, which made a lot of sense--which was basically what [President Ronald] Reagan did. But I recall meeting with Janet Napolitano when she was secretary of homeland security about cooperating on stopping illegal border crossings from the U.S. into Canada. I was looking for an agreement to help us...send back, illegal border crossers. And she said, Look, we can't do anything until we have comprehensive agreement in Congress, which is, I don't think--is that at all possible in the United States, David? Is it at all possible? I can't see, even post-Trump, anybody winning a Republican primary if they have any commitment to regularize long-standing, law-abiding overstayers in the United States. So I think the United States is locked into a permanent catastrophe when it comes to mismanaging immigration.

Frum: But in all the democratic countries, or almost all--in Britain, in Germany, in France--you have parties of the far right that are running on programs of xenophobia, xenophobia that in the United States has turned violent and deadly, and parties of the left that are not able to articulate, What would border security look like in a context of the need for human beings? It looks like 2025 will be the first year since the first American census in 1790 when the population of the United States shrinks. Birth rates in almost every developed country--maybe Israel is the exception--are below replacement, so simply to keep your population stable, you need to bring in people. And of course, you need skills and different human capacities, not all of which occur spontaneously in every country on its own. And there are people who wanna move, which if you want to see human beings be free, if human beings wanna move, you'll wanna start with, Well, they should be able to if they want to.

So you need to control the borders. You need security. You need not to have police states inside the United States. How do we think about this? What's the answer? If someone from the moderate side of American politics were to call you and say, What should a post-Trump American immigration policy look like?, what should it look like?

Kenney: Well, the starting point has to be systems characterized by integrity, which is to say with minimal space for illegally regular migration, smuggling, trafficking, mass border crossings. You're quite right: That means significant reform of our asylum systems. The principal driver of the rise in xenophobic anti-immigrant politics has been large-scale illegal migration. You cannot sustain broad public support for, or demonstrate the net benefits of, regulated immigration if your vast majority of migrants are people who just crash your borders, in the case of Europe, primarily young military-aged men, coming from problematic source countries with a history of violence and with very poor integration results--let's be honest. The people who are voting AfD [Alternative for Democracy] and for the Le Pens and for [U.K. politician] Nigel Farage, they are observing things happening in their communities that are unpleasant, that are disruptive of social cohesion. It's not xenophobic or racist to note that. It's necessary for mainstream politicians to be serious about dealing with those challenges, as, for example, the Aussies were, very effectively, in stopping illegal marine migration and, as I would argue, we were in the Harper government in stopping some of this.

So I think a shared commitment, left to right--like the Danish government, a social-democratic government, has been very hardheaded about these things and has avoided the emergence of a xenophobic alt-right. So I think, from the center left to the center right, we need to be a little more hardheaded and a little less softhearted when it comes to those issues.

Secondly, maximizing human capital when it comes to the selection of economic immigrants so you get more bang for the economic buck from the newcomers that you welcome. If immigration is nothing but a tool for large businesses to commodify labor and to, consequently, suppress wage levels for lower-skilled workers, then, again, you're undermining the economic case for immigration. That means we're all going to have to, per the Japanese, invest more in automation and coping with shrinking populations. That, I think, is inevitable.

Frum: And at the same time, a rule of law governing the immigration-enforcement apparatus within a country, because you can't have these paramilitary forces roaming the streets of cities masked.

Kenney: Of course you can't. But on the other hand, you can't be overly sentimental about this either, David, if you're gonna have a system with integrity. In the case of Canada, for example, our version of ICE, the Canada Border Services Agency, is resourced and they only do about 13,000 removals a year. Because of the overhang from the Trudeau catastrophe in mismanaging the system, we probably have 3 million, going on 4 million people who are falling out of status who are now here illegally, and that population is going to keep growing. If you don't deal with it, what's the point of having an orderly system?

Frum: A more legal process, a warm welcome, and the rule of law.

Kenney: It's not mysterious what we need to do.

Frum: As you see the rise of these xenophobic parties, is there any space for the kind of politics that you're talking about?

Kenney: Right now, it's hard to conceive of that, isn't it? You see this huge momentum from the august British Tories, the most successful party in the history of the democratic world, towards reform, driven largely by these issues; this momentum from the Aussie Liberals to One Nation. Canada, David, is perhaps one of the only major democracies where we do not see--yet--the rise of that kind of xenophobic politics.

And I would like to say to my friends on the Canadian left, who are sometimes hysterical about the populism of Conservative leader Pierre Poilievre--look, I think his populism is largely stylistic. It's basically focusing on the concerns of ordinary working people. Pierre Poilievre's populism is, Let's focus on issues like the cost of living, the cost of food, and lock up really bad, violent repeat criminals. And let's keep immigration levels at a manageable level, where we can properly integrate people. That's Pierre Poilievre's populism. If you don't like that populism, then take a look at what's happening in the U.K., Australia, Germany, France, and elsewhere. We have a party like that, which Mr. Poilievre has been very effective at pushing out to the margins--the People's Party of Canada--at, like, 1 or 2 percent in the polls. So again, if you don't like this kind of mainstream fusion of center-right conservatism and sort of stylistic populism that Mr. Poilievre represents, then you're gonna get something a hell of a lot more problematic in our politics. So I'm grateful to live in a country where we still, despite the disaster of the Trudeau years, have something more like a mainstream center-right conservative consensus in Canadian conservative politics.

Frum: And let me end with this last thought. There has been now a 40-year consensus in Canada in favor of stronger U.S.-Canadian ties. At the beginning, it was quite controversial, but it's become a position that is held by both of the two big parties and broadly by people across the Canadian political spectrum. That was true from the middle 1980s until the middle 2010s--warmer, closer integration on everything from trade to national security to food and energy and environment. And this is now in jeopardy because of actions by the Trump administration. And the reactions that are being seen in Canada--much as the present U.S. ambassador to Canada blames Canada for flinching every time it gets slapped, let's not overlook who's doing the slapping and why the flinching is happening.

Kenney: Yeah, I will confess I'm quite annoyed with many on the Canadian right, who are reflexively blaming Canada, Carney, whatever, for the disrepair of the relationship when it's entirely the doing of the United States. There is sort of an element on the right of Canadian politics who, actually, in some bizarre sense, admire Trump and his disruptive--because he "owns the libs" and he's fighting "woke." And Trudeau built up such animosity that there's, unfortunately, now a reflex for, as I say, some on the right to blame Canada for all of this, which I think is absurd.

Look, we're stepping up to our responsibilities on defense in a very significant way. We have been the most important trade ally of the United States for decades. We are the largest source of energy, of fertilizers. We're natural partners, and we're prepared to make pragmatic deals with Donald Trump to respond to rational elements of his agenda. So hopefully, saner heads will prevail after he loses at the Supreme Court, I think, on the emergency tariffs and perhaps is chastened at the midterms. Perhaps we can finally get back to some semblance of normalcy in this critical and historic relationship.

Frum: Jason Kenney, thank you so much for joining me today.

Kenney: Thank you, David.

Frum: Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Jason Kenney for joining me today on The David Frum [Show]. Now, as mentioned, my book this week is a 1904 novel by a writer named Sara Jeannette Duncan, titled The Imperialist. Many of the books I've discussed on this program--Jane Eyre, Frankenstein--have been famous classics. I would venture a pretty firm guess that very, very few people who [are] watching or listening to this program have ever read or even heard of the novel The Imperialist, by Sara Jeannette Duncan. But I read it as a young man, it made a big impression on me, and I wanna talk about it today because I think it's very relevant to my discussion just now with Jason.

Sara Jeannette Duncan was a Canadian-born writer who wrote many, many novels, most of which I have not read, many of them set in India, the country where she settled in after marrying a British civil servant who was responsible for the administration of British rule in India. She wrote one novel about her native Canada, and that is this book, The Imperialist.

Now, the phrase the imperialist today conjures up images of brutality and exploitation. But in 1904, it was a word laden with some irony, but a great deal of idealism. Here's the story. The story concerns a young man named Lorne Murchison, the son of Scottish immigrants to Canada. He lives in the fictional small town of Elgin, Ontario. And he becomes interested in politics. He makes a trip to Britain, his first, the home that his parents came from, and is inspired by a vision of the grandeur and beauty of the possibilities of a united British empire.

Now, this was a topic much on the minds of people in Britain and the British dominions at the end of the 19th century, in the beginning of the 20th. Sometime in the late 19th century, the economy of the islands of Great Britain was overtaken in size by the United States and Imperial Germany.

But the economy of the British empire as a whole--Britain plus Ireland plus Canada plus Australia plus New Zealand plus South Africa plus India plus the other British dominions and overseas colonies--that entity remained the world's largest economic unit until during the First World War. And many in that unit were captivated by the idea, What if this economic unit could also become some kind of strategic unit? And they are captivated by a vision of an imperial federation, with a parliament in London, where Britain would be an important partner, but just one, and where Canada and the other dominions would have representation. For Canadians, this was an especially exciting idea because it offered the possibility for Canada to be less vulnerable to its American neighbor and to achieve, with the other countries of the British imperial system, some kind of collective power that Canada on its own lacked.

The novel is not a political treatise. It's actually really more a study of small-town life, with many ironic comments about class divisions and the sharp ethnic divide between people who came from England and people who came from Scotland; people who worshipped in Anglican and Methodist churches on the one hand, and people who worshipped in Presbyterian churches on the other. And that will be a very particular treat. But this vision of Canadians wrestling with their place in the world, I don't know that it's ever been dealt with better in literature than by this one book, written now more than 100 years ago.

And it captured that Canada has long wrestled with this question of, Was Canada to be a country unto itself, small as it was, or was it to be part of something bigger? And again and again and again, Canadians have been attracted by the vision of being part of something bigger--whether it was the British empire before the First World War or before the Second World War, whether it was some kind of transatlantic community of nations, whether it was part of some kind of North American free-trade zone. This has been an idea that has really spoken to not just the practical, but the romantic element of the Canadian mind. And this is an ideal and a vision that has really taken a tremendous pummeling (Laughs.) during the Donald Trump years. And what Americans are hearing from their Canadian friends is not just a shock to Canadians' economic self-interest, although that's very real, but a puncturing of a kind of pan-national dream that expressed itself at one point through imperialism and at other points in other ways.

I remember, during the great debate in the middle of the 1980s over the free-trade agreement with the United States, my wife and I were newly married, and we were very engaged in this debate, and both of us were strongly in favor of the free-trade agreement with the United States. At that time, much of the opposition to the agreement came from the literary and artistic community in Canada. And there were many, many statements and open letters and signatories on statements by writers and artists who were against the free-trade agreement. So Danielle and I and some friends organized a signature of writers and artists who were in favor of the agreement, and we put together a very impressive list, and there was an open letter published in the newspapers. And it was to Danielle that fell the job of recruiting the signature of Mavis Gallant, the great writer of Canadian short stories, then living in Paris, and Danielle spoke to her in Paris.

And Mavis Gallant recounted to her a conversation that she had had with one of the leading opponents of the free-trade agreement. I won't mention him because he's still alive--I won't mention the name, but his quote struck me as really quite incisive and profound. He said, What Canada is debating in this choice is whether Canada wants to be a big small country or a small big country. And he saw himself and his fellow opponents of the agreement as advocating being a big small country, kind of a greater Belgium, and those on the other side as wanting Canada to be a small big country, a kind of lesser France or a lesser Britain. And I thought that was a very profound and true insight. And Canadians did find, in their partnership with the United States that has been so intimate since the middle of the 1980s, a way to be a small big country. And Donald Trump's attacks on Canada's continued national existence have really changed the grammar and have re-empowered those who, as this incisive opponent of the agreement said, thought of Canada as being instead a big small country.

The future is quite dark for the North American relationship. I think there are people now in their 20s who will carry the memory of the Donald Trump administration with them to the end of the present century and maybe even beyond that. And to understand what has been lost, no one voiced it better than Sara Jeannette Duncan in 1904 in her novel The Imperialist. It's still in print if you wanna take a look.

Thanks so much to Jason Kenney for joining me today. Thanks to all of you for listening and watching The David Frum [Show]. As always, the best way to support the work of this program and of all of us at The Atlantic is by subscribing to The Atlantic. I hope you'll consider doing that. Follow me on social media, @DavidFrum on Instagram and X (Twitter). Thanks so much for joining. See you next week on The David Frum [Show].

[Music]
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The Queen of Mockumentaries

Catherine O'Hara brought humanity to over-the-top characters--and managed to wink at the audience in the process.

by Paula Mejia

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




In the mid-1990s, when Catherine O'Hara flew into Lockhart, Texas, to begin shooting the indie mockumentary Waiting for Guffman, she felt spooked. The film's director and lead actor, Christopher Guest, had shown her scenes of their co-stars already seeming comfortable in their heavily improvised roles. As a gifted sketch comedian and a co-founder of the Toronto-based comedy show Second City Television, or SCTV, O'Hara knew her way around a "yes, and" prompt. But seeing how her fellow actors alchemized Guest's loose script, about community-theater members preparing a musical for their tiny Missouri hometown's sesquicentennial, into fully realized characters intimidated her.

Then Guest gave O'Hara some unexpected advice: "Don't worry about being funny," she recalled later in an interview with The New Yorker. "Just be in the scene." When the film came out, O'Hara's portrayal of Sheila Albertson, a goofy travel agent who's sharper than she lets on, stood out even amid a sparkling cast of actors playing memorable weirdos. Her wacky asides, undergirded by a subtle poignancy, both gave Guffman a zany edge and helped transform the mockumentary genre itself.

A comedy giant, O'Hara, who died last week at 71, was known for lending an eccentricity to her characters: a worried mom in the box-office juggernaut Home Alone; the dippy Moira Rose in the sitcom Schitt's Creek; a salty therapist in the dystopian The Last of Us; a shrewd former movie executive in the Hollywood send-up The Studio. But the four mockumentaries that O'Hara made with Guest over the course of a decade--Guffman, Best in Show, A Mighty Wind, and For Your Consideration--are the most transcendent examples of her comedic prowess.

Read: 'She works on levels that people don't even know'

In each of these roles, O'Hara grounded these high-strung personas while deftly winking at the audience and letting them in on the joke, particularly in the films' mock-interview segments. Her indelible character work played a key part in mockumentary's evolution from a parodic favorite of indie entertainers to a popular device used on network-TV shows such as The Office; in the crude ambush comedy of Borat; and even in The Moment, the newly released Charli XCX film satirizing pop stardom.

The mockumentary's origins go back further than O'Hara's shimmering collaborations with Guest and his regular stable of skilled actors, including Eugene Levy, Parker Posey, and Jennifer Coolidge. In an article for the journal Cineaste, the film historian Thomas Doherty argued that Orson Welles's The War of the Worlds and Citizen Kane were among the first American examples of a fake documentary, deploying a "sleight of hand" that was "prophetic and pathbreaking: not simply parody, but cinematic mimesis" with a fresh "look via staged interviews, faux library stock, and unsteady peek-a-boo shots." Later, cinema verite-style filmmaking became the jockey vehicle for Guest and the late Rob Reiner's 1984 film, This Is Spinal Tap, a mockumentary following a washed-up metal band trying to regain its former renown.

As Doherty notes, O'Hara's comedic work on Guest's ensuing mockumentaries in the '90s and 2000s, for which actors developed their characters through improvisation, proved "indispensible" to these kinds of stories that often trace how ordinary people's egos and fears get the better of them in the lead-up to a big event.

Cookie Fleck, O'Hara's character in Best in Show, is an outstanding example of her comedic sensibility--a meld of physical comedy, deadpan affect, and delirious self-confidence--whose influence is all over the mock-interview segments of, say, Parks and Recreation. The film tracks Fleck and her husband, Gerry (played by Levy), driving from their home in Florida to compete in a prestigious Philadelphia dog show. O'Hara's Cookie is a recovering bon vivant who, in her first scene, corrects her husband's assertion that she had "dozens of boyfriends" in a past life. "Hundreds," she quips, her delivery gut-busting. (A recurring gag involves Cookie continually running into men she was formerly romantically entangled with.)

O'Hara once noted that she loved playing "insecure delusional" characters, "people who have no real sense of the impression they're making on anyone else." Cookie epitomized this persona, a woman whose daffy reactions to her former paramours pained her husband and yet who earnestly tried to fit in among her more well-heeled competitors at the dog show. But in the staged-interview portions of Best in Show, O'Hara gave her character an additional layer of depth, as someone who's constantly underestimated--not unlike Parks' Leslie Knope. This facet of her personality made the Flecks' eventual victory--their terrier's clinching of the best-in-show title--all the more satisfying, and shocking.

Read: The bombastic matriarch of Schitt's Creek

The clearest successors to O'Hara's knowing mockumentary style are, undoubtedly, the denizens of NBC's The Office. Steve Carell's take on Michael Scott, the bafflingly self-assured, albeit insecure, boss of Dunder Mifflin, is indebted to O'Hara's Marilyn Hack in For Your Consideration--an actor who can't accept not being nominated for an Academy Award. Sheila Albertson, in her sincerity and penchant for theatricality, walked so the un-self-aware oddball Dwight Schrute (known for injecting melodrama into every facet of his 9-to-5) could sprint; Dunder Mifflin's receptionist Pam Beesly, meanwhile, is on a similar wavelength as Mickey Crabbe, the reluctant folk singer whom O'Hara portrayed in A Mighty Wind with understated aplomb. That 2003 film traced a group of Greenwich Village-era '60s folk musicians reuniting for a high-stakes concert decades later; O'Hara was one-half of the folk duo Mitch & Mickey. But instead of going an obviously kooky route, O'Hara played Mickey as a subdued figure conflicted about revisiting her broken relationship with Mitch. It's not a stretch to read Mickey as a precursor to Pam, who hides a deep sweetness, and sadness, behind an aloof front.

In each of Guest's faux documentaries, O'Hara gave her characters a distinctive loopiness: They drunkenly ramble about circumcisions at nice restaurants, sing ditties about terriers' "cute little derrieres," and unravel after reading online rumors speculating about their potential Oscar nod. Yet by simultaneously gesturing toward the audience, O'Hara also underscored the importance of bringing viewers into the fold. She helped show us people who were, like the rest of us, trying to work through everyday fears--and she did so by staying in the scene as much as possible.
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Seven Books to Read When You Have No Time to Read

These titles are worth picking up, even if you have only a moment to spare.

by Bekah Waalkes

Tue, 03 Feb 2026




When life gets really hectic, sitting quietly with a book can feel like an impossible luxury. And when does a smartphone-mediated world feel less than hectic? Any shred of free time is too easy to fill with more work, more worrying, more commitments, and, of course, more aimless scrolling. If you really want to get any reading done, you may have to turn it into another task on the to-do list. This doesn't require strict goals or reading challenges (unless that suits you). All you need is a willingness to dedicate a few minutes a day, and maybe a few new habits--packing a paperback for the waiting room, queuing up an audiobook for your commute. What works best for me, though, is choosing just the right book.

Despite the constant grind of my weeks, I can usually make time to turn some pages if something in those pages pushes through my distractions. I might be behind on grading papers, but if I'm obsessed with Tara Selter, the character stuck in a time loop in On the Calculation of Volume, or totally absorbed in the minutiae of a great biography of Virginia Woolf, nothing can get me to step away. It's hard to say what book might send you down that rabbit hole, but the list below may help a harried reader pick up something they actually want to finish. I consider these books, representing varied genres, uncommonly likely to absorb, entertain, and challenge. Each is broken up into discrete units--chapters, essays, letters, stories--that provide easy stopping points, although you might find it difficult to put them down.








Home Cooking, by Laurie Colwin

Instead of offering an escape from real life, Home Cooking invites the reader to consider a kind of domestic drudgery--the daily necessity of cooking and eating--with renewed humor and curiosity. Although each short essay in the collection contains at least one recipe (some quite good, some very 1980s), the sum of these parts is far more memoir than cookbook. Colwin's writing is funny and familiar, never fussy, and reminiscent of a family heirloom dotted with personal notes and stories. She recounts her own humbling kitchen disasters, shares dinner-party tips, and expounds on the merits of bitter greens. Essays such as "Bread Baking Without Agony," "Flank Steak: The Neglected Cut," and "Easy Cooking for Exhausted People" are both practical and charming. Clearly, Colwin loved to cook--and eat--in the comfort of her own home, and her pleasure is infectious. As she writes, "The joy of cooking is the joy of discovery."

Read: You can read any of these short novels in a weekend






Maurice, by E. M. Forster 

Forster finished Maurice in 1914, but it was published posthumously, in 1971, because of the novel's portrayal of homosexual love. Its title character, the young Maurice Hall, is a conventional English man with a vague, nagging sense that he's somehow different. He passes almost numbly through the rigors of schooling and middle-class childhood until he arrives at Cambridge, where he meets a group of very learned young men and begins to wake up: "People turned out to be alive," Maurice reflects. "Hithero he had supposed that they were what he pretended to be--flat pieces of cardboard stamped with a conventional design." Maurice grows steadily more intimate with a friend, Clive, trading books and letters with him over vacation, until Clive professes his love. The rest of the novel follows their risky relationship, and feels very contemporary: Can their partnership survive life after university? How will they handle growing pressure to start a lucrative career, marry a woman, and have a family? Anyone interested in a good love story will find something to enjoy.








Gliff, by Ali Smith

Smith takes absolute delight in the English language and its history. In her most recent work, the trickster novelist combines her love of words with a propulsive plot: Gliff is partly a YA dystopian novel, partly an homage to Aldous Huxley's Brave New World, and entirely a vehicle for beautiful prose. In the United Kingdom of the not-too-distant future, those who resist the surveillance state and its data mining are marked as "unverifiables" and rounded up inside detention centers. The novel follows two young adults, Rose and her nonbinary sibling, Bri, who return from visiting their mother at work to find a red line painted around their house. Their mother's boyfriend leaves with a promise to be back soon. Suddenly, they are alone, unverifiable, and unable to turn to anyone for help; they realize they must go on the run to survive. In a typically Smithian twist, the novel will soon have its own double: Make room for its companion novel, called Glyph, to be published in May.






Perspective(s), by Laurent Binet

Is anything more engaging than a good murder mystery--one that dares you to guess who did it, and why? I devoured this captivating specimen in just a few days. When the novel opens in Florence, in 1557, the body of the painter Jacopo da Pontormo lies in the chapel of San Lorenzo--in front of the frescoes he'd labored over for a decade, with a painter's chisel stuck in his heart. The case becomes political when a lewd painting of Maria de' Medici, the daughter of the Duke of Florence, is found in Pontormo's room. The ensuing story--consisting entirely of letters among artists, courtiers, and religious leaders--is a wild ride through the politics and intrigue of Renaissance Italy that incorporates real historical figures. This epistolary structure is brilliant: The reader can see precisely who tells what to whom--and discern their motives for telling it. Could the killer be Agnolo Bronzino, Pontormo's former student? A political rival of the duke? About the ending, I'll say only that it is funny, smart, and genuinely surprising.

Read: What to read when you have only half an hour






Honored Guest, by Joy Williams

A book of short stories may be the best kind of work for a reader with a busy schedule. You can savor one piece in a collection, then let days or weeks pass before moving on to another. Plus, no one can stop you from reading them in any order you please. I recommend the 12 stories in Honored Guest, all full of striking detail and featuring strangely insightful narrators. Each tale abounds with existential questions and turns the familiar eerie. In "Anodyne," a mother quits yoga to start shooting classes at a gun range; in "ACK," a couple endures an odd dinner party on Nantucket. Williams's stories always benefit from considered, post hoc reflection: Finish just one with breakfast, then let the images and sentences drift through your mind for the rest of the day.






The Old Drift, by Namwali Serpell

A long novel can be a daunting investment of time and energy, but if you can settle into its rhythms, it can be a wonderful companion for the beleaguered reader. Just shy of 600 pages, The Old Drift glides between magical realism and sci-fi to tell the story of three entangled Zambian families over three generations. Nestled within the chronicles of these characters are chapters narrated by a swarm of mosquitos: Their hive mind takes readers from the colonial beginnings of the nation, starting with the explorer Dr. Livingstone's "discovery" of Victoria Falls in the 19th century, to the "warm, wet future" of 2023 Lusaka, imagined from the vantage point of 2019. Because of its patchwork of perspectives, the novel can be easily read in chunks, but I found it terribly hard to put aside. This is a curious, probing book: You will find no pat conclusions or sentimentality, only a new (and very rewarding) variation on the multigenerational family novel.

Read: Five books that'll fit right into your busy schedule






Priestdaddy, by Patricia Lockwood

Lockwood's dad is a rarity: a Catholic priest who's both married and a father (he was already a family man when he converted, after watching The Exorcist on a nuclear submarine). His pastoral persona is equally unconventional, as he shreds guitar and lounges around the rectory in his underwear. Facing financial troubles, Lockwood and her husband move in with her parents, and Priestdaddy becomes an absurdist reflection on growing up in such an environment. Even if you read this book for only five minutes a day, you will inevitably bump into something screamingly funny, such as the author's repeated attempts to explain Catholicism to her husband, her sister's drunken antics at a dinner with the local bishop, and her mother's penchant for yelling a Kool-Aid-Man-style "Oh yeah!" (I highly recommend the audiobook, in which Lockwood impersonates her family members with flair.) Reading Priestdaddy is like having a conversation with a brilliant, exuberant friend--you can't wait to hear what she'll say next.
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Whose 'Better Angels' Are These?

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




Updated with new questions at 4 p.m. ET on February 4, 2026.

Every year since 2003, the umbrella organization for quizzing outfits around the globe has put on the granddaddy of knowledge competitions. Nothing in the tiny, nerdy world of trivia confers more authority than winning the World Quizzing Championships.

Competitors must attempt to answer 240 questions, such as the following, from 2022: "Playing for Bangalore against Pune in the IPL in April 2013, who set a new record for the fastest century in professional cricket by reaching 100 off 30 balls?"

If it makes you feel better, the median number of correct answers the year of that test was 64. Then again, the following was a question in that championship too: "What is the seven-letter name of the signature burger that can be ordered in every Burger King?"

The next contest is this summer, but in the meantime, you have a few whoppers waiting for you in this week's Atlantic Trivia. Consider them training.

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

Wednesday, February 4, 2026

	On the June 18, 1972, front page of The Washington Post, the headline "5 Held in Plot to Bug Democrats' Office Here" referred to what location?
 -- From Ashley Parker's essay on the systematic dismantling of the Post
 	What U.S. president elected during a time of national division appealed in his first inaugural address to "the better angels of our nature"?
 -- From Alexandra Petri's humor piece imagining Donald Trump renovating Washington, D.C., landmarks
 	What global leader last summer celebrated his 90th birthday--or at least the 90th birthday for his current incarnation--in Dharamshala, India?
 -- From Hana Kiros's article on the logical end point of "America First" foreign aid




And by the way, did you know that President George Washington gave the country's shortest-ever inaugural address? His speech upon reelection was only 135 words, which takes about 45 seconds to deliver, at least by my rate of speech.

In contrast, President William Henry Harrison's was 8,445 words. I did not try that one, because I have places to be (and, to be fair, when he tried it, he got pneumonia and died a month later).

See you tomorrow!



Answers:

	The Watergate building. The Post's coverage of the Nixon-administration scandal was one of its mythmaking achievements; Ashley argues that the journalism the paper scrappily pulled together every day in the decades thence was heroic too. This week's deep cuts to the paper's staff, she says, are killing it. Read more.
 	Abraham Lincoln. After the announcement of Trump's closing of the Kennedy Center (and his proposal for a 250-foot-tall Triumphal Arch), Alexandra imagines how he might remake the Lincoln Memorial, the Pentagon, and other Washington, D.C., sights. Read more.
 	The Dalai Lama. As Hana reports, one newly appointed State Department official was eager to meet His Holiness at the shindig but decided not to go, considering that the United States had just slashed $12 million in aid to Tibetan exiles. The U.S. has a new philosophy on aid, Hana writes: strategy over charity. 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.



Tuesday, February 3, 2026

	What American artist famous for dripping paint onto canvases laid on the floor got the idea from a demonstration of Navajo sand painting?
 -- From Susan Tallman's article on exhibitions upending the thinking on Indigenous art
 	What novel was completed by E. M. Forster in 1914 but not published until 1971, after his death, owing to the titular character's same-sex relationship?
 -- From Bekah Waalkes's recommendations of books to read when you're pressed for time
 	In the SALT, SALT II, and New START agreements between the United States and Russia (or the Soviet Union), what two words do the letters SA (or STA) euphemistically stand for?
 -- From Tom Nichols's essay on this week's expiration of New START




And by the way, did you know that the world's oldest continuous art tradition is the rock painting of Australia's Aboriginal people? The earliest artworks discovered on the island are estimated to be 30,000 years or older, and many Aboriginal artists still paint on rock walls.

In fact, it wasn't until the 1970s that Aboriginal art began to be captured on anything more portable than stone or more durable than sand. The art on canvas is beautiful--but it will take quite the preservationist to keep it looking good in 42,206 C.E.



Answers:

	Jackson Pollock. The influence of Indigenous traditions on 20th-century avant-gardists is one of the essential elements of Art History 101, Tallman writes, but less examined is the inverse: "how European materials and images were repurposed by Indigenous artists." That's partly because we conceive of Indigenous art as frozen in the past, Tallman says, when--as some new books and exhibitions demonstrate--it is anything but. Read more.
 	Maurice. For a story written when George V reigned, Maurice feels remarkably contemporary, Waalkes writes, and she reckons it can break through whatever might distract you from your precious chunks of reading time. See the rest of her picks.
 	Strategic arms. In plain speak, that means nuclear weapons, whose proliferation the United States has sought to limit since at least 1972, when Richard Nixon and Leonid Brezhnev signed the first SALT. But Tom frets that with New START--in force since 2011--being allowed to expire this week, the era of nuclear-arms control is over. Read more.




Monday, February 2, 2026

	The character Eponine "smiled a little, and died" in Marius's arms in what book that follows her demise with pages and pages describing Paris's 19th-century sewer system?
 -- From Walt Hunter's essay on assigning students long, difficult books 
 	Stephen Fishbach, the author of a new novel about reality TV, appears on what long-running show for two seasons--one set in Cambodia and the other in Brazil's Tocantins highlands?
 -- From Julie Beck's review of Fishbach's book
 	Chile, Argentina, South Africa, and New Zealand are among the 29 countries that share decision-making power over what internationally administered geographic area?
 -- From Christian Elliott's article on the risk and promise of geoengineering




And by the way, did you know that since going up in the late 1880s, the Eiffel Tower has been painted more than half a dozen different colors? The structure was "Venetian red" at its construction and over the years has been brown, "yellow-brown," "brownish-red," and "reddish brown," according to the monument's official website.

All right, so not that different on the colors. However, each hue is really three shades apiece; the bottom third of the tower is painted darker than the middle third, and the middle darker than the top so that the paint job looks uniform against the gradient of the blue(ish) sky.





Answers:

	Les Miserables. Hunter, a professor, writes that all of Victor Hugo's sewer talk, frankly, bored him when he read the book as a kid, but that a lot of the reward of something like Les Mis comes from its length. Educators should trust that today's students can still dive into a complicated, hefty book and end up finding it worthwhile, he says. Read more.
 	Survivor. Everything on Survivor (and the many shows like it) comes down to "The Edit"--the way editors package a competitor's appearance into a tidy narrative of the producers' choosing--Julie writes. Fishbach's new book, she says, thoughtfully explores what happens when we get lost in The Edit of our own lives. Read more.
 	Antarctica. Those four countries are closest to the icy continent, which is governed by far fewer parties than the 193 members of the United Nations. The smaller number of Antarctic Treaty nations might make building a 50-mile underwater seawall to protect a melting glacier a little more feasible to coordinate than geoengineering measures that would require UN buy-in, Elliott writes. Read more.
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People's Choice: Wildlife Photographer of the Year 2026

Organizers of the Wildlife Photographer of the Year contest are inviting the public to vote for their favorite images from this year's competition.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 04 Feb 2026


The Final Portrait. A polar-bear cub looks into the camera as it accompanies its mother on an unsuccessful hunting trip. There's a sad story behind this picture, taken on the coast of the Svalbard archipelago. Soon after it was taken, the polar bear and its family went too close to an area of huts, and people forced them away. Not long after, the mother bear was found dead in the water near the shore. According to reports, she had died from serious internal injuries. Her cub was by her side. Police shot it dead because it seemed to be aggressive. This is likely the last image of the cub. ((c) Nima Sarikhani / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Ready to Pounce. An ambush bug nymph remains motionless in a flower, waiting for prey to wander within reach. Joseph spotted this nymph close to his front door in Ferndale, Michigan. Ambush bugs are predatory. They stay still, waiting to surprise prey that ventures too close. ((c) Joseph Ferraro / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Marvelous Spatuletail. A male marvelous spatuletail hummingbird shows off its long tail while it feeds on flowers. Chen spent two weeks watching birds at Huembo Lodge in Pomacochas, Peru. ((c) Dustin Chen / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Swirling Superpod. A spectacular superpod of spinner dolphins herds lantern fish toward the surface of the ocean. Gabillon was free diving in the Pacific Ocean, near Costa Rica, when she came across the dolphins. ((c) Cecile Gabillon / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Bond in Motion. The striking eyes of a curious lion-tailed macaque and its infant are on display as it races along a path. Ekanayake was exploring the city of Valparai in the Western Ghats, India. He was surprised to come face-to-face with these macaques. ((c) Lalith Ekanayake / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Never-ending Struggle. A sika deer carries the interlocked severed head of a rival male that had died after their battle. In autumn, male sika deer fight over females by clashing their antlers. This deer won the fight, but their antlers became tightly locked and wouldn't come apart. A local fisherman says the deer dragged the whole body for several days before finally tearing off its head. Nagira observed the deer on Notsuke Peninsula in Hokkaido, Japan, from late November 2020 to April 2021. It was living alone, yet it continued to forage for grass and branches and managed to survive the winter. ((c) Kohei Nagira / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




A Leap into Adulthood. Three young kestrels prepare to leap from their nest to a nearby beam. From April to July 2023, Lindel observed and photographed a pair of common kestrels. He witnessed moments from their courting until the time their young left the nest. He took this picture from his living room in Dortmund, Germany. It shows the moment when the young kestrels appear to be thinking about how to reach the beam, which was only 80 centimeters (31 inches) away. It took them nearly a week to pluck up the courage and take the leap. They then explored around the outside of his house for another week before leaving. ((c) Peter Lindel / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Above and Below. A brushtail possum joey mirrors its mother climbing a branch while out foraging. For more than a month, Davis set up a camera trap on this branch in Miena, Tasmania. He was hoping to photograph quolls. In the end, the cheeky brushtail possums were the stars. This mother and large joey visited often. Most nights, they were just moving through, foraging for fresh leaf buds, insects, or anything else they could eat. This time, the joey got a little mischievous, mirroring its mother on top of the branch. ((c) Charles Davis / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Beak-to-Beak. A sarus crane parent shares an intimate and moving moment with its one-week-old chick. Thaipinnarong watched the sarus cranes and their chicks in the rice paddies in Huai Chorakhe Mak Non-Hunting Area in Buri Ram, Thailand. To avoid disturbing the birds, he would lay still for several hours a day while he watched. In the evenings, after the adults had fed their chicks, they rested on their nests. The parent of this one-week-old chick carefully cleaned it. Then, in a moment of intimacy, it made beak-to-beak contact and moved its beak around the chick's for a while. ((c) Ponlawat Thaipinnarong / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




A Fragile Future. A pangolin pup nestles into the warmth of a blanket at a rescue center in South Africa. Pangolins are among the world's most trafficked animals. This baby's mother was a victim of poaching and endured appalling conditions. But she was rescued and, against the odds, her baby was born. Shortly after, the mother died. ((c) Lance van de Vyver / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




A Fleeting Moment. An elusive rufous-vented ground cuckoo plucks up a cicada in the depths of the rainforest in Costa Rica. Silent and sharp-eyed, it follows columns of army ants. It doesn't want to feed on the ants, but on insects and small creatures fleeing the swarm. Here, it locks onto a cicada frozen in fear. ((c) Lior Berman / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Family Rest. A mother polar bear and her three cubs pause peacefully in the summer heat. This type of scene is getting rarer. The sun is high, the land wide and open. The polar bears rest after their long journey north along the Hudson Bay coast in Canada. Shrinking sea ice is making it harder for polar bears to hunt and find food to survive in summer. ((c) Christopher Paetkau / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Uniqueness. A leucistic otter feeds on a catfish in Mato Grosso do Sul, Brazil. On holiday in the southern Pantanal, Anger was keen to see the neotropical river otters that live in the Aquidauana River. After many boat trips, she spotted this otter feeding on a catfish. It has leucism, a lack of melanin, resulting in pale or white fur. Animals with this condition can be more vulnerable as they don't have their normal camouflage. ((c) Daniela Anger / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Solar Waves. Rows of solar panels stretch across the landscape like ripples on a water's surface. This solar farm is in the land surrounding the hamlet of Cambridge, in England. The panels had to be carefully organized around the divisions between pastures. The result is a pattern that resembles the shapes of bodies of water. This image is part of a project to document the relationship between nature and industry along the River Severn, which flows near this solar farm. ((c) Francesco Russo / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Along for the Ride. Against the darkness of the nighttime sea, a juvenile swimming crab hitches a ride on a jellyfish. Chris spotted this scene while scuba diving at night in Lembeh Strait, North Sulawesi, Indonesia. The relationship between the crab and the jellyfish is not clearly understood. The crab could be catching a ride to save energy, using the stinging tentacles as protection from predators, or using the jellyfish as a platform to spy out small fish to eat. ((c) Chris Gug / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)




Flying Rodent. A young lynx playfully throws a rodent into the air before killing and devouring it. Stefan has wanted to photograph lynxes for a long time. He was delighted when the opportunity arose to spend two weeks observing them from a hide at Torre de Juan Abad, Ciudad Real, Spain. It's common for young lynxes to play with their prey before killing it. This one repeatedly threw the rodent high in the air and caught it again. The whole game lasted about 20 minutes before the lynx got bored. It then took the rodent behind a bush and ate it. ((c) Josef Stefan / Wildlife Photographer of the Year)



Wildlife Photographer of the Year is developed and produced by the Natural History Museum in London. Captions are provided by the photographers and WPY organizers, and are lightly edited for style.
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The Second Death of Charlie Kirk

The activist's assassination unleashed anti-Semitism that is pulling the Trump coalition apart.

by Yair Rosenberg

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




At the close of 2025, just a few months after Charlie Kirk was assassinated, thousands of his followers came together in Phoenix for AmericaFest, the annual convention of Turning Point USA. A casual observer might have expected this gathering to serve as an opportunity for conservatives to regroup, celebrate Kirk's legacy, and recommit to his fight against the left. Instead, one by one, MAGA's leading lights took the stage and began shivving one another in public.

"Today, the conservative movement is in serious danger," warned Ben Shapiro, a co-founder of The Daily Wire. He lambasted right-wing "charlatans" who "traffic in conspiracism and dishonesty." And he named names. Shapiro slammed Tucker Carlson, perhaps the most popular conservative commentator in America, for mainstreaming pro-Nazi sentiment, and dubbed the former Trump strategist Steve Bannon "a PR flack for Jeffrey Epstein," the convicted sex criminal (fact-check: mostly true). "These people are frauds, and they are grifters, and they do not deserve your time," Shapiro said. Awkwardly, several of those people were scheduled to speak after him.

"Ben Shapiro is like a cancer, and that cancer spreads," retorted Bannon the next day from the same podium. "I just got here, and I feel like I missed the first part of the program," quipped Carlson, who went on to accuse Shapiro and his allies of practicing "the style of debate where you prevent the other side from talking or being heard," conflating the latter's criticism of his conduct with censorship.

When Kirk was killed, conservatives believed that his death would galvanize his cause. "Millions of Charlie Kirks were created today," declared Representative Lauren Boebert of Colorado. But as it turned out, Kirk's assassin didn't kill just one man; he destabilized the entire Trump coalition by removing a pivotal person who had been holding it together. In doing so, the killer helped unshackle dark forces--chief among them anti-Semitism--that now threaten to overtake the conservative movement.

Before his life was ended by an assassin's bullet, Charlie Kirk was trying to save the conservative coalition from turning on itself. To liberals, the late activist was known for debating left-wing students on college campuses. But on the right, Kirk was waging another battle, against people on his own side.

For years, Kirk was dogged by the overtly racist followers of the young white-nationalist influencer Nick Fuentes. An avowed admirer of Adolf Hitler, Fuentes sought to subordinate racial, religious, and sexual minorities to white Christians. "The problem is that Jews run America," he said in a representative livestream. "And the only reason we have Muslims here is because Jews are letting them in." His supporters, known as "Groypers," badgered Kirk with anti-Semitic and other bigoted questions at Turning Point events. "Charlie Kirk is a fake patriot, a fake Christian, and he hates his people, he's anti-white," Fuentes told his online audience.

Yair Rosenberg: The anti-Semitic revolution on the American right

Kirk recognized that this crude conspiracism was poisonous to his project of popularizing the conservative cause. When a caller to The Charlie Kirk Show asked why he wouldn't debate Fuentes and his faction, Kirk responded: "We succeed--we win; they blame the Jews." But Kirk also saw that Fuentes had real appeal, especially among disaffected youth, and so he tried to split the difference, repeatedly rebuking the Groypers themselves while partially co-opting some of their talking points. "If you are blaming less than 0.2 percent of the world's population for all of your problems, that is not going to be good for your soul," Kirk said shortly before his death. "Any young person that goes into this hyper-online brain rot, you are serving yourself over to your own demise." Before he was killed, he drafted a now-best-selling book about the benefits of observing the Jewish Sabbath. But Kirk also blamed "Jewish donors" for being "the No. 1 funding mechanism of radical, open-border, neoliberal, quasi-Marxist policies, cultural institutions, and nonprofits."

An exchange during one of Kirk's final campus tours illustrates the tenuous nature of this balancing act. At Illinois State University last April, a man confronted Kirk to claim that the U.S. government had been "infiltrated by the Jews." He proceeded to blame pornography, "the transgender movement and the LGBT community," and the 9/11 attacks on Jewish culprits. For 16 minutes, Kirk deconstructed these and other conspiracy theories, patiently demystifying complex aspects of Judaism such as the Talmud and the biblical Noahide Laws before attempting to explain his fundamental disagreement. "I actually think the people who control our government are secular leftist Marxists in the deep state," he said. "The people actually controlling our country are not 'the Jews'"--at this he made a mocking gesture with his hand. "It's a combination of people that want to see the United States of America cripple and fall." But before Kirk could finish the sentence, his questioner emphatically interjected, "The Jews."

Kirk similarly tried to walk a tightrope when it came to Israel. Despite pushback from Zionist members of and donors to his own organization, including prominent evangelical Christians and conservative Jews, he hosted debates about the merits of American political and military support for Israel at Turning Point events. And he continued to invite Carlson to participate in them, even after the former Fox News host began airing Hitler apologetics alongside his critiques of the Israeli state. Toward the end of his life, Kirk himself became more critical of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's leadership; he publicly opposed U.S. strikes on Iran and, according to his podcast producer, wanted the Gaza war to end. In this way, Kirk sought to decouple criticism of Israeli policy from anti-Semitic conspiracism, and to contain conflicts over Jews and their state within the conservative tent, rather than allow those arguments to collapse it.

But when Kirk died, so did the hope of a brokered MAGA consensus on this and other incendiary issues, because no one else had the credibility or charisma to sustain one. A frantic scramble for control of the Trump coalition commenced--and all of the tensions that Kirk had tried to tame were unleashed. Bit by bit, the conservative kingmaker's former friends began dismantling his life's political work.

Candace Owens, a popular far-right podcaster whom Kirk once hired and raised from obscurity, began claiming that he had been murdered not by Tyler Robinson, the man detained by authorities, but by an Israeli conspiracy that included Kirk's own lieutenants in Turning Point USA--and possibly his wife, Erika Kirk, now the organization's CEO. "Candace Owens Honors Charlie Kirk's Legacy by Doing Everything in Her Power to Destroy It," cracked The Babylon Bee, a satirical conservative publication.

Judith Shulevitz: There were two Charlie Kirks

In his speech at Kirk's funeral, Carlson blamed Jews--sorry, people "eating hummus"--for killing Jesus, and insinuated that a similar cabal killed Kirk. Days later, Carlson began releasing The 9/11 Files, a five-part video series that suggests Israel had foreknowledge of the al-Qaeda attacks but withheld the information from the United States. "'Israel did 9/11' is a rather anti-Semitic thing to say," Kirk had told the questioner who had suggested as much at Illinois State.

Carlson put the final nail in Kirk's coffin seven weeks after his death by inviting Fuentes, the activist's nemesis, onto his show--perhaps the most popular podcast on the American right--for a cordial conversation. Over the course of 138 minutes, Fuentes praised Joseph Stalin and railed against "organized Jewry," all while his host largely failed to challenge his Nazi-adjacent views.

Carlson's interview with Fuentes was not only a betrayal of Kirk's memory--it precipitated the very MAGA meltdown that Kirk had worked so hard to avert. Conservative institutions quickly came under pressure to condemn Carlson for his softball sit-down with the David Duke of the digital age. This proved too difficult for Kevin Roberts, the president of the Heritage Foundation, the most influential right-wing think tank in Donald Trump's Washington. In a video posted online, Roberts denounced Carlson's critics as a "venomous coalition" and defended Fuentes's right to free speech--without using his own to substantively criticize anything that either man had said.

The reaction to the video was seismic. "No to the groypers," Shapiro declared on X. "No to cowards like Tucker Carlson, who normalize their trash." Shapiro released a special 41-minute episode of his podcast detailing Fuentes's career of calumnies against Black people, Indian Americans, Jews, and women--and called out Carlson's refusal to confront the young white supremacist about any of it. "If this is the Republican Party, or this is what the Republican Party becomes, then I'm not part of it," Ace of Spades, a pseudonymous pugilist who once won the Conservative Political Action Conference's Blogger of the Year award, wrote. "I did not sign up for this bullshit. I will not become a Nazi to 'own the libs.'"

"In the last six months, I've seen more anti-Semitism on the right than I have at any time in my life," Senator Ted Cruz told the Federalist Society's National Lawyers Convention in November. "It is growing. It is metastasizing. There are about a half-dozen vocal apostles, and it is in particular finding purchase with the young." Soon after, the Princeton professor Robert George, once dubbed "the reigning brain of the Christian right," resigned from the Heritage Foundation's board. Dozens of staffers reportedly left the organization. One month later, Turning Point's flagship conference descended into recriminations over the very controversies and conspiracies that its founder had endeavored so assiduously to suppress.

On one level, this conflict is about Jews and Israel. But on another, this debate is downstream from something much bigger: a power struggle over who will define and control the MAGA movement once Trump is gone. By painting rivals as tools of the Jews, hard-right influencers such as Carlson and Bannon hope to delegitimize the competition not by besting their ideas, but by slurring their loyalties and identity.

For years, Carlson has assailed Shapiro, the country's most prominent Jewish conservative, casting him as a foreign subversive opposed to the national interest and "hostile toward White, Christian men"--even as Carlson himself has whitewashed anti-American authoritarians such as Russian President Vladimir Putin on his show. "I can't imagine how someone like that could get an audience of people who claim to care about America," Carlson said of Shapiro in 2023, "because he doesn't, obviously." Carlson also recently insinuated that Florida Governor Ron DeSantis is controlled by Netanyahu. Bannon, similarly, regularly labels his critics as "Israel-first"--including in disputes that have nothing to do with Israel.

Ali Breland: The firewall against Nick Fuentes is crumbling

Kirk sought to construct a conservative populism that did not get mired in the morass of anti-Jewish conspiracism. He did not succeed. But many of those who have rushed to assume his mantle have no desire to try. They see anti-Semitism not as a weakness to be avoided but a weapon to be wielded against ideological opponents--including the president.

These far-right actors hold no love for Trump and see his iron grip on the Republican base as an impediment to their ambitions. Indeed, Carlson has privately called the president "a total piece of shit" and a "demonic force." Bannon repeatedly derided the president in text messages to Epstein. Fuentes refused to endorse Trump in 2024. Implying that Trump is controlled by Israel or his Jewish donors is a convenient way to drive a wedge between him and his supporters. "Pushing that anti-Semitic button in far-right Republican politics is a way for some MAGA-aligned figures to try to create a version of MAGA that Trump doesn't control," the historian Walter Russell Mead told a Tablet magazine podcast. For Carlson and company, anti-Semitism is a means to an end, and Jews are simply collateral damage.

Men like Bannon, Carlson, and Fuentes represent a small, internally divided faction that cannot itself win national elections and repels many of the voters needed to do so. But they are able to extort the broader conservative coalition by threatening to sabotage or leave it. Politicians such as Vice President Vance and Secretary of State Marco Rubio, and any other contenders for the 2028 presidential nomination, will have to decide whether to accommodate or anathematize the coalition's anti-Semites.

Some of those pushing anti-Jewish invective on the right are opportunists. Others are true believers. But the outcome is the same: a conservative politics that is more fractious and more overtly anti-Semitic, in which the place of Jewish people in American public life is openly up for debate.

Charlie Kirk tried to avoid exactly this. He aspired to forge a broad conservative coalition that could outlive Trump and bridge the traditional Reaganite GOP with the rising new right. As Kyle Spencer, the author of Raising Them Right, a book about Turning Point's ascent, put it: "Charlie Kirk arrived on the scene as a kid who just graduated from high school in 2012, saying, 'I have a vision. It is possible. This party is stodgy. It's outdated, it's old white men. We need to attract young people, Black people, Latinos.'" In 2024, when Kirk quarterbacked the Trump campaign's ground game, it looked like he had finally pulled that off: The former president made major gains among nonwhite and low-propensity voters, and he finally won the popular vote.

Today, the president's hold on his MAGA base remains ironclad, but Kirk's dream of a broader coalition is slipping away. Last month, polling released by The New York Times found that "the major demographic shifts of the last election have snapped back." In fact, the paper continued, "young and nonwhite voters are even likelier to disapprove of Mr. Trump than they were then, while he retains most of his support among older and white voters." That same month, Carlson welcomed his show's first guest of 2026, a conspiracy theorist named Ian Carroll who, after Kirk was killed, told his 1.3 million X followers that "Israel just shot themselves." The real plot against Kirk's legacy and work--perpetrated in part by the two men in the studio--went undiscussed.



Illustration Sources: Chip Somodevilla / Getty; Raquel Natalicchio / Houston Chronicle via Getty; Rich Graessle / Icon Sportswire / Getty; Oliver Touron / Getty; Heather Diehl / Getty; Andrew Harnik / Getty.
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Why This Shutdown Is Different

Now come negotiations over the administration's immigration crackdown.

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




During the previous government shutdown, President Trump reveled in the chance to fire federal workers, expand his executive authority, and steer taxpayer dollars toward his allies and away from his perceived political enemies. After a record-setting 43 days of gridlock--during which Trump pursued those goals with varying degrees of success--several Democrats abandoned their quest to force Republicans to negotiate a health-care deal, and voted to end the shutdown. As he signed the bill, flanked by congressional Republicans, who had largely unified around the idea that they would not entertain a policy negotiation while the government was closed, Trump congratulated his party on a "very big victory" over the Democrats.

The second government shutdown of Trump's second term ended today with much less fanfare and bravado from the commander in chief. This time, Trump negotiated both before and after the government was closed, going so far as to call Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer to work out a deal on the main point of contention: his administration's mass-deportation campaign.

Trump is largely the same person that he was four months ago, when the previous shutdown began. (If you need evidence, in recent days, he has abruptly announced plans to close and completely rebuild the Kennedy Center, suggested that he wants to "nationalize" the midterm elections, and threatened Iran with an attack from "a massive Armada.") But his push to quickly resolve the latest shutdown highlights how much the political landscape on immigration has shifted following daily, videotaped clashes between masked federal agents and Minneapolis residents, two of whom were killed last month.

"I'm glad we got this done," Trump said from the Oval Office as he signed the bill and hailed the various programs the legislation would fund. He didn't address the difficulties that come next: negotiations over accountability measures for federal immigration agents and a lapse in funding for the Department of Homeland Security if a deal can't be reached within 10 days.

Although Republicans have generally opposed considering policy concessions as a prerequisite for opening the government, Trump and his allies had little choice but to treat this shutdown differently, Doug Heye, a Republican strategist, told me. Plunging public support for Trump's immigration crackdown has reoriented the politics of government shutdowns; the political shift is a culmination of "all the things that we've seen on video, everything that America has reacted to in the past few weeks, when we've had two American citizens who have been killed," he said. "Now when you talk about immigration, it is essentially being defined as what's happening in Minneapolis, and most Republicans know that it's bad for them."

On January 24, Alex Pretti became the second American killed by federal agents in Minneapolis. Since then, the Trump administration has been looking for ways to contain the political fallout. Trump has dispatched the administration's "border czar," Tom Homan, to Minneapolis with explicit orders to calm tensions, had positive phone calls with Minnesota Governor Tim Walz and Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey, and expressed openness to de-escalating the aggressive tactics used by some federal agents. The president, though, has since begun to retreat from his conciliatory tone, taking to social media to attack Pretti and telling reporters that he is "not at all" pulling back from Minnesota.

Read: 'Trust has been breached'

But even as he began shifting away from de-escalation, Trump made clear that he was willing to work with Democrats to avoid another government shutdown. The bill that Trump signed today funds most of the government through the end of September and continues funding for the Department of Homeland Security until February 13. Lawmakers and the White House are supposed to use the next 10 days to negotiate broader reforms to DHS's operations that Democrats say would be necessary before they vote for additional funding for the agency that is carrying out Trump's mass-deportation effort.

Democrats, who emerged from the previous shutdown without achieving their goal of extending subsidies for health care, say that they are now determined to extract concrete changes in how the nation's immigration authorities operate. "Immigration and border protection are core responsibilities of our government, but this version of ICE has strayed far beyond that core function," Representative Kristen McDonald Rivet, a Democrat from Michigan, wrote in a statement today after voting against the funding bill. She said that Congress should demand that DHS shift away from the "chaos and deadly consequences" of its current operations.

Democrats have threatened to withhold their votes on funding DHS beyond next week if their demands are not met. Although the department's immigration push has been infused with tens of billions of dollars in funds from legislation Congress passed last year, a shutdown of operations could affect other parts of the department's budget, including TSA and FEMA. Democrats are calling for changes that include requiring ICE agents to stop wearing masks and to obtain judicial warrants in immigration operations. They also want independent investigations of the killings of Pretti and Renee Good. Some are calling for the resignation of DHS Secretary Kristi Noem, who has drawn bipartisan criticism for accusing Pretti and Good of "domestic terrorism" hours after each was killed.

Democrats' push may already be making an impact. Noem said yesterday that ICE agents working in Minneapolis will begin wearing body cameras immediately and that agents across the country will be doing the same once funding becomes available. But Democrats are likely to face more resistance to their other demands. Asked about judicial warrants today, Trump was noncommittal. "I haven't even thought about it," he told reporters. "I'm not thinking about search warrants."

He deferred to Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina, who said that he opposed the call for judicial warrants. Graham pivoted to calling for a ban on sanctuary cities, something Trump said he will be pushing for as negotiations take place in the coming days. Other Republicans have rejected several Democratic requests as unrealistic or unworkable. Senate Majority Leader John Thune predicted that lawmakers would need to pass another extension of DHS funding before February 13, calling the prospect of making significant reforms by next week an "impossibility."

But, buoyed by the newfound leverage they have to draw Trump to the negotiating table, many Democrats are looking to exert maximum pressure in the coming days. There is disagreement between the Senate and the House, as well as between more moderate and more progressive Democrats, about how hard of a line to draw in the upcoming discussions. House Democrats largely opted not to support the funding agreement negotiated by their Senate counterparts, with some saying that funding DHS at current levels even for a few days would be inappropriate. But Democrats--who have at times opposed government shutdowns due to the potential harm to federal workers and those who rely on the social safety net--are navigating new terrain as they try to rein in Trump.

Recent changes narrowing the kinds of tasks agencies can perform when funding lapses also mean that shutdowns have the potential to hit a larger number of Americans more harshly than before, Abigail Andre, the executive director of the Impact Project, told me. "The changes some agencies made to shutdown protocols made shutdowns more painful for communities and, therefore, more politically costly," she said.

Trump has acknowledged that shutdowns can be a political liability. When Democrats claimed big victories in Virginia, New Jersey, Georgia, and elsewhere last year on an Election Day that fell during a shutdown, Trump told his fellow Republicans that the government's closure had played "a big role" in the results. When Trump called Schumer last month to negotiate, the president said: "I hate shutdowns," the minority leader told The New York Times. Schumer suggested that they cut a deal to rein in ICE. Trump was also hearing from members of his own party, who were reaching out privately to express their dismay over the scenes emerging from Minnesota. Several have spoken out publicly as well, laying the groundwork for negotiations.

When I asked the White House about Trump's willingness to negotiate this time rather than dig in his heels as government funding lapsed, the White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson did not acknowledge the shift, instead blaming Democrats. "President Trump has been consistent--he wants the government open," she told me. "Democrats should not try to use the American people as leverage to achieve their policy goals."

But many Democrats say that they are simply following the lead of their constituents, who have shifted sharply against Trump's immigration policies in recent weeks as masked federal agents have descended on American cities. A Fox News poll released last week found that 59 percent of voters say that ICE has been "too aggressive" in its deportation tactics, a 10-point jump since July.

Read: Why they mask

Andrew O'Neill, the national advocacy director for Indivisible, a progressive organizing group, said in a statement that Republicans are now "on their back foot," and warned Democrats that voting for any legislation that does not overhaul DHS would constitute a "failure to meet this moment." Alluding to the street protests that have frustrated ICE's efforts in Minneapolis and elsewhere, he said: "The public has done its part, and now Congress must do theirs."

Heye, the Republican strategist, told me that although Trump has an ability to control the news cycle around him, the immigration debate is dominating in an election year that Republicans had promised they would use to address voters' concerns about the cost of living. Avoiding a prolonged shutdown over unpopular immigration tactics is part of a broader effort to refocus as the midterms approach, he said: "The fact that Americans have been killed means that this will have a longer political memory," he said. "Republicans should be talking about, Here's what we're trying to do to fix costs, and all of this gets in their way."

Elaine Godfrey contributed to this report.
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How Jeff Bezos Broke <em>The Washington Post</em>

The paper of record for the nation's capital cut a third of its staff this week. It didn't have to be like this.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 05 Feb 2026




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

In the first blush of their relationship, The Washington Post and Jeff Bezos seemed like an excellent match. Here was a paper with a strong pedigree that had fallen on somewhat hard times, and a suitor with funds who seemed eager to return it to steady glory. In 2013 Bezos purchased the paper for $250 million from the Graham family and promised a "golden era" to come. I had left the Post by then but was happy for my former colleagues. When Donald Trump took office a few years later, it was a relief to know that a journalistic institution with a record of holding White House misdeeds to account was still close by.

Yesterday, in a dismal morning Zoom call, the Post's executive editor, Matt Murray, announced that they were laying off one-third of its already diminished staff. The follow-up email had the tone of robotic obfuscation that any decent editor would have rewritten. ("Following up on today's communication, I'm writing to share the difficult news that your position is eliminated as part of today's organizational changes.") It's of course painful, as a journalist, to see fellow journalists get laid off. It's painful, for anyone alert to the moment, to know that one of the last remaining expert watchdogs is hobbled. It's maybe most painful to know it could have been avoided.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, I spoke with Joshua Benton, the founder of and a senior writer at the Nieman Journalism Lab at Harvard University. Benton has closely watched the media business for years. He explains how the newspaper reached this point, the loss to journalism, and how the future of the Post is ultimately up to Bezos.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Seven years ago, around this time, The Washington Post ran an ad in the Super Bowl: "Democracy dies in darkness." It showed scenes of fires, explosions, floods, tanks--and journalists who've risked their lives for their profession.

All with swelling music and a voice-over by Tom Hanks.

Tom Hanks (in a Washington Post commercial): Knowing helps us decide. Knowing keeps us free.


Rosin: But then just before the Super Bowl this year, the Post took a different turn. And it was not another Super Bowl ad.

Matt Murray: Good morning, everybody. Thank you for joining us.


Rosin: On Wednesday, Post staffers joined a Zoom call first thing in the morning. Executive editor Matt Murray spoke first.

Murray:  This meeting, for our newsroom, I wanna share that the actions we are taking include a broad strategic reset with a significant staff reduction.


Rosin: The paper would be making massive cuts: closing the Sports department ...

Murray:  Unfortunately, we are grappling, and have been, with, just, major changes in the way sports news is delivered, shared, and experienced across the industry.


Rosin: Downsizing their Metro desk and International desk.

Murray: ... shrinking our international footprint.


Rosin: One of their reporters based in Ukraine posted to X: "I was just laid off by The Washington Post in the middle of a warzone."

 Murray:  We will continue to have a strategic overseas presence in close to a dozen locations ...


Rosin: The entire Books department at the Post was cut.

Murray:  We'll be closing the Books section.


Rosin: A suspension of their daily news show.

Murray: And we'll be suspending the Post Reports podcast.


Rosin: Every single department would be impacted.

Murray: As I said before, these moves are painful. This is a tough day.
  Now I want to turn it over to Wayne Connell, and Wayne will be sharing more about the next steps in today's timeline.
 Wayne Connell: Thank you, Matt. In the spirit of providing clarity, after our call, I will send each of you an email. The subject line will either say, "Your role is eliminated by today's workforce reductions" ...


Rosin: In less than 30 minutes, a historic journalistic institution cut its staff by almost a third, after two previous rounds of punishing layoffs.

This was the home of the Watergate investigation.

Richard Nixon: Interests of the nation must always come before any personal consideration.


Rosin: Publisher of the Pentagon Papers.

Henry Kissinger: ... whole file cabinets can be stolen and then made available to the press ...


Rosin: Winner of dozens and dozens of Pulitzer Prizes.

Announcer: And the prize goes to The Washington Post.


Rosin: Just to break that down: a paper in the backyard of the White House and Congress that has, many times, uncovered people in power lying or grifting, or failing to do their jobs in ways that affect every single American, whether or not they live in D.C.

Not to mention all the work their reporters have done in Ukraine, and China, and the Middle East and anywhere else in the world where crisis might be brewing

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic.

There are only a handful of mainstream national journalistic institutions left with this kind of robust infrastructure--experienced editors and reporters, photographers, foreign correspondents--who can expertly monitor people in power. Particularly at this moment in American history, when those people seem to be grifting and lying in new and elaborate ways.

Whose fault is this? Why does it matter? We talk to Joshua Benton. He's a longtime newspaper reporter and the founder of a senior writer at the Nieman Journalism Lab at Harvard University, where he writes about the media business.

Josh, welcome to the show.

Joshua Benton: Thanks for having me.

Rosin: So you cover the media business; you have for a long time. You are not new to this kind of industry news. What was your reaction to the layoffs at the Post?

Benton: Well, there have been a lot of systemic difficulties in the newspaper business as long as I've been reporting on it. There is a large secular decline that has been brought about by the internet that has continued on without too much change. But I think the story of the Post is a very unique-to-the-Post story. It's fundamentally about one man, Jeff Bezos, and his changing vision of what the role of the owner of a major American newspaper should be.

Rosin: So you said two different things: It's Post-specific and it's also related to this giant in our culture, Jeff Bezos. I mean, I know why the news resonated with me--because I'm a journalist. I live in Washington. I worked at the Post. I have many friends there.

But I can imagine people who are not in any of those categories reading this news and thinking: Layoffs happen all the time, especially newspaper layoffs. This paper still exists, even though with less staff.

So why should they care? Why is it significant for people who don't live in Washington, aren't journalists?

Benton: Well, for one thing, The Washington Post has always been a paper whose editorial importance was not limited to the city or to the district. It's a national outlet. It's one of the two largest national newspaper outlets.

It covers the happenings in Washington, D.C. Certainly there's lots of stories to cover there. So to the extent that we have any decrease in the number of people who are paying attention to what's going on, I think that's a loss.

It's also a retrenchment from what Jeff Bezos first seemed to pledge when he first purchased the paper, in 2013, which was that he would not be looking to the newspaper as a source of money. He has enough money from lots of other sources. He did seem to take seriously the idea that he was a steward of an institution, the way that the Graham family that he purchased it from had always viewed the role of being in charge of this institution that mattered to the city and to the country.

And it's certainly true that The Washington Post has lost money and is, has declined in a number of ways financially. It's also up to Jeff Bezos whether or not he is going to support a newspaper that is going to be robust journalistically and ambitious digitally, or whether or not he has grown tired of it and decided to step back his investment in the property.

And I think what's troubling in this particular change is, you're seeing what had been an institution that had really benefited from his ownership for a good long time that seems to have gone into reverse in a way that particularly aligns with the way that the political winds in Washington have blown for the last few years.

Rosin: So it sounds like what you're saying is the reason this is significant for everybody is because how Bezos changed his mind and changed his attitude towards the paper. So can you say a little more about that? What about his change of heart is important or strikes you as important?

Benton: We saw a confluence of events in the fall of 2024 around President Trump's second election that I think were very telling. You had, in October, Bezos making a decision on behalf of the newspaper to stop endorsing candidates for president at a time that the newspaper would have certainly been expected to--and the editorial board of the newspaper had desired to--endorse Kamala Harris. Bezos put out a statement saying that actually it's an awful idea for a newspaper to endorse a presidential candidate, because it creates the perception of bias. And we need to have a newspaper that doesn't sully itself with a presidential endorsement.

Almost immediately that led to a huge negative impact to the paper's bottom line because more than 250,000 existing subscribers canceled their subscriptions, and that's the lifeblood of a modern-day media company. Not long after that, he announced that he was going to be shifting the way that the opinion pages of the paper functioned. He would potentially be eliminating most of the left-of-center perspectives in exchange for a focus on what he called "personal liberties and free markets." He said explicitly, We will cover other issues besides personal liberties and free markets, but we will not be running any opinions that are in opposition to those.

He never really explained which personal liberties he was especially interested in, but it became pretty clear in the coming months that he was trying to shift the Post's editorial page and opinion section more to the right, more aligned with the new Trump administration. And in the middle of that, you had the instance of Jeff Bezos appearing at Trump's inauguration. You had the much-discussed, recently, purchase of the Melania Trump documentary at far-above market rates in a way that has been perceived by some to be something of a bribe.

You saw in this very short period of time a shift from the Post being an establishment--an institution--that was a potentially a powerful source of constraint on any presidential administration, but in particular this one, to the Post being perceived to be traveling along with the political winds.

Rosin: So it sounds like your analysis is very Bezos focused, because you could parse the blame for what happened on a few different places. It could be ownership--Jeff Bezos, management, just the state of the industry, the product itself. But you are focused on Bezos.

Benton: One thing that Jeff Bezos knows probably better than anyone else is that digital industries tend to focus around one big winner. I mean, Amazon.com is the perfect example of this. You went from a universe of having lots of diverse small retailers in the physical world, in malls and on main streets, to having one giant that dominates the online-retail business and doesn't allow much else to thrive outside of it in a lot of cases. That same phenomenon happens in the digital news business. It's just that, in digital news, The New York Times is Amazon.com. They are the giant that has been able to become overwhelmingly central to the way that the digital-newspaper business works. So in that context, the self-inflicted wounds that I would argue Bezos has caused the Post to suffer were particularly damaging because it was not competing from a position of strength. It was starting off from a position of relative market weakness.

Rosin: So initially we were talking about ideological factors, like a desire to curry favor with Trump, or at least not to irritate Trump. It sounds like now you're talking about more, sort of, financial reasons. I mean, that suggests that, what, he's a bad businessman?

Like, we don't think of Jeff Bezos as a bad businessman. What does that suggest?

Benton: Jeff Bezos has not historically been very involved in the management of The Washington Post. He took a very hands-off approach to management. He was not, you know, meddling in editorial decisions. He was, in a lot of ways, for the first decade or so, a pretty ideal hands-off owner for the Post who put investment into the paper, who allowed its newsroom to grow, allowed, you know, a digital-subscription strategy to thrive.

But I don't think at any point it has been a central part of where his business instincts have been focused. I wouldn't view his ownership of The Washington Post as primarily a business transaction.

I think you could look at the first portion of his ownership as something approaching a philanthropic goal. And I think you can look at the last couple of years primarily as trying to meet a political goal.

One of the side effects of the changes that he made in 2024 or 2025 is that it drove away an enormous number of talented journalists, including to places like The Atlantic. One reason that the Post has struggled editorially over the past year is that they lost a lot of their best reporters, their highest-profile reporters who were the best source in the White House, in Congress, in places where, you know, the stories that a newspaper can break that gets you attention, that proves to your subscribers the value of the subscription they're paying for.

The people who produce those stories often weren't working there anymore. And the stories that they would have been writing, breaking, that would've been proving the value of a digital subscription to the Post--they just weren't getting reported.

Rosin: So this is what--when people say a "death spiral" for news outlets where you have a shrinking business, leads to a downsized product, which leads to more shrinking business. Is that where the Post is now?

Benton: The biggest shift in the financial model of newspapers that has occurred in the transition from print to digital is a decreasing reliance on advertising and an increasing reliance on direct payments from subscribers. When newspapers had something closer to a monopoly on the distribution of information every day, they were able to charge very high advertising rates and they had mass audiences.

And it was a business that worked extremely well for them for a long time. Under the print model, an American newspaper usually made about 80 percent of its money from advertising and only about 20 percent from readers buying the paper or subscribing to the newspaper. In the shift to digital, the advertising money has largely gone away, to companies like Google and Facebook, and newspapers are increasingly reliant on subscriber revenue, especially, now, digital-subscriber revenue since that's where the audiences are.

And to succeed in a digital-subscription world, you need to convince people why they should still pay for you every month when they're also paying for Netflix and they're also paying for Amazon Prime and they're also paying for the long list of subscriptions that litter, you know, the credit-card bills of probably everyone listening to this.

That is a competitive marketplace where news organizations have a real editorial burden to prove their merits over and over again, and that means that a relatively small decision, like we're not going to endorse someone for president can have a really outsized impact because it creates, for a quarter-million people, a reason to suddenly say, You know what? It's not worth the 10 bucks a month, the 15 bucks a month that I'm paying if they're gonna be doing something that I find so much in opposition to my point of view.

Rosin: After the break: Should people have really expected anything better from Bezos? And should all those people really have canceled their subscriptions? That's in a minute.

[Break]

Rosin: In retrospect, now that I hear you talk and see how important that moment was when hundreds of thousands of people canceled their subscription, it was an act of protest, but now I feel like, were they protesting against the right thing and for the right place? It's like shooting yourself in your, you know, civic-participation foot. It just doesn't seem like they were aiming at the right target there.

Benton: Yeah, you saw at the time, when people were canceling their subscriptions, you would see on social media reporters from the Post saying: please don't cancel the Post. We understand that you may, may not like the decision that was made by our owner, but it's your money that allows us to keep operating, to allow us to still have jobs. 

So there is a real tension there. But at the same time, for me, it's very difficult to describe what happened at the Post as primarily a market-driven phenomenon.

The amount of money that the Post is losing is enormous to you or to me. To Jeff Bezos, it is nothing. His net worth in the past year has gone up enough to continue to pay for all the money that The Washington Post is losing for the rest of his life and the rest of his children's lives and the rest of his grandchildren's lives.

His wealth is at such a scale that there is no reason that a set of cuts like the one that we've seen this week is an economic necessity. It's a choice.

There are enormous negative financial things happening in the digital-news business more broadly, but I think that is distinct from what is happening to The Washington Post, because that is one man's choice fundamentally.

Rosin: And do you think that's a reasonable expectation you're making of Jeff Bezos? Like, he's a businessman, and so: Why should we expect him to behave differently than the many negligent owners of many newspapers who I'm sure you've tracked over the last decade-plus?

Benton: You know, that's a very reasonable question. I'd say the reason I would expect different is because he acted differently. The Washington Post was never a source of profit for him in any significant way.

When Bezos first bought the Post, in 2013, one way I'd thought about it was: There aren't many things that a man that wealthy and that powerful can do to change something in the first few paragraphs of his obituary. When Jeff Bezos dies he will be described as the founder of Amazon.com, who, you know, created one of the great fortunes of all time.

You know, if he takes mankind to another planet, perhaps that would show up there as well. (Laughs.)

If he had saved one of the most important journalistic institutions in America, that would be another thing that would show up in those first few paragraphs, perhaps. There are reasons for someone with that much wealth to invest in something that they think is good for society, good for civilization, good for the country.

And the way he spoke when he purchased the Post was filled with language of, I'm giving you runway. I'm not a shareholder you have to pay in the same way that a publicly held or hedge-fund-purchased newspaper company would have to.

And it was the fact that that was his stance for so long, for a decade, that makes this transition, I think, somewhat jarring to people within the Post and people who read the Post.

Rosin: So it seems like the Post was struggling when Bezos bought it, and the layoffs seem to indicate it's struggling now. But it did seem to be doing well at one point in his tenure. What made that possible, and what changed?

Benton: So our insight into the financial condition of the Bezos-era Post is really limited, because, as a privately held company, they don't have to report any numbers to shareholders or regulators. It certainly was true, though, that they benefited starting around 2017 with the "Trump bump" that helped a lot of news organizations.

Once Trump was elected in this very unusual new federal government came into place, there was a huge increase in interest in national news that sort of raised all boats, and the Post certainly benefited from that because they were, along with the Times, one of the premier operations that was covering what was happening in Washington during this very unusual time.

So they had a huge increase in the number of subscribers that they had. They reached a peak, they reported, of around 3 million digital subscribers, which was the third-highest in the country behind the Times and also The Wall Street Journal. They were breaking stories left and right. When Bezos first appeared, he was willing to invest into increasing a lot of positions within the newsroom, adding a lot of people on the product side and on the digital side of the operation. It was a good time to be at the Post.

They also happened to have a very good editor at the time, Marty Baron, and they were blessed with the first Trump administration as a story to cover. There certainly is a universe in which you could have imagined a second Trump administration providing that same sort of bump or at least a smaller version of it to the Post.

But this is, one of the other unfortunate things about the timing is that at the exact moment that this second Trump administration was beginning was right when Jeff Bezos had shot themselves in the foot by not endorsing the presidential election and causing these 250,000 subscribers to cancel and making this pivot into having the Opinion section only be about "free markets" and the promotion of what he considers to be "personal liberties."

I think there really was an opportunity for the Post to have another good stretch, editorially and financially. And I think you can point to some decisions that Bezos made as reasons why that didn't happen.

Rosin: I mean, one question is, do you get the sense that the tech crowd thinks that journalism done by humans just doesn't matter that much? Like, it's the opposite of our future.

Benton: I've seen dozens and dozens of tech companies and start-ups and AI companies who tend to view news as a world of inefficiencies that are waiting to be quote-unquote "fixed."

They look at a newsroom, which hires expensive people to do a lot of manual gathering of information and manual writing-up of that information or production of podcasts or videos about that information. They see a process that they think can be rendered more efficient and can have a lot of the cost structure ripped out of it.

I'm open to technological changes that could push in that direction. If they find wonderful ways to create that universe, you know, I'd love to hear about it. At the same time, I think, at a time that we as a society are increasingly concerned about the role of a few large technology companies and AI algorithms that we don't have a lot of insight into, the amount of control that those institutions seem to have on very fundamental elements of the way information gets distributed, the way that the economy works--I think there's a real disconnect in values there that I think would be pretty difficult for anyone to navigate.

Rosin: Let me just try this on you. Like, is there some alternate way that you can imagine holding government accountable? I guess I'm asking: Is journalism irrelevant? Like, is there any other way to create an informed citizenry?

Are we clinging to something that just, you know, isn't gonna last?

Benton: Gosh, that's dark. (Laughs.)

Rosin: I know it's a terrible question. I'm just trying to elicit the best argument for why anyone should care about what you even are describing as this thing that has totally different values than this other thing. And I understand this other thing to have most of the money and you know, to have, for a long time, kind of shaped our culture.

Benton: But at the same time, if you look at a place like Minneapolis and you look at the power that video images of things happening in the streets, to someone like Renee Good: The impact that the right information can have on a political body; on a citizenry; on a populace; on a protest movement; eventually, on a government--that power, in my mind, hasn't been diminished.

It used to be that it was much more the realm of individual reporters and individual newspapers and television networks to dig up this information and to share this information. Now there are many more potential inputs into that system, right?

But that doesn't, to my mind, reduce the power that information--accurate, timely information about the world around us--can have in how society and government work. I think that we had a sort of unusual glory period for a number of decades across the 20th century where the things that were healthy for our democracy were also things that aligned really well with an advertising-driven business model.

It didn't make a lot of sense at an intellectual level that the same people who would be reporting on what's happening in Baghdad or what's happening on some distant battlefield would be putting their work right next to furniture-store ads and classified ads for jobs and all the other things that created this unusual mixture of elements that was 20th-century mass media.

We were kind of lucky that those happened to align for a while. And they very much do not align anymore. I think the shift away from relying on advertising and relying on subscribers and people willing to invest, essentially, in what they see as being useful for democracy is a potential route to stability, in that--you know, The New York Times has been able to navigate that extremely well. They're a much bigger business than they've ever been before and still doing lots of excellent journalism, though I'm sure everyone can critique any number of pieces of it.

I still think that there is an enormous amount of value in the work that journalists do, and there are models out there. And one of those models that a lot of people, for a while, had some hope in was philanthropically minded billionaires who would see the value in what journalism was doing, and also have the capacity to remove it from the marketplace of capitalism, at least to a degree.

And I think Jeff Bezos did that for a while, to a certain degree. So I think that's why it's extra-frustrating to see him instead shoving The Washington Post right back into that marketplace and saying, Oh no, now I have to make the same sort of decisions that someone who, you know, a struggling businessman who is worried about paying his mortgage might have to make--to make the difficult cuts.

That's what makes it difficult--that this is very much a choice. This is a choice that one man made that is going to harm a lot of journalists and is going to harm a lot of people who would have benefited from the journalism.

Rosin: Okay, so: Is there a path forward for The Washington Post?

Benton: That's entirely up to Jeff Bezos. He could decide to convert The Washington Post into a nonprofit. He could decide to keep shrinking and keep cutting. He could decide to invest again in anything that he's decided not to invest in. It's a property that he has total and complete control over. I think there is a path forward for good journalism.

The Post benefits from its incredible history and the relationships it has built up over the decades in Washington and beyond. But it's also hamstrung by that history and by the fact that it is built out as a print business that has shifted towards digital as opposed to being a digital-first business, right. There are paths forward, and it's really up to one man to decide if he chooses to take any of them.

Rosin: Well, Josh, thank you so much for joining me today.

Benton: Absolutely. My pleasure.

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

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Second Death of Charlie Kirk

The activist's assassination unleashed anti-Semitism that is pulling the Trump coalition apart.

by Yair Rosenberg

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




At the close of 2025, just a few months after Charlie Kirk was assassinated, thousands of his followers came together in Phoenix for AmericaFest, the annual convention of Turning Point USA. A casual observer might have expected this gathering to serve as an opportunity for conservatives to regroup, celebrate Kirk's legacy, and recommit to his fight against the left. Instead, one by one, MAGA's leading lights took the stage and began shivving one another in public.

"Today, the conservative movement is in serious danger," warned Ben Shapiro, a co-founder of The Daily Wire. He lambasted right-wing "charlatans" who "traffic in conspiracism and dishonesty." And he named names. Shapiro slammed Tucker Carlson, perhaps the most popular conservative commentator in America, for mainstreaming pro-Nazi sentiment, and dubbed the former Trump strategist Steve Bannon "a PR flack for Jeffrey Epstein," the convicted sex criminal (fact-check: mostly true). "These people are frauds, and they are grifters, and they do not deserve your time," Shapiro said. Awkwardly, several of those people were scheduled to speak after him.

"Ben Shapiro is like a cancer, and that cancer spreads," retorted Bannon the next day from the same podium. "I just got here, and I feel like I missed the first part of the program," quipped Carlson, who went on to accuse Shapiro and his allies of practicing "the style of debate where you prevent the other side from talking or being heard," conflating the latter's criticism of his conduct with censorship.

When Kirk was killed, conservatives believed that his death would galvanize his cause. "Millions of Charlie Kirks were created today," declared Representative Lauren Boebert of Colorado. But as it turned out, Kirk's assassin didn't kill just one man; he destabilized the entire Trump coalition by removing a pivotal person who had been holding it together. In doing so, the killer helped unshackle dark forces--chief among them anti-Semitism--that now threaten to overtake the conservative movement.

Before his life was ended by an assassin's bullet, Charlie Kirk was trying to save the conservative coalition from turning on itself. To liberals, the late activist was known for debating left-wing students on college campuses. But on the right, Kirk was waging another battle, against people on his own side.

For years, Kirk was dogged by the overtly racist followers of the young white-nationalist influencer Nick Fuentes. An avowed admirer of Adolf Hitler, Fuentes sought to subordinate racial, religious, and sexual minorities to white Christians. "The problem is that Jews run America," he said in a representative livestream. "And the only reason we have Muslims here is because Jews are letting them in." His supporters, known as "Groypers," badgered Kirk with anti-Semitic and other bigoted questions at Turning Point events. "Charlie Kirk is a fake patriot, a fake Christian, and he hates his people, he's anti-white," Fuentes told his online audience.

Yair Rosenberg: The anti-Semitic revolution on the American right

Kirk recognized that this crude conspiracism was poisonous to his project of popularizing the conservative cause. When a caller to The Charlie Kirk Show asked why he wouldn't debate Fuentes and his faction, Kirk responded: "We succeed--we win; they blame the Jews." But Kirk also saw that Fuentes had real appeal, especially among disaffected youth, and so he tried to split the difference, repeatedly rebuking the Groypers themselves while partially co-opting some of their talking points. "If you are blaming less than 0.2 percent of the world's population for all of your problems, that is not going to be good for your soul," Kirk said shortly before his death. "Any young person that goes into this hyper-online brain rot, you are serving yourself over to your own demise." Before he was killed, he drafted a now-best-selling book about the benefits of observing the Jewish Sabbath. But Kirk also blamed "Jewish donors" for being "the No. 1 funding mechanism of radical, open-border, neoliberal, quasi-Marxist policies, cultural institutions, and nonprofits."

An exchange during one of Kirk's final campus tours illustrates the tenuous nature of this balancing act. At Illinois State University last April, a man confronted Kirk to claim that the U.S. government had been "infiltrated by the Jews." He proceeded to blame pornography, "the transgender movement and the LGBT community," and the 9/11 attacks on Jewish culprits. For 16 minutes, Kirk deconstructed these and other conspiracy theories, patiently demystifying complex aspects of Judaism such as the Talmud and the biblical Noahide Laws before attempting to explain his fundamental disagreement. "I actually think the people who control our government are secular leftist Marxists in the deep state," he said. "The people actually controlling our country are not 'the Jews'"--at this he made a mocking gesture with his hand. "It's a combination of people that want to see the United States of America cripple and fall." But before Kirk could finish the sentence, his questioner emphatically interjected, "The Jews."

Kirk similarly tried to walk a tightrope when it came to Israel. Despite pushback from Zionist members of and donors to his own organization, including prominent evangelical Christians and conservative Jews, he hosted debates about the merits of American political and military support for Israel at Turning Point events. And he continued to invite Carlson to participate in them, even after the former Fox News host began airing Hitler apologetics alongside his critiques of the Israeli state. Toward the end of his life, Kirk himself became more critical of Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's leadership; he publicly opposed U.S. strikes on Iran and, according to his podcast producer, wanted the Gaza war to end. In this way, Kirk sought to decouple criticism of Israeli policy from anti-Semitic conspiracism, and to contain conflicts over Jews and their state within the conservative tent, rather than allow those arguments to collapse it.

But when Kirk died, so did the hope of a brokered MAGA consensus on this and other incendiary issues, because no one else had the credibility or charisma to sustain one. A frantic scramble for control of the Trump coalition commenced--and all of the tensions that Kirk had tried to tame were unleashed. Bit by bit, the conservative kingmaker's former friends began dismantling his life's political work.

Candace Owens, a popular far-right podcaster whom Kirk once hired and raised from obscurity, began claiming that he had been murdered not by Tyler Robinson, the man detained by authorities, but by an Israeli conspiracy that included Kirk's own lieutenants in Turning Point USA--and possibly his wife, Erika Kirk, now the organization's CEO. "Candace Owens Honors Charlie Kirk's Legacy by Doing Everything in Her Power to Destroy It," cracked The Babylon Bee, a satirical conservative publication.

Judith Shulevitz: There were two Charlie Kirks

In his speech at Kirk's funeral, Carlson blamed Jews--sorry, people "eating hummus"--for killing Jesus, and insinuated that a similar cabal killed Kirk. Days later, Carlson began releasing The 9/11 Files, a five-part video series that suggests Israel had foreknowledge of the al-Qaeda attacks but withheld the information from the United States. "'Israel did 9/11' is a rather anti-Semitic thing to say," Kirk had told the questioner who had suggested as much at Illinois State.

Carlson put the final nail in Kirk's coffin seven weeks after his death by inviting Fuentes, the activist's nemesis, onto his show--perhaps the most popular podcast on the American right--for a cordial conversation. Over the course of 138 minutes, Fuentes praised Joseph Stalin and railed against "organized Jewry," all while his host largely failed to challenge his Nazi-adjacent views.

Carlson's interview with Fuentes was not only a betrayal of Kirk's memory--it precipitated the very MAGA meltdown that Kirk had worked so hard to avert. Conservative institutions quickly came under pressure to condemn Carlson for his softball sit-down with the David Duke of the digital age. This proved too difficult for Kevin Roberts, the president of the Heritage Foundation, the most influential right-wing think tank in Donald Trump's Washington. In a video posted online, Roberts denounced Carlson's critics as a "venomous coalition" and defended Fuentes's right to free speech--without using his own to substantively criticize anything that either man had said.

The reaction to the video was seismic. "No to the groypers," Shapiro declared on X. "No to cowards like Tucker Carlson, who normalize their trash." Shapiro released a special 41-minute episode of his podcast detailing Fuentes's career of calumnies against Black people, Indian Americans, Jews, and women--and called out Carlson's refusal to confront the young white supremacist about any of it. "If this is the Republican Party, or this is what the Republican Party becomes, then I'm not part of it," Ace of Spades, a pseudonymous pugilist who once won the Conservative Political Action Conference's Blogger of the Year award, wrote. "I did not sign up for this bullshit. I will not become a Nazi to 'own the libs.'"

"In the last six months, I've seen more anti-Semitism on the right than I have at any time in my life," Senator Ted Cruz told the Federalist Society's National Lawyers Convention in November. "It is growing. It is metastasizing. There are about a half-dozen vocal apostles, and it is in particular finding purchase with the young." Soon after, the Princeton professor Robert George, once dubbed "the reigning brain of the Christian right," resigned from the Heritage Foundation's board. Dozens of staffers reportedly left the organization. One month later, Turning Point's flagship conference descended into recriminations over the very controversies and conspiracies that its founder had endeavored so assiduously to suppress.

On one level, this conflict is about Jews and Israel. But on another, this debate is downstream from something much bigger: a power struggle over who will define and control the MAGA movement once Trump is gone. By painting rivals as tools of the Jews, hard-right influencers such as Carlson and Bannon hope to delegitimize the competition not by besting their ideas, but by slurring their loyalties and identity.

For years, Carlson has assailed Shapiro, the country's most prominent Jewish conservative, casting him as a foreign subversive opposed to the national interest and "hostile toward White, Christian men"--even as Carlson himself has whitewashed anti-American authoritarians such as Russian President Vladimir Putin on his show. "I can't imagine how someone like that could get an audience of people who claim to care about America," Carlson said of Shapiro in 2023, "because he doesn't, obviously." Carlson also recently insinuated that Florida Governor Ron DeSantis is controlled by Netanyahu. Bannon, similarly, regularly labels his critics as "Israel-first"--including in disputes that have nothing to do with Israel.

Ali Breland: The firewall against Nick Fuentes is crumbling

Kirk sought to construct a conservative populism that did not get mired in the morass of anti-Jewish conspiracism. He did not succeed. But many of those who have rushed to assume his mantle have no desire to try. They see anti-Semitism not as a weakness to be avoided but a weapon to be wielded against ideological opponents--including the president.

These far-right actors hold no love for Trump and see his iron grip on the Republican base as an impediment to their ambitions. Indeed, Carlson has privately called the president "a total piece of shit" and a "demonic force." Bannon repeatedly derided the president in text messages to Epstein. Fuentes refused to endorse Trump in 2024. Implying that Trump is controlled by Israel or his Jewish donors is a convenient way to drive a wedge between him and his supporters. "Pushing that anti-Semitic button in far-right Republican politics is a way for some MAGA-aligned figures to try to create a version of MAGA that Trump doesn't control," the historian Walter Russell Mead told a Tablet magazine podcast. For Carlson and company, anti-Semitism is a means to an end, and Jews are simply collateral damage.

Men like Bannon, Carlson, and Fuentes represent a small, internally divided faction that cannot itself win national elections and repels many of the voters needed to do so. But they are able to extort the broader conservative coalition by threatening to sabotage or leave it. Politicians such as Vice President Vance and Secretary of State Marco Rubio, and any other contenders for the 2028 presidential nomination, will have to decide whether to accommodate or anathematize the coalition's anti-Semites.

Some of those pushing anti-Jewish invective on the right are opportunists. Others are true believers. But the outcome is the same: a conservative politics that is more fractious and more overtly anti-Semitic, in which the place of Jewish people in American public life is openly up for debate.

Charlie Kirk tried to avoid exactly this. He aspired to forge a broad conservative coalition that could outlive Trump and bridge the traditional Reaganite GOP with the rising new right. As Kyle Spencer, the author of Raising Them Right, a book about Turning Point's ascent, put it: "Charlie Kirk arrived on the scene as a kid who just graduated from high school in 2012, saying, 'I have a vision. It is possible. This party is stodgy. It's outdated, it's old white men. We need to attract young people, Black people, Latinos.'" In 2024, when Kirk quarterbacked the Trump campaign's ground game, it looked like he had finally pulled that off: The former president made major gains among nonwhite and low-propensity voters, and he finally won the popular vote.

Today, the president's hold on his MAGA base remains ironclad, but Kirk's dream of a broader coalition is slipping away. Last month, polling released by The New York Times found that "the major demographic shifts of the last election have snapped back." In fact, the paper continued, "young and nonwhite voters are even likelier to disapprove of Mr. Trump than they were then, while he retains most of his support among older and white voters." That same month, Carlson welcomed his show's first guest of 2026, a conspiracy theorist named Ian Carroll who, after Kirk was killed, told his 1.3 million X followers that "Israel just shot themselves." The real plot against Kirk's legacy and work--perpetrated in part by the two men in the studio--went undiscussed.
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The Murder of <em>The Washington Post</em>

Today's layoffs are the latest attempt to kill what makes the paper special.

by Ashley Parker

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




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

We're witnessing a murder.

Jeff Bezos, the billionaire owner of The Washington Post, and Will Lewis, the publisher he appointed at the end of 2023, are embarking on the latest step of their plan to kill everything that makes the paper special. The Post has survived for nearly 150 years, evolving from a hometown family newspaper into an indispensable national institution, and a pillar of the democratic system. But if Bezos and Lewis continue down their present path, it may not survive much longer.

Over recent years, they've repeatedly cut the newsroom--killing its Sunday magazine, reducing the staff by several hundred, nearly halving the Metro desk--without acknowledging the poor business decisions that led to this moment or providing a clear vision for the future. This morning, executive editor Matt Murray and HR chief Wayne Connell told the newsroom staff in an early-morning virtual meeting that it was closing the Sports department and Books section, ending its signature podcast, and dramatically gutting the International and Metro departments, in addition to staggering cuts across all teams. Post leadership--which did not even have the courage to address their staff in person--then left everyone to wait for an email letting them know whether or not they had a job. (Lewis, who has already earned a reputation for showing up late to work when he showed up at all, did not join the Zoom.)

The Post may yet rise, but this will be their enduring legacy.

What's happening to the Post is a public tragedy, but for me, it is also very personal. When my parents' basement recently flooded, amid the waterlogged boxes of old photos and vinyl records, we found my younger sister's baby book. There, on a page reserved for memories from the month she was born--news about visits from doting grandparents, perhaps, or descriptions of her mewling gurgles--my dad had filled the lines with news from our hometown paper, The Washington Post.

"Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS)." "Irangate." "The Bork nomination to the U.S. Supreme Court." "The NFL went on strike." "Wall Street had the worst day since 1929!!!" "The U.S. was having a garbage crisis, i.e.; running out of disposal sites, esp. in the northeast." (To be fair, he worked in waste management. But also ... welcome to the world, Baby Girl!)

Which is to say: The Washington Post feels like a part of my family's DNA, imprinted on our earliest memories, memorialized among clippings of our hair and other, more traditional, recollections (first diaper blowout, first word).

As a kid growing up in Bethesda, Maryland, I can't remember a time when the Post was not, somehow, woven through the fabric of my life. I cut out Sports-section photos of the Redskins coach Joe Gibbs and the quarterback Mark Rypien to plaster on the walls of my childhood bedroom the year my dad taught me how to watch football.

Just before I turned 12, a junior at Walt Whitman High School--where I was soon to start--slammed her white BMW into a tree after a night of drinking with three friends, splitting the car in half and instantly killing herself and a friend, and gravely injuring the other two girls. The Post was where I looked to understand what had happened, to grapple with the potent mix of youth and privilege and tragedy. Later, I picked up the Post to comb for box scores and recaps of my varsity basketball games; to admire the far more gifted athletes from across the region who had made their various All-Met teams; and to follow each new development of the Washington, D.C., snipers, who terrorized the area and transfixed the country.

The Post was also how I fell in love with journalism. Every newspaper lover has the section they read first--Sports, Comics, Metro--and mine was Style. The section, which debuted in 1969, was like nothing that had come before it, or what has come since: a newspaper that gave its writers the time and space and freedom and voice to produce narrative long-form journalism that was must-read, holding its own against the New Journalism magazine greats of the era. And for me, it was a chance to commune with giants--to read people such as Libby Copeland, Robin Givhan, Paul Hendrickson, Sally Quinn, David Von Drehle, Gene Weingarten, Marjorie Williams--and puzzle over how they'd done it.

Then, in 2017, I arrived at the Post as a reporter to cover the Trump White House, and I stayed for eight magical years. I had planned to stay forever. So what is happening at the Post right now--what has been happening there for a while--is personal. But it is also so much larger than me or any single person.

The least cynical explanation is that Bezos simply isn't paying attention. Maybe--like so many of us initially--he was charmed by Lewis's British accent and studied loucheness that mask an emperor whose bespoke threads are no clothes at all. Or maybe, as many of us who deeply love the Post fear, the decimation is the plan.

The Post journalists I know have shown a genuine willingness--even an eagerness--to evolve, a spirit of creativity and innovation at a time of transformation in the media. But its executives seem not to know where to lead it. Among the many failures here--of leadership, management, business, imagination, courage--the actual journalism stands strong.

Journalism is--has always been--a tough industry. But I watched firsthand as Bezos, Lewis, and company spoke in turgid corporate-ese ("Fix it, build it, scale it") and failed to launch--or even attempt to launch--initiatives that might achieve their grandiose visions. They began 2025 by unveiling the "Big Hairy Audacious Goal" of jumping from about 2.5 million subscribers to 200 million paying users, despite having ended the previous year hemorrhaging tens of thousands of their existing subscribers, all while blaming the journalists for the paper's travails.

I don't pretend to have the answers to the Post's financial woes, or a successful business model for a local paper that is also the nation's hometown paper. But I can tell you what will be lost if these two men--who don't seem to understand what the Post was, what it still is, and what it could be--continue to treat it like a distressed asset or a bargaining chip with a president who, ultimately, does not respect bargaining supplicants.

Watergate started as a local story.

Marty Weil--who is now in his 61st year at the Post--was subbing as a night editor on the Metro desk when he heard five words crackle across the police scanner: "Doors open at the Watergate." Al Lewis, the dayside police-beat reporter, wrote the first story that appeared on the June 18, 1972, front page--"5 Held in Plot to Bug Democrats' Office Here." And then Gene Bachinski, who handled the beat at night, got a key tip: An arresting officer allowed him to glimpse the address book of one of the Watergate burglars, containing a scribbled entry, "H Hunt. WH," and a number that went straight to the White House.

Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein reported for duty that Sunday, and they soon took over. The story went national, toppling a presidency and inspiring generations of journalists. But it was also quintessential Post reporting--relentlessly and fearlessly pursuing the truth and holding power to account in a collaborative effort across the newsroom. (That initial story lists eight--eight!--Post journalists who contributed reporting, an early preview of the triple- and even quadruple-bylined stories that have come to mark the paper's most ambitious efforts.)

Watergate was hardly the last time that the paper turned coverage of local events into national news. The Post also reported on the September 11 attacks, which killed 125 people at the Pentagon and all 64 people aboard American Airlines Flight 77 when it crashed; the 2007 Virginia Tech shooting, which left 32 professors and students dead and dozens more injured; and the January 6 riot at the Capitol and its aftermath. This past year, the Post, with expert reporters at nearly every major federal agency, delivered unsurpassed accounts of the DOGE-ing of the federal government. (Amid the paper's steady stream of scoops, last month federal agents raided the Virginia home of Hannah Natanson, the Post's "federal government whisper.") Whatever bar you set for success--exposing corruption, changing lives, moving readers to tears and to action, bringing joy and understanding to the community it serves, winning prizes--the Post has always cleared it.

Today's layoffs provide a whiff of the latest alleged strategy: an almost-exclusive focus on politics and national-security coverage, though even that explanation defies credulity, as the growing list of those laid off includes some of the nation's finest political and international reporters and editors. As one longtime Post reporter observed to me, "We're changing and trimming and cutting our way toward a much more mundane product, and one that doesn't seem to attract more readers." To the extent that a plan exists, it seems to be to transform the Post into a facsimile of Politico. (In another cruel irony, Politico was born out of the Post nearly two decades ago, when two reporters decamped to launch their own fast-paced, scoop-driven, win-the-morning publication.)

But general-interest publications can be profitable. The New York Times has shown there is money to be made by diversifying, expanding, experimenting, offering something for everyone. (News! Audio! Games! Cooking! Video! Long-form!) The publication you're reading now is profitable, and has nearly 1.5 million subscribers. Other specialty publications, such as Axios and Punchbowl News, have succeeded by tripling down on the needs and interests of their core audience. The Post, instead, is abandoning its current audience in search of one that may not exist.

What Bezos, Lewis, and their jargon-loving underlings also fail to understand is that the paper's coverage of Washington will be neither as vivid nor as authoritative without the contributions of journalists in bureaus around the world. Those correspondents risk their life to help readers understand how, say, the United States deposing a leader in Venezuela may have consequences for citizens living in Ohio. Coverage of the White House and Congress is enhanced by a well-sourced Metro team and gimlet-eyed narrators in Style. And you can't be this capital city's definitive chronicler if you don't cover our beloved Nats and Caps and Commanders, what's going on in our kids' schools, or what restaurant has the best pupusas.

George Packer: The Washington Post is dying a death of despair

Nearly all media outlets are struggling to reinvent themselves. But the Post should have been better equipped than most to meet the moment. It has a great reputation, great talent, and great positioning to cover local stories for a large and highly educated audience willing to pay for news, and to serve a broader national audience eager for deep political and accountability reporting.

"This is the nation's capital, and the people who live here are diplomats and federal-government employees and public servants and national security advisers and people who work in the White House who also send their kids to school here," a local Post reporter told me. "And you can live in Northwest or you can live in Southeast, and everyone is pissed that the snow isn't plowed."

Last week, the paper's foreign correspondents released a video aimed at Bezos, explaining how, as the Ukraine bureau chief, Siobhan O'Grady, puts it, they have been risking their life to cover wars, pandemics, civil uprisings, and so much more. In the two-minute video, often against the backdrop of explosions and other dangers, the journalists offer vignettes of their daily life: "I was there when a Russian missile hit a Ukrainian playground and killed nine kids." "I was there when the Taliban tightened their grip on Afghanistan." "I was there in January 2020, outside of Wuhan, when China shut it down to contain a mysterious virus."

The power of the Post has always been its pulsing humanity, the zippy teamwork that has allowed each individual to produce something so much greater than they could have achieved on their own.

I was there. I was there. I was there. We were there. 

Not being The New York Times, being forced to do more with less, was freeing. It created--required--a culture of collegiality and collaboration, a willingness to experiment and take risks, a certain puckishness. "There's sort of an Avis mentality at the Post: 'We try harder,'" Mike Semel, a longtime Post editor who now works at The Athletic, told me. He was referring to the rent-a-car company's now-famous 1962 ad campaign, which embraced its No. 2 status to Hertz, promising better customer service and, in the process, juicing its revenue. As Avis understood, being the underdog is liberating.

During President Trump's first term, the then-executive editor, Marty Baron, green-lighted a graphic-nonfiction version of the Mueller Report and later turned it into a book. And when Congress declined to create a September 11-style commission to investigate the January 6 attacks, the Post decided that it would do what Congress would not: Without subpoena power, more than 100 journalists from across the newsroom produced a 38,000-word investigative series, "The Attack," offering the definitive story of the deadly insurrection at the U.S. Capitol. (It was part of the package that won the 2022 Pulitzer Prize for Public Service.)

The Post has always been a writers' paper, a newsroom so thoroughly scrappy that simultaneously anything seems possible--big ideas, big ambition--and it still feels like a small miracle each day when such consistently good journalism emerges from such glorious mayhem. (For my entire time there, I tracked my vacation days and comp time on yellow Post-it notes, which my editors unfailingly honored.)

There was a sense that great journalism could come from anyone, in any corner of the K Street newsroom. Exciting projects and challenging investigations were not walled off for certain elite teams. The Post was a place where everyone could be, and was, part of the same shared mission; we wore Democracy Dies in Darkness hoodies to work, blue-and-white WP beanies in the winter.

It helped that even the paper's biggest stars learned how to be reporters on the same unglamorous beats--Southern Maryland; Virginia's Loudoun County; the loud, sweaty gyms of high-school sports; night cops. "It's hard to explain to somebody from the outside," Semel said. While everyone else got to celebrate Independence Day, generations of Post reporters had to spend their holiday afternoon on the sunbaked grass by the Lincoln Memorial, putting together stories for the next day's paper. "David Fahrenthold stood on the Mall on the Fourth of July, before he won his Pulitzer."

At its core, compelling narrative writing is an exercise in building empathy and helping Americans in a fractured country understand one another. But that empathy and compassion and teamwork extended within the newsroom, as well.

We shared phone numbers and scenes from our notebooks, invited our colleagues to join us at source lunches and drinks, and spent time on Slack trying to make one another laugh. Often, one of my cubicle-mates would overhear me on the phone and, before I'd even hung up, had emailed a suggestion for my story or sent me the contact info of a person I should call.

Others simply texted "wellness check," again and again, to their friends and colleagues who they knew were working on a physically dangerous or emotionally draining story. It was common to send a paper-wide email remembering a parent or loved one who had died, and to have our kids pop in and out of Zooms. Semel recalled how, when the stress felt overwhelming, he would go down to the basement of the paper's old building, on 15th Street, with Steven Ginsberg (who started at the paper as a copy boy and eventually became a managing editor before decamping to edit The Athletic) and Nick Miroff (a longtime ace immigration reporter who is now my Atlantic colleague) for an impromptu game of Wiffle ball.

Martin Baron: Where Jeff Bezos went wrong with The Washington Post 

Perhaps that's why the paper's White House reporting team, which knew it was unlikely to be affected, wrote a letter to Bezos ahead of the cuts, beseeching him to intervene. Some of their most-read stories "relied on collaboration with all corners of the newsroom," they said, because "our colleagues' work helps lift up our own."

Although many talented and hardworking people have left the paper in recent years, many talented and hardworking people have chosen to remain, and others have joined. The Post is still one of the best places to do important work. Journalists there turned down lucrative buyouts or other compelling offers to stay and fight for a place they love because they believe in the paper and the mission. (I would be remiss here if I did not mention that, bittersweetly, The Atlantic and the Times have been among the biggest beneficiaries of the current exodus.)

But each departure--whether by choice or buyout or, now, deliberate gutting--represents not just an individual loss but the erasure of years of institutional memory. How do you retain the culture of a place whose journalism absolutely sang because of--not in spite of--what my beloved editor Dan Eggen once joked was my corner of the building's biggest problem: "Too much giggling."

I arrived at the Post at the beginning of 2017, at a personal and professional nadir. My boyfriend and I had just broken up after nearly a decade together, and I was leaving my first job, at The New York Times. I had started right out of college, as Maureen Dowd's researcher, and it was an amazing experience. She was a great boss and mentor, and she's often still my first call for advice, on any topic. Yet I had long felt like a perpetual junior-varsity player, unable to shed the sheen of early assistanthood.

But the Post wanted me. Its team understood me--with all of my quirks and flaws and complications--and the newsroom welcomed me. Almost immediately, my editors pushed me toward opportunities I wouldn't have dreamed of trying to seize--co-moderating a Washington Post-MSNBC Democratic debate in 2019, working on three projects that would each go on to win Pulitzer Prizes. Finally, I started believing in myself too.

The newsroom was a merry band of misfits, and I was one of their cheerful warriors. I was home.

My White House teammates regularly covered my shifts or swapped days with me so that I could meet the various demands of my complicated blended family. (I vividly remember racing out the door one afternoon to get to my then-second-grade stepdaughter's performance in the ensemble of Alice in Wonderland as my desk-mates cheered me on.) When I miscarried between my two successful pregnancies, my colleagues called and texted daily to check in, and sent me cookies and soup. And when Trump finally agreed to an interview the month that I gave birth to my first daughter, in 2018, Phil Rucker and Josh Dawsey called me on maternity leave to invite me to join them because, they said, it was my interview too. (I ultimately declined--a combination of a challenging C-section recovery, postpartum depression, and abject horror at how the president might react if I began leaking milk in the Oval Office. In my absence, Trump told Rucker and Dawsey that he wished me well, but that I had always been very nasty to him.)

I am hardly unique. Andrew Golden, who covers the Washington Nationals for the paper, met and fell in love with his now-wife at the Post. (His hiring was also a full-circle moment for his family, and his granddad--a native Washingtonian and avid sports fan--saves every story he writes in cardboard boxes.) In 2007, Carlos Lozada, the paper's longtime book critic, took the hardest job he'd ever had, as national-security editor, and then found out that same month that his oldest sister was dying of cancer--and his bosses told him: Go--take whatever time you need. Don't worry about vacation days. Don't worry about the job. We can sort that all out. "They all just covered for me, and that was everything," Lozada, who now works for the Times, told me. "I got to spend a lot of time with my sister in the final days, and I'll never, ever stop being grateful to The Washington Post for that."

Erin Cox, who covers Maryland politics for the paper and whose husband, Rick Maese, covers sports, had a near-fatal heart attack just 10 weeks after giving birth to her third baby. The newsroom rallied around their family, sending money and food and support. Colleagues paid for--among other things--three weeks of summer camp for their 6-year-old daughter, whose scary August was suddenly overshadowed by memories of going to the pool, making kites, and laughing with new friends. One business reporter with whom Cox had never spoken showed up at her door bearing a multipart vegetarian feast. Cox's editor brought her college-aged daughter by to offer babysitting services. The Post filled up a meal train for three months, leaving her book club with no remaining slots. (They settled for a gift card.)

"I mean," she told me now, over the phone, "I had a tube in my throat dripping chemicals onto my heart to coax back enough function so that maybe I could one day walk up a flight of stairs, and you know what I felt? Overwhelmed by love."

When The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg--who interned during two summers at the Post before taking on the night-cops beat--approached me in the summer of 2024 about joining this magazine, I was intrigued. I had always wanted to be a magazine writer, and I had subscribed to The Atlantic a few years before, sick of hitting the paywall when there were just so many stories I wanted to read.

The job he was offering was the one I had imagined for myself since I was a kid reading those Style-section greats. But I also subconsciously thought the process was going to end with me telling him, truthfully, You're offering me my dream job, but I already have my dream job, and the tie goes to the home team.

I realized, though, that the Post wasn't the same paper that had recruited me eight years before, and that I didn't want to work for an owner and publisher who couldn't articulate a vision and confused contempt for the newsroom with a business plan.

I love The Atlantic. I'm writing stories that feel both challenging and fulfilling. But even so, I also miss the Post. And as I watch the deliberate dismantling of the paper of the Graham family, of Woodward and Bernstein, of Marty Baron, of so many of my best friends, my grief is still visceral, my anger still raw.

Lozada told me he loves his new job at the Times, but the Post will always be special to him, too: "I worked there for 17 years, and I still think of the Post in terms of 'we.' Even when I'm talking about it now, I say, 'I can't believe we did this.'"

"The Post is still my 'we,'" he continued. "It will always be my 'we.'"

But, really, the Post is all of our "we"--the journalists fighting for it, the ones competing against it, those of us in the diaspora, and especially the community that counts on it and the nation that turns to it. We deserve so much better.
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Why This Shutdown Is Different

Now come negotiations over the administration's immigration crackdown.

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




During the previous government shutdown, President Trump reveled in the chance to fire federal workers, expand his executive authority, and steer taxpayer dollars toward his allies and away from his perceived political enemies. After a record-setting 43 days of gridlock--during which Trump pursued those goals with varying degrees of success--several Democrats abandoned their quest to force Republicans to negotiate a health-care deal, and voted to end the shutdown. As he signed the bill, flanked by congressional Republicans, who had largely unified around the idea that they would not entertain a policy negotiation while the government was closed, Trump congratulated his party on a "very big victory" over the Democrats.

The second government shutdown of Trump's second term ended today with much less fanfare and bravado from the commander in chief. This time, Trump negotiated both before and after the government was closed, going so far as to call Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer to work out a deal on the main point of contention: his administration's mass-deportation campaign.

Trump is largely the same person that he was four months ago, when the previous shutdown began. (If you need evidence, in recent days, he has abruptly announced plans to close and completely rebuild the Kennedy Center, suggested that he wants to "nationalize" the midterm elections, and threatened Iran with an attack from "a massive Armada.") But his push to quickly resolve the latest shutdown highlights how much the political landscape on immigration has shifted following daily, videotaped clashes between masked federal agents and Minneapolis residents, two of whom were killed last month.

"I'm glad we got this done," Trump said from the Oval Office as he signed the bill and hailed the various programs the legislation would fund. He didn't address the difficulties that come next: negotiations over accountability measures for federal immigration agents and a lapse in funding for the Department of Homeland Security if a deal can't be reached within 10 days.

Although Republicans have generally opposed considering policy concessions as a prerequisite for opening the government, Trump and his allies had little choice but to treat this shutdown differently, Doug Heye, a Republican strategist, told me. Plunging public support for Trump's immigration crackdown has reoriented the politics of government shutdowns; the political shift is a culmination of "all the things that we've seen on video, everything that America has reacted to in the past few weeks, when we've had two American citizens who have been killed," he said. "Now when you talk about immigration, it is essentially being defined as what's happening in Minneapolis, and most Republicans know that it's bad for them."

On January 24, Alex Pretti became the second American killed by federal agents in Minneapolis. Since then, the Trump administration has been looking for ways to contain the political fallout. Trump has dispatched the administration's "border czar," Tom Homan, to Minneapolis with explicit orders to calm tensions, had positive phone calls with Minnesota Governor Tim Walz and Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey, and expressed openness to de-escalating the aggressive tactics used by some federal agents. The president, though, has since begun to retreat from his conciliatory tone, taking to social media to attack Pretti and telling reporters that he is "not at all" pulling back from Minnesota.

Read: 'Trust has been breached'

But even as he began shifting away from de-escalation, Trump made clear that he was willing to work with Democrats to avoid another government shutdown. The bill that Trump signed today funds most of the government through the end of September and continues funding for the Department of Homeland Security until February 13. Lawmakers and the White House are supposed to use the next 10 days to negotiate broader reforms to DHS's operations that Democrats say would be necessary before they vote for additional funding for the agency that is carrying out Trump's mass-deportation effort.

Democrats, who emerged from the previous shutdown without achieving their goal of extending subsidies for health care, say that they are now determined to extract concrete changes in how the nation's immigration authorities operate. "Immigration and border protection are core responsibilities of our government, but this version of ICE has strayed far beyond that core function," Representative Kristen McDonald Rivet, a Democrat from Michigan, wrote in a statement today after voting against the funding bill. She said that Congress should demand that DHS shift away from the "chaos and deadly consequences" of its current operations.

Democrats have threatened to withhold their votes on funding DHS beyond next week if their demands are not met. Although the department's immigration push has been infused with tens of billions of dollars in funds from legislation Congress passed last year, a shutdown of operations could affect other parts of the department's budget, including TSA and FEMA. Democrats are calling for changes that include requiring ICE agents to stop wearing masks and to obtain judicial warrants in immigration operations. They also want independent investigations of the killings of Pretti and Renee Good. Some are calling for the resignation of DHS Secretary Kristi Noem, who has drawn bipartisan criticism for accusing Pretti and Good of "domestic terrorism" hours after each was killed.

Democrats' push may already be making an impact. Noem said yesterday that ICE agents working in Minneapolis will begin wearing body cameras immediately and that agents across the country will be doing the same once funding becomes available. But Democrats are likely to face more resistance to their other demands. Asked about judicial warrants today, Trump was noncommittal. "I haven't even thought about it," he told reporters. "I'm not thinking about search warrants."

He deferred to Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina, who said that he opposed the call for judicial warrants. Graham pivoted to calling for a ban on sanctuary cities, something Trump said he will be pushing for as negotiations take place in the coming days. Other Republicans have rejected several Democratic requests as unrealistic or unworkable. Senate Majority Leader John Thune predicted that lawmakers would need to pass another extension of DHS funding before February 13, calling the prospect of making significant reforms by next week an "impossibility."

But, buoyed by the newfound leverage they have to draw Trump to the negotiating table, many Democrats are looking to exert maximum pressure in the coming days. There is disagreement between the Senate and the House, as well as between more moderate and more progressive Democrats, about how hard of a line to draw in the upcoming discussions. House Democrats largely opted not to support the funding agreement negotiated by their Senate counterparts, with some saying that funding DHS at current levels even for a few days would be inappropriate. But Democrats--who have at times opposed government shutdowns due to the potential harm to federal workers and those who rely on the social safety net--are navigating new terrain as they try to rein in Trump.

Recent changes narrowing the kinds of tasks agencies can perform when funding lapses also mean that shutdowns have the potential to hit a larger number of Americans more harshly than before, Abigail Andre, the executive director of the Impact Project, told me. "The changes some agencies made to shutdown protocols made shutdowns more painful for communities and, therefore, more politically costly," she said.

Trump has acknowledged that shutdowns can be a political liability. When Democrats claimed big victories in Virginia, New Jersey, Georgia, and elsewhere last year on an Election Day that fell during a shutdown, Trump told his fellow Republicans that the government's closure had played "a big role" in the results. When Trump called Schumer last month to negotiate, the president said: "I hate shutdowns," the minority leader told The New York Times. Schumer suggested that they cut a deal to rein in ICE. Trump was also hearing from members of his own party, who were reaching out privately to express their dismay over the scenes emerging from Minnesota. Several have spoken out publicly as well, laying the groundwork for negotiations.

When I asked the White House about Trump's willingness to negotiate this time rather than dig in his heels as government funding lapsed, the White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson did not acknowledge the shift, instead blaming Democrats. "President Trump has been consistent--he wants the government open," she told me. "Democrats should not try to use the American people as leverage to achieve their policy goals."

But many Democrats say that they are simply following the lead of their constituents, who have shifted sharply against Trump's immigration policies in recent weeks as masked federal agents have descended on American cities. A Fox News poll released last week found that 59 percent of voters say that ICE has been "too aggressive" in its deportation tactics, a 10-point jump since July.

Read: Why they mask

Andrew O'Neill, the national advocacy director for Indivisible, a progressive organizing group, said in a statement that Republicans are now "on their back foot," and warned Democrats that voting for any legislation that does not overhaul DHS would constitute a "failure to meet this moment." Alluding to the street protests that have frustrated ICE's efforts in Minneapolis and elsewhere, he said: "The public has done its part, and now Congress must do theirs."

Heye, the Republican strategist, told me that although Trump has an ability to control the news cycle around him, the immigration debate is dominating in an election year that Republicans had promised they would use to address voters' concerns about the cost of living. Avoiding a prolonged shutdown over unpopular immigration tactics is part of a broader effort to refocus as the midterms approach, he said: "The fact that Americans have been killed means that this will have a longer political memory," he said. "Republicans should be talking about, Here's what we're trying to do to fix costs, and all of this gets in their way."

Elaine Godfrey contributed to this report.
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Trump Is Doubling Down on All the Wrong Things

Republicans are worried about the midterm elections, but the president doesn't seem to be.

by Jonathan Lemire

Tue, 03 Feb 2026




Republicans have had a tough stretch. They were defeated in elections in the fall and find themselves at risk of losing control of one or maybe both chambers of Congress later this year. Their standard-bearer, President Trump, has tumbled in the polls and finds himself underwater on his two signature issues, the economy and immigration. There has been unrest in a major American city, and blood shed by Trump's federal agents. Republicans' whispers have grown louder in recent weeks: Trump is distracted; he's focused on the wrong things; the chaos is hurting us. And then a thunderclap from deep-red Texas: a state-Senate race in a district that Trump won by 17 points just over a year ago flipped by more than 30 points over the weekend and elected a Democrat for the first time since 1978.

Now, that is a bad sign for a party in a midterm year. Texas Lieutenant Governor Dan Patrick deemed it "a wake-up call," and Florida Governor Ron DeSantis, a possible presidential hopeful, acknowledged that "a swing of this magnitude is not something that can be dismissed." And then, hours later, Trump took to social media with an urgent call to action.

"I have determined," the president wrote, "that the fastest way to bring The Trump Kennedy Center to the highest level of Success, Beauty, and Grandeur" is to close it for about two years before a "Grand Reopening that will rival and surpass anything that has taken place with respect to such a Facility before."

Trump has never been much for resets. But right now, despite the political peril his party faces, instead of recalibrating he is doubling down. Consider a few of the stories that have dominated the headlines and cable chyrons over the past month: Anger about the scenes of unrest and violence amid ICE deportation operations in Minnesota? Well, the Trump administration has telegraphed that it would like to carry out a crackdown on Haitians in Ohio next. Concern about brandishing military force after the U.S. removed the leader of Venezuela and then threatened Greenland? Trump has sent an "armada" of warships to the Persian Gulf to intimidate Iran. A sense that the president has lost focus on what got him elected as he takes on vanity projects such as the White House ballroom? Well, he'll see you that and raise you both the Kennedy Center renovation and the construction of a giant arch that no one seems to want.

Trump has always trusted his gut, and his unorthodox political instincts led to one of the most unlikely victories in American politics in 2016 and then, eight years later, its most improbable comeback. He and his White House continue to preach confidence. But will he be proved wrong this time?

For many Republicans, what happened in Fort Worth and its suburbs was the loudest alarm yet. Republican Leigh Wambsganss lost to Democrat Taylor Rehmet despite significantly outspending him. Early analysis has suggested that Republicans have lost some of the gains they had made with Latino voters. Wins like this one are fueling Democratic dreams of stealing congressional seats held by Republicans in states such as Iowa, North Carolina, Maine, and, yes, Texas.

Trump tried to distance himself from the Lone Star State result, telling reporters on Sunday, "I'm not involved with that" (he'd endorsed Wambsganss on Truth Social and urged his supporters to vote for her) and "I'm not on the ballot" (maybe not by name, but MAGA infuses all elections these days). Never before has a president so thoroughly dominated the political landscape and national discourse. That is to Trump's delight, but it potentially works less well for Republicans who are left to defend a series of unpopular decisions and policies, most notably one that was formerly a strength: the president's immigration agenda.

Many voters liked his plan to fortify the southern border and deport violent criminals who were in the U.S. illegally. But, pushed by the powerful White House aide Stephen Miller to meet huge daily arrest quotas, the administration's efforts expanded greatly. ICE's budget was supercharged and officers began to target migrants who, in many cases, had lived in the country peacefully for years, sometimes even decades, and were valued employees, neighbors, and friends. Polls showed that Americans were souring on the effort even before ICE surged 3,000 officers into Minneapolis. What followed: a series of confrontations that left two Americans--Renee Good and Alex Pretti, both 37 years old--dead at the hands of federal agents. The killings, particularly Pretti's, seemed to play on loop on television and social media for a nation that was largely stuck indoors during a frigid, stormy January.

Read: It wasn't Democrats who persuaded Trump to change course in Minnesota

An uproar followed, and even some Republicans (quietly) let it be known that changes were needed. Trump appeared as though he might back down. He held cordial calls with Minnesota Governor Tim Walz and Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey (both under investigation by his Department of Justice), banished the incendiary Border Patrol chief Greg Bovino, and dispatched Tom Homan, his border czar, to the region in the unlikely role of agent of de-escalation. But within days, Trump began climbing down from his climb-down. He once again blasted the Democratic leaders on social media, suggested that he may add more officers, and blamed the state for fostering the atmosphere of violence. And then yesterday, while on a loyalist's podcast, Trump declared, "Minnesota is a mess. There's something in the water up there. I won the state three times but I got no credit for it ... It's a rigged state." (He lost all three elections there.)

Many in the West Wing believe January 3 was a turning point for Trump's second term, a moment when a presidency that limped to the finish of 2025 was given a jolt of life. That was the day U.S. forces seized the Venezuelan leader Nicolas Maduro in a Caracas raid carried out with Hollywood-esque precision. Although questions remain about the operation's aftermath--including the fate of Venezuela's oil, the role of the United States in running the country, and whether it improved the lives of any Americans--the overwhelming military success astounded Trump. Even now, a month later, he brings it up unprompted to friends and lawmakers, and even during his call with Walz two weeks ago, much to the governor's confusion.

Trump seems to have a taste for more. He backed down, at least for now, from his threats to invade Greenland after receiving strong pushback from NATO allies and some Republican leaders (including private calls from Senator Roger Wicker, the Republican chair of the Armed Services Committee, a person familiar with the conversations told me). But he has become fixated on Iran. Though diplomatic talks are scheduled this week, Trump has not ruled out a military operation against Tehran--and he has grown enamored with the idea of toppling the Iranian regime, thereby achieving something his predecessors could not, an aide and an outside adviser told me. Like others I spoke with, they did so on the condition of anonymity to candidly discuss the president's thinking.

Few Trump supporters, however, cast their ballots for international adventurism and gunboat diplomacy. A number of Republicans and MAGA influencers have urged the president to shift his focus back home and on the elections ahead of their party, not the ones behind them. But the president has only ramped up that rhetoric, celebrating the FBI raid of a Fulton County, Georgia, elections office and calling for Republicans to "nationalize the voting."

Read: 'It's a five-alarm fire'

In an attempt to keep the president on track, aides have rolled out events on mortgages and housing prices. A senior administration official told me that a prescription-drug announcement is slated for Thursday. White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles has urged the president to focus on the economy and last month promised that Trump, who rarely traveled to rally with his supporters last year, would make one trip a week to campaign for Republicans; Trump dutifully held events in Michigan and Iowa. And he didn't mock the concept of an affordability crisis every time he talked about it.

The White House spokesperson Kush Desai defended the president's approach, telling me in a statement that he "can walk and chew gum at the same time, and that's especially true of policy priorities such as immigration and crime that also yield meaningful economic benefits."

But Trump's goals remain loftier, and centered on making a permanent imprint on the nation's capital. His original idea for a White House ballroom abruptly escalated to the complete demolition of the East Wing. His construction spree now seems set to include a triumphal arch, as a gateway to Washington from Arlington National Cemetery. The president suggested that it should be 250 feet tall, which would dwarf the nearby Lincoln Memorial and dramatically alter the city's low-rise skyline.

Then there's the Kennedy Center. The performing-arts center, on the banks of the Potomac River, is a grand American stage and home to the National Symphony Orchestra. It's also the official memorial to a slain president, named by an act of Congress in 1964 to honor John F. Kennedy, who had been assassinated in Dallas just a few months earlier. It was meant to carry the spirit of a young president who, along with his wife, valued the arts and believed they could inspire a nation.

Yet Trump was jealous. He has long wanted to be embraced by the nation's cultural elite and biggest stars and has been incensed when he was belittled (or ignored) by them, even after achieving the highest office in the land. He took control of the center's board last year and then, to the outrage of many, added his own name to the memorial. That caused a number of the acts still on the center's schedule to withdraw, leaving it with little programming (or maybe no programming at all). Trump abruptly announced on Sunday evening that the Kennedy Center would, as of July, close for approximately two years for renovations, even though it had just gone through a $250 million expansion in 2019. Some fear that the revered building will meet the same fate as the East Wing; Trump told reporters yesterday that the center would not be razed, but then again, that's what he originally said about the future ballroom site.

Before the closure was announced, the center hosted the premiere of the $40 million documentary Melania, about the first lady. Trump donned a black tie for the event. This week, he also has meetings slated with the leaders of Colombia and Honduras. Not on his schedule? A trip out into the nation he leads.
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'Trust Has Been Breached'

The broken relationship between Minnesota and the federal government

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Sat, 31 Jan 2026


'Border czar' Tom Homan (Andrew Harnik / Getty)



The state and local officials meeting with Tom Homan, who was put in charge of the federal immigration operation in Minnesota this week, have generally agreed that their encounters have been cordial and productive, a welcome change from the militaristic approach taken by his predecessor. Homan has also cast these discussions in a positive light, expressing optimism Thursday that "commonsense cooperation" on immigration enforcement in Minneapolis will allow him to draw down the thousands of agents that have flooded the city for the past two months.

But beyond the pleasantries, Homan is finding little appetite in Minnesota for the kind of targeted, aggressive immigration enforcement he has long sought to enact in Democratic-run cities and states. After the shooting deaths of Renee Good and Alex Pretti by federal agents, there is even less trust among local leaders that the Trump administration can be a reliable partner.

Although Homan has acknowledged that the immigration surge in Minnesota has not "been perfect," his upbeat predictions of a smooth and swift detente seem to underestimate how much ill will the Trump administration's actions have caused among the state's politicians, activists, and residents. The killings of Good and Pretti--each followed by a Trump-administration push to denigrate the victims and box out local investigators--came against a backdrop of growing mistrust and frustration even among officials who have typically embraced partnership with their federal partners.

Read: Police and ICE agents are on a collision course 

"One of the things that was exceedingly frustrating was the fact that they were putting out information that was just utterly and completely untrue," Minnesota Department of Corrections Commissioner Paul Schnell told me.

Schnell met with Homan this week. The prison-systems leader told me that his agency felt it had no choice but to take the extraordinary step of creating a webpage to fact-check several statements made by the Department of Homeland Security, which claimed that the state was routinely releasing violent criminals onto the street.

Several of the convicted criminals DHS claimed it had "arrested" in Minnesota had actually been in his department's custody when they were handed over to federal officials, Schnell said. These transfers, which took place without fanfare inside state prisons, belied the administration's argument that it had sent 3,000 agents into Minnesota to hunt down criminals because it was not receiving cooperation from local officials. Speaking to reporters on Thursday, Homan acknowledged that the Department of Corrections had been honoring ICE detainers--requests from the federal government for information about inmates who may be subject to immigration removal proceedings.

The broader challenge for the Trump administration is that focusing on the kinds of violent criminals DHS has called "the worst of the worst" won't produce the mass-deportation numbers that Trump has demanded. Schnell told me that he could find no justification for the administration's claim that there were more than 1,360 inmates with ICE detainers in Minnesota. He said his office repeatedly sought clarity from DHS about the figure but received no answer, eventually opting to launch the webpage, which is titled "Combatting DHS Misinformation." Schnell told me that the state prison system has only about 270 noncitizen inmates, or less than 3 percent of its total population of about 8,000. The large deployment of immigration officers to Minneapolis never made sense if the goal was to target violent criminals, he said.
 
 "You're talking about the worst of the worst; and then you send your 3,000 agents into schools and hospitals and churches and small businesses?" Schnell said. "Is that really where the worst of the worst are at?"

Read: 'Maybe DHS was a bad idea'

The Department of Homeland Security did not respond to a request for comment. The White House spokesperson Abigail Jackson told me the administration's conversations with local officials were ongoing. "The Trump Administration remains committed to enforcing federal laws and ensuring all Americans feel safe in their communities," she said by email. "Local leaders should work with us, not against us, to achieve this goal."

Homan, the administration's "border czar," arrived in Minnesota this week and took the reins from Greg Bovino, the ousted Border Patrol commander. He said Thursday that federal immigration agents in the state will prioritize arresting violent criminals, while acknowledging that the operation--which has swept up refugees, children, and U.S. citizens with no criminal records--had "got away from" its core mission.

Police in Minnesota have said they support the removal of violent criminals from the community. But the federal government's actions have soured relations in a way that, for some, makes future coordination on immigration enforcement unlikely, current and former officials told me. In addition to killing two Minnesota residents, masked federal agents have roughed up protesters and created a sense of fear in the community.

"Trust has been breached, and I don't think you can get that back," Lucy Gerold, who served as a police officer in Minneapolis for more than 30 years, told me. "I think they've lost the trust and breached the ability to compromise or coordinate or cooperate."

Gerold said she unwittingly found herself in the midst of a federal immigration operation and was stunned by the lack of protocol and professionalism. Despite having shown up in six unmarked cars to make an arrest, the agents failed to secure the scene and control the flow of traffic. The mix of protesters, moving cars, and armed agents created chaos, she said. Although federal officials have said they want local police to help them perform such tasks more smoothly, the Minneapolis Police Department is reluctant to be associated with an operation that often appears disjointed, unprofessional, and hostile.

Read: How Minneapolis looks from the police chief's squad car

Days before Pretti was killed, Minneapolis Police Chief Brian O'Hara told me that it's "potentially damaging to the legitimacy of law enforcement" for his officers to be seen cooperating with a federal operation that many residents view as an invasion. Homan's desire for more support from local police faces other obstacles. The Minneapolis city council recently updated a rule spelling out the restrictions on how police can interact with federal immigration officers. Known as a "separation ordinance," it says Minneapolis must "vigorously oppose" any efforts to use its resources to support federal immigration enforcement, asserting that community trust would be "destroyed" if local officials are seen collaborating with Trump's mass-deportation teams.

"Enforcing federal civil immigration laws alongside federal agents who lack clear agency identification and/or who are masked or otherwise concealing their identities or badges would be contrary to the values of the city and harmful to the trust and public safety of city residents," the ordinance reads.

Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey and Minnesota Governor Tim Walz each said they had productive meetings with Homan, and appreciated the opportunity to discuss the situation with him. Still, they seemed more reluctant to cooperate with ICE or otherwise change their policy than Homan had suggested in his press conference.

"I'm not sure I can do much more," the governor told my colleague Isaac Stanley-Becker this week, accusing the federal agents of engaging in unconstitutional profiling. Speaking to the U.S. Conference of Mayors on Thursday, Frey described the Trump administration's actions as "an invasion on our democracy" and reiterated his stance that the federal operation needs to end immediately.

Hours after Homan told reporters that Minnesota Attorney General Keith Ellison had "clarified" that county jails can tell the government when violent offenders are scheduled for release, Ellison released a lengthy statement asserting that his priority was bringing the federal surge to an end and investigating the deaths of Good and Pretti.

"We will not make any concessions or compromises to undermine our state sovereignty," he wrote, adding that he "did not make, and could not have made, any agreement" with Homan about how county officials would interact with ICE.

The Hennepin County Sheriff's Office, home to the state's largest jail system, has a policy of not honoring ICE detainer requests. When I asked if Sheriff Dawanna Witt planned to revise that stance after meeting with Homan this week, the HCSO spokesperson Megan Larson was noncommittal. Jails have limited discretion, she told me, and any changes "must come through clear statewide policy direction and legislation."

In an advisory opinion last year, Ellison wrote that local jails cannot legally hold inmates in custody at ICE's request if they are otherwise eligible for release. Ellison said this week that he told Homan he stands by that opinion. He said he also reiterated Minnesota state law, which requires state and local authorities to contact ICE whenever a noncitizen is convicted of a felony.

Linus Chan, a law professor at the University of Minnesota and an immigration attorney, told me that although he does not know of a time when the state has not complied with that law, DHS is asking for deeper cooperation that would allow its agents to search local jails and deport people who have not been convicted or who are eligible for bail. Agreeing to such a policy would be a major misread of what Minnesotans--many of whom have taken to the streets to protest ICE--expect from their leaders, local activists told me.

With Trump's poll numbers sliding and infighting and dysfunction plaguing the team behind the mass-deportation plan, some Minnesota residents say cutting a deal now would amount to an ill-timed surrender. Others are concerned that despite Homan's charm offensive and promises to turn down the temperature, federal authorities have continued to comb through Minneapolis looking for people to arrest.

"Given how violent things have been and how awful the situation has gotten, people are not going to just immediately want to turn around and trust anything that is said by the federal government right now," Julia Decker, the policy director for the Immigrant Law Center of Minnesota, told me.

The arrests of journalists and protesters this week by federal agents have further inflamed tensions. Meanwhile, local officials have been frustrated by DHS's unwillingness to cooperate with their investigations into the shootings of Good and Pretti. (The Justice Department announced yesterday that it is opening an investigation into Pretti's death.)

"The only time this situation will de-escalate is when the federal occupying force ends its siege," Hennepin County Attorney Mary Moriarty said this week in a video message. "They are the escalating factor, and they have been this entire time."

Trump may have the final say on where the federal operation goes from here. A day after saying he planned to "de-escalate a little bit," Trump on Wednesday attacked Frey for saying the city would not enforce federal immigration law. The mayor, the president posted on social media, was "playing with fire."

And hours after Homan pledged a significant reduction of forces from Minneapolis if local leaders agreed to work with him, Trump appeared to cast doubt on the more cooperative approach. While attending a premiere for First Lady Melania Trump's documentary film, the president was asked whether he was planning to pull back in Minnesota.

"No, no, not at all," he said.
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Trump's New Method of Humiliation

The president doesn't seem to fire people anymore, but he marginalizes them in other ways.

by Mark Leibovich

Sat, 31 Jan 2026




When a conspicuous presidential project goes awry--in this case, federal immigration agents killing two protesters in Minnesota--someone typically loses their job. And for much of this week, Kristi Noem's deportation from the Trump administration seemed imminent.

Public confidence in the president's handling of immigration has been plummeting. And as the secretary of Homeland Security--and the ostentatious face of President Trump's high-profile ICE and Customs and Border Protection dragnets--Noem has seemed the logical sacrifice. Washington loves a good Cabinet deathwatch, just as Trump loves a good public expulsion. Or at least he used to. By this point in his first term, his "You're fired" bit had migrated seamlessly from TV to politics: His White House had already bled out a national security adviser (Michael Flynn), press secretary (Sean Spicer), chief of staff (Reince Priebus), chief strategist (Steve Bannon), and secretary of Health and Human Services (Tom Price).

But in what can perhaps be called a minor upset, Noem was still in her role by week's end. Instead, she had been left to twist very publicly in the wind. In a sense, this marks a subtle shift in Trump's humiliation methods. Rather than firing officials outright--in a quick and relatively straightforward directive, or a tweet--he now seems to prefer sowing public doubt and maximizing attention upon the ultimate decider of someone's fate: that person, of course, being himself.

Read: Battles are raging inside the Department of Homeland Security

For those wearing the putative target on their back, this can surely be agonizing. But Trump seems to rather enjoy this dance. He gets to be puppet master for the whole spectacle--dropping hints, leaving everybody guessing and at his mercy--and all without the hassle of having to find a replacement.

At certain points in his second term, various Cabinet secretaries have allegedly been on the outs but then managed to survive. Attorney General Pam Bondi's name has circulated, especially since Trump sent her a direct message in September--and then accidentally posted it on Truth Social--urging her to be more aggressive in targeting his political enemies. Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth survived a near miss last year after a group of high-level national-security officials erroneously added The Atlantic's editor in chief to a private Signal group chat, where Hegseth shared military attack plans. National Security Adviser Mike Waltz was replaced over the episode but still wound up remaining in Trump's Cabinet as ambassador to the United Nations.

The lack of high-level turnover in this White House says plenty about the nature of this Trump administration compared with the first. Whereas his previous term included several relatively experienced and responsible actors willing to disagree with the president, Trump consciously assembled a collection of hyper-loyalists this time around, people focused wholly on carrying out his wishes. Ultimately, if Trump sees a top aide as fulfilling that mission, he has been willing to overlook many shortcomings and embarrassments. He is also, clearly, trying to adhere to a "no scalps" rule, loath to be seen as bowing to pressure from anyone or giving his opponents any satisfaction.

For as much as he relishes his public perception as a tough-guy boss, the last thing Trump seems to want is friction from his underlings. And at least so far this term, he has tended to reward their overheated devotion with loyalty, up to a point. "I think she's doing a very good job," Trump said of Noem as he departed the White House on Tuesday for a trip to Iowa. His dutiful tone was reminiscent of a sports-team owner issuing a vote of confidence to a coach suffering through an extended losing streak.

Noem's slow walk down the Cabinet plank started last weekend, when a 37-year-old ICU nurse, Alex Pretti, was fatally shot by CBP officers in Minneapolis while he was protesting Trump's immigration crackdown in the city. Noem immediately labeled Pretti a "domestic terrorist" and claimed, without proof, that his goal was "to inflict maximum damage on individuals and to kill law enforcement." Noem's performance did not play well, especially after videos of the incident contradicted her version of events. The White House distanced the president from her claims. A bacchanal of blame-shifting ensued.

In a statement, the White House immigration hard-liner Stephen Miller suggested that CBP--overseen by Noem's department--might not have been following proper protocol, and that the initial assessment from DHS about the incident was based on reports from CBP on the ground. Border Patrol's battering-ram commander, Gregory Bovino, was pulled out of Minnesota, and Trump dispatched his bull-necked "border czar," Tom Homan, to take over operations there. My colleagues Michael Scherer and Nick Miroff reported this week that some career DHS officials "see Noem's approach as ad hoc, performative, and possibly motivated by her own political ambitions." According to an account in Axios, Noem has said, "Everything I've done, I've done at the direction of the president and Stephen."

In announcing Homan's assignment in Minnesota, Trump said Homan would report directly to him, not Noem. Homan held a news conference Thursday morning in which he said, "I didn't come to Minnesota for photo ops or headlines," which was impossible not to construe as a shot at Noem and Bovino. Noem's zeal for photo ops in over-the-top military-style getups has been well established and widely mocked--and earned her the somewhat sexist nickname "ICE Barbie."

Nick Miroff: Greg Bovino loses his job

Even as she has been sidelined, Noem has remained the majordomo of the debacle. Democrats have pushed for her removal and threatened her impeachment. Republican Senators Thom Tillis of North Carolina and Lisa Murkowski of Alaska have also called for Noem's resignation. "She has taken this administration into the ground on an issue that we should own," Tillis told reporters, referring to the issue--immigration--that arguably got Trump reelected. Trump dismissed Tillis and Murkowski as "losers," and Tillis, in turn, said that he was "thrilled" by the characterization, because it meant that he, too, was "qualified to be Homeland Security secretary." "I continue to tell the president you've got to get the amateurs out of the Oval Office for his own sake," Tillis told Politico, referring to Noem and Miller.

As is customary when any White House official faces heat, discussion of potential replacements has been rampant. "It is my informed opinion that Kristi Noem should go and Tom Homan should take her place," the informed-opinion-haver Ben Shapiro said on the Daily Wire's The Ben Shapiro Show. Also receiving speculation (informed or otherwise): former Virginia Governor Glenn Youngkin, EPA Administrator Lee Zeldin, and former Representative Jason Chaffetz of Utah.

On Thursday, Trump convened a Cabinet meeting that featured the cringey exercise of top officials taking turns slathering praise upon the boss. This, at the very least, offered Noem the chance to show proof of life, as well as to grovel her way back into the president's good graces. It also, in theory, allowed Trump the opportunity to toss some much-needed affirmation her way.

But it was not to be. Trump never called on Noem to speak. Like in Minnesota, it can get cold in Washington.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/01/kristi-noem-humiliation-trump/685836/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Case Against Don Lemon Is Junk, and Dangerous

If the Cities Church case falls apart, it will not be the first such embarrassment for Trump's Justice Department.

by Quinta Jurecic

Fri, 30 Jan 2026




One year in, the Trump administration has amassed a startling record of hostility toward open public discourse--including barring journalists from the White House press pool, evicting any less-than-sycophantic reporters from the Pentagon, and, just this month, sending the FBI to search the home of a Washington Post reporter. Today, it crossed a new line. It arrested two journalists: Don Lemon, the former CNN news personality, and Georgia Fort, a freelance reporter based in Minnesota.

Along with seven others, Lemon and Fort have been charged with conspiring to violate the civil rights of parishioners at a St. Paul church, along with violating a prohibition on blocking access to a house of worship. On the basis of the record available so far, the case against them appears factually weak, legally shoddy, and marred by a baffling series of procedural irregularities that raise serious questions about the Justice Department's ability to win in court. This prosecution is best understood not as law enforcement but as propaganda, junk intended purely to get attention. But that doesn't mean it isn't dangerous.

The charges against the two journalists trace back to January 18. That Sunday, a group of Minnesota activists organized a demonstration interrupting services at a Southern Baptist church whose pastor reportedly works as the acting director of an ICE field office. Lemon interviewed activists before the protests, livestreaming news coverage on his YouTube channel, and both he and Fort filmed the protest from inside Cities Church. Again and again during the livestream, Lemon explained that he was there as a reporter, not an activist. Similarly, in an Instagram post after the protest, Georgia Fort emphasized, "My job as a journalist is to document what's happening."

Jonathan Chait: Jeff Bezos needs to speak up

Videos of demonstrators chanting "ICE out" during a church service sparked outrage on the right. "Demonic and godless behavior," Harmeet Dhillon, who leads the Justice Department's Civil Rights Division, posted on X. In another post, she stated that DOJ would "pursue federal charges." When Attorney General Pam Bondi announced that she had spoken with Cities Church's leadership, a flood of X comments demanded that DOJ immediately arrest the demonstrators. Lemon, who had tangled with Donald Trump while at CNN, received particular ire.

Bondi's and Dhillon's eagerness to weigh in on a potential prosecution is unusual. Prior to this administration, the Justice Department didn't typically forecast its plans, much less do so on social media. But DOJ leadership was as good as its word, and four days after the protest, the department announced criminal charges against three of the demonstrators: Nekima Levy Armstrong, Chauntyll Allen, and William Kelly. It did so in a manner designed to be maximally humiliating to the defendants--instead of allowing the three to turn themselves in, federal agents arrested and handcuffed them, and the Department of Homeland Security, along with DHS Secretary Kristi Noem, published photos of the perp walk on X. (DOJ's internal rulebook, known as the Justice Manual, bars department employees from sharing a defendant's photograph in this way.) Not to be outdone, the White House published an apparently AI-altered version of Levy Armstrong's photo, adding tears to her face and darkening her skin. Levy Armstrong, like Allen, Lemon, and Fort, is Black.

The Justice Department now had three defendants charged over the church protest, but the journalists were not among them. Court records unsealed over the course of the week reveal why: Two separate judges found that prosecutors had failed to show probable cause to arrest Lemon, and at least one found the same regarding Fort. "There is no evidence" that Lemon and his producer "engaged in any criminal behavior or conspired to do so," Judge Patrick Schiltz wrote after DOJ asked the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Eighth Circuit to force Schiltz to reconsider charging Lemon and others at the church. (The Eighth Circuit declined.) Under typical circumstances, the Justice Department would reserve such extreme maneuvers for the direst of emergencies. The need to placate a braying mob of X posters desperate to see Lemon in chains does not constitute an emergency.

Now DOJ has gone a different route. Instead of asking a magistrate judge to sign off on the charges, it apparently persuaded a grand jury to indict Lemon and Fort, along with Levy Armstrong, Allen, Kelly, and four new co-defendants--including a candidate for Minnesota state Senate. Fort broadcast video of masked officers peering into the windows of her house before taking her into custody. Federal officers arrested Lemon in Los Angeles while he was preparing to cover the Grammy Awards. "Don will fight these charges vigorously and thoroughly in court," Lemon's attorney Abbe Lowell said in a statement posted to Lemon's Facebook page.

The indictment itself makes for a strange read. No attorneys other than political appointees appear on the filing--a hint that career Justice Department employees might not have wanted to be involved. The government treats Lemon and Fort as co-conspirators of the protesters without acknowledging any protections afforded by their role as journalists. Both charges derive from the FACE Act, a 1994 law meant to prevent anti-abortion protesters from restricting access to reproductive-health clinics. Here, though, the Justice Department is leveraging a lesser-known portion of the statute that provides similar protections for freedom of religion in places of worship. Kyle Boynton, who recently departed from his position as a trial attorney in the Civil Rights Division, told me that this provision of the FACE Act has never been used--probably because "it's plainly unconstitutional" as an overreach of Congress's authority to legislate under the Commerce Clause. Boynton, who prosecuted FACE Act cases and crimes committed against houses of worship while at the Justice Department, was unimpressed with the legal reasoning in the indictment. "I think it's very likely to face dismissal," he said. Not only might courts find the statute unconstitutional, but Lemon and Fort could also contest the charges on First Amendment grounds, and the indictment doesn't clearly show a FACE violation to begin with.

If the Cities Church case falls apart, it will not be the first such embarrassment for Trump's Justice Department. Of the many cases that DOJ has pursued against anti-ICE protesters, a significant number have collapsed under the skeptical eye of judges and juries. The prosecutions of James Comey and Letitia James also quickly ran aground. (Lowell, Lemon's lawyer, leads James's defense team as well.)

Paul Farhi: Trump's campaign to crush the media

Clumsiness notwithstanding, bringing a criminal case against a journalist who was reporting on a protest is an authoritarian tactic--a means of frightening the press away from uncovering the truth. A group of press-freedom organizations led by the National Association of Black Journalists released a statement voicing alarm over "the government's escalating effort and actions to criminalize and threaten press freedom under the guise of law enforcement." Minnesota news publications likewise jointly condemned the prosecutions: "In America, we do not arrest journalists for doing their jobs."

After the arrests of Lemon and Fort, Bondi posted a video of herself to X proclaiming that the Justice Department would "come after" anyone who interfered with "the right to worship freely and safely." She did not mention any of the other rights shielded by the First Amendment from government intrusion--among them, the freedom of speech and the freedom of the press.
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'It's a Five-Alarm Fire'

The FBI's search and seizure of material from Fulton County election offices marks a major escalation.

by Sarah Fitzpatrick, Yvonne Wingett Sanchez

Fri, 30 Jan 2026




For years, they defended American elections from all threats, foreign and domestic. But this week, veterans of federal law enforcement were forced to look on as the U.S. electoral system came under assault from an unlikely source: the government they served.

David Laufman once oversaw counterintelligence investigations for the Justice Department and held senior positions in the Bush, Obama, and first Trump administrations. On Wednesday, he watched images of FBI agents searching an election-office warehouse in Fulton County, Georgia, confiscating ballots and other materials in the latest escalation of Donald Trump's five-year quest to prove, despite all evidence to the contrary, that the 2020 presidential election was stolen from him. The episode felt particularly ominous to Laufman--a crossing of a sacred line, and an indication that the administration won't stay within the guardrails that have kept American voting systems free of political interference.

"There could be few more well-trod hallmarks of authoritarianism than control over electoral processes to get the results that the ruler wants," he told us.

The agents in Fulton County loaded hundreds of boxes of sealed records onto waiting semitrucks. Nationwide, election officials who are busy preparing for the midterm vote in November, and for primaries much sooner, told us they felt alarmed about what the search signaled, and feared possible federal efforts to skew the 2026 results. Some compared it to a hostile takeover, or an occupation, or a scene that they thought they would only ever see in foreign countries.

"It's a five-alarm fire," one Republican election official from Arizona told us. Like others, he spoke on the condition of anonymity, out of concern for his personal safety.

The most disturbing part, for the people we spoke with--including officials who describe themselves as strictly apolitical, who have spent careers resisting partisan pressure--was not just that the federal government seized state election records. It's what the episode revealed about the relationship among the Justice Department, the intelligence community, and the president.

Three officials familiar with planning for the operation told us that the push for the Fulton County search originated in Washington--initially from the White House, later from the Justice Department--and that it happened "much faster" than those involved had anticipated. The president had publicly boasted last week while in Davos that election-related prosecutions were coming.

Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard and FBI Deputy Director Andrew Bailey were both at the scene of the search and ballot seizure. Current and former law-enforcement officials told us that such a senior-ranking presence was unusual and a problem. Gabbard's job is supposed to be focused on foreign threats--not meddling in swing-state elections years after the fact.

In response to detailed questions, an FBI official described the characterizations of the current and former officials we spoke with as "wrong almost entirely across the board" and insisted that it was not unusual "for leadership to be on-site for operations like this."

White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt confirmed that Gabbard and Bailey were sent to the scene in Fulton County to provide oversight of the operation. "President Trump and his entire team are committed to ensuring a U.S. election can never, ever be rigged again. Director Gabbard is playing a key role in this important effort," Leavitt said in a statement.

Of course, no credible evidence has ever emerged that the 2020 election was rigged in Georgia. But Trump was indicted--twice--for trying to overturn the results. The cases were shelved after he won in 2024, but the underlying facts remain the same: Trump pressured Georgia's Republican secretary of state, Brad Raffensperger, to "find 11,780 votes" to reverse his loss. Trump's most ardent supporters have never given up believing his disproven claims that the election was rigged against him, and that proof of widespread fraud will be found if they just look hard enough.

Laufman told us that the Wednesday episode reflects a new reality for law enforcement. The greatest threat to the legitimacy of U.S. elections, he said, now comes "not from abroad, but from the leadership of our own government."

"It's wrenching to say that," he told us. "But it's true. It's true."

At a Cabinet meeting in August, Trump asked Gabbard about supposed evidence related to "how corrupt the 2020 election was." The intelligence director promised she would soon brief him, adding, "We are finding documents literally tucked away in the back of safes and random offices."

Gabbard has occupied a tenuous space in the second Trump administration. But she has managed to stay in Trump's good graces by focusing on the issues that matter most to the president--even when they run far afield from her traditional duties. Several former officials said they could not recall an instance since the creation of the DNI's office when a sitting director had come anywhere near the physical execution of a federal search or seizure, much less a politically fraught operation involving ballots cast by American citizens.

Read: The real election risk comes later

Democrats from the House and Senate Intelligence Committees wrote to Gabbard yesterday demanding a briefing on her role and an explanation for why Congress had not been briefed about any foreign nexus in the Georgia investigation--if one existed. "Your recent actions raise foundational questions about the current mission of your office, and it is critical that you brief the Committees immediately as part of your obligation to keep Congress fully and currently informed," the members wrote.

The administration has sought to push back against claims that her involvement was inappropriate. "As DNI, she has a vital role in identifying vulnerabilities in our critical infrastructure and protecting against exploitation," a spokesperson said, adding that Gabbard would continue "to support ensuring the integrity of our elections."

Despite Trump's insistence to the contrary, previous investigations have failed to turn up evidence that Georgia's ballots were ever compromised. Two former cybersecurity and intelligence analysts who had taken part in multiple audits and reviews of the 2020 election in Fulton told us there was zero indication that the county's electronic voting systems had ever been breached, including by foreign adversaries.

Attorney General Pam Bondi has quietly appointed the U.S. attorney for the Eastern District of Missouri, Thomas Albus, to investigate "election integrity" cases in jurisdictions nationwide, two officials told us. Albus--not a prosecutor from the local U.S. Attorney's Offices in Georgia--is the Justice Department official listed on the Fulton County search warrant that was approved by a federal magistrate judge on Wednesday. (Albus's new role was first reported by Bloomberg.)

DOJ personnel have conducted a range of interviews over the past year as part of their sprawling probe, and the number of interviews intensified in recent weeks, according to two people familiar with the matter. Interviews have taken place in Georgia and other states. Interviewees have provided thousands of pages of documentation to the authorities. Albus declined to comment.

Multiple people familiar with the matter said the U.S. Attorney's Office for the Northern District of Georgia had no substantive role in the Fulton search or in the investigation from which it stemmed. Albus, they said, contacted the local office earlier this month, but did not share the affidavit or other substantive information about the scope or target of the investigation at the time. A spokesperson for the office did not respond to requests for comment.

Read: The 'Stop the Steal' movement isn't letting up

Three officials familiar with the search warrant told us that the initial version presented to Fulton County election officials Wednesday morning did not contain the necessary information to lawfully begin the search--what one person called a "defect." A revised warrant was later issued by a federal magistrate judge. Current and former officials said the need for revision reflected both the apparent haste with which the operation came together and the lack of institutional knowledge at a hollowed-out Justice Department that has lost thousands of employees since Trump started his second term.

Officials also pointed to what they perceived as suspicious leadership changes at the FBI's Atlanta field office in the days before the search. Last week, during the period in which the DOJ and the FBI were actively preparing for the large-scale seizure, the special agent in charge left the bureau. The departing supervisor, Paul W. Brown, was among the last remaining special agents in charge who had also served in leadership roles under the Biden administration, according to two people familiar with the situation. Nearly all the others have been systematically forced out or replaced under the Trump administration. An FBI spokesperson, Benjamin Williamson, told us that Brown had "retired." A spokesperson for the DOJ declined to comment.

Former FBI officials said the personnel change in the lead-up to the search--as well as the presence of Gabbard and Bailey on-site--suggested a high degree of involvement from Washington in matters that are typically handled by the local office.

"You've got all the alarm bells going off that this is political as opposed to legitimate," Frank Figliuzzi, a former FBI assistant director for counterintelligence, told us.

Those who have spent years pushing false claims of election fraud in Fulton County took credit for the FBI's operation on social media and claimed that they had spoken with the Department of Justice in recent months. "I am over here dancing in my kitchen! When I talked to the DOJ in September, I asked them to come down here and talk to me and a number of other analysts," Mark Davis, a prominent Georgia Republican, posted on X. "Well, we got our wish, and more. And now we see the fruit of five years of work! Thank God!"

Several local officials and others who had been involved in monitoring the 2020 presidential election said they suspected that the FBI's action was related to the recent circulation of a 263-page report prepared by activists who have long maintained that the 2020 vote was rigged. The document states that it was prepared for the Georgia State Election Board and is dated January 6, 2026--around the time that Albus and others began making preparations for law-enforcement action in Fulton, according to multiple people familiar with the investigation.

Read: Trump exhaustion syndrome

"What they're saying is 'Buckle up, buttercup,' because they're coming after us," Arizona Secretary of State Adrian Fontes, a Democrat, told us. "We've got to do our damndest to get ready."

In Michigan, Ottawa County Clerk Justin Roebuck, a Republican, told us he couldn't help but take the actions in Georgia personally. The FBI search, he said, "should invite extraordinary scrutiny."

"I think about what that would mean when it comes to defending our elections from any and all threats," he told us. "And we would never want that threat to be our own federal government."

Bondi and Gabbard had been in discussions to appear at the National Association of Secretaries of State conference this week in Washington, D.C. Secretaries told us they were eager to press them for answers about the search in Georgia that federal authorities have, so far, refused to provide. In the end, neither showed up.
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How Minneapolis Looks From the Police Chief's Squad Car

In the city where George Floyd was killed, Trump hastens a new social breakdown.

by Isaac Stanley-Becker

Fri, 30 Jan 2026




The Minneapolis police cruiser was heading south toward sections of the city hit hardest by recent immigration raids. I was riding with the city's police chief, Brian O'Hara. How candidly, I asked him, was he willing to discuss his views of President Trump? "I have my personal opinions," O'Hara allowed warily. "I don't think my personal opinions are relevant for my job."

We were approaching Karmel Mall, a hub of the Somali community in South Minneapolis. The shopping corridor had emptied out in recent weeks as armed federal agents in tactical gear swarmed the city. The sun was setting, and I saw a woman in a headscarf ushering a young boy along the sidewalk in front of her. "I guess," I said to O'Hara, "I was thinking specifically of when he talks about Somali residents of Minnesota as garbage."

He threw up his hands. "It's crazy," he said. "It's disgusting, and it's crazy that the president is saying that." He used the word a third time: "It's crazy."

O'Hara is a police chief pushed past his limits, struggling to quell violence instigated by federal law enforcement. His fury reflects a historical reversal. Since the civil-rights era, the federal government has policed the police, ensuring oversight after brutality is carried out by people wearing badges, whether in Selma in 1965 or Minneapolis in 2020. No more. Now the president and his aides encourage brutality. So was Trump's racist slur, I asked, relevant to O'Hara's job? "We're the police," he replied with a scoff of incredulity. "We're the police in the United States. We're expected to honor the dignity of all human beings, right?"

That he phrased this as a question, not an affirmative statement, is a sign of self-awareness. O'Hara works in the shadow cast by the murder of George Floyd by Derek Chauvin, a Minneapolis police officer, in May 2020. O'Hara became police chief two years later, but to hear him tell it, the killing still affects everything about how he does his job. "Dude," he said. "When I first got here, the stories people would tell me on both sides, from the residents and the cops ..." he said, trailing off. "The violence was just being normalized."

Now, in the standoff between federal agents and the local community, his officers can't win. The Trump administration wants local cops to act as bodyguards for ICE agents, O'Hara said, while some protesters won't be satisfied until his department arrests federal authorities.

It's an untenable situation, the chief said. "And it's a public-safety emergency."




To show me how police are responding to that emergency, O'Hara brought me to the department's downtown-precinct building. We arrived at a side entrance and passed through a corridor with white-painted cinderblock walls and a bare concrete floor. O'Hara, who turned 47 this month, has a martial bearing, with a broad jaw and a barrel chest. He grew up in a working-class family in a suburb of Newark, New Jersey, where he joined the police force in 2001, just before the September 11 attacks. He looks back on that moment as a high-water mark for the reputation of his profession. "People were along the West Side Highway in Manhattan just giving free stuff to first responders," he recalled.

Now his officers are under siege from all sides, and the command center at the downtown Minneapolis precinct is their redoubt. It's filled with curved desks arranged in rows, each equipped with multiple computer monitors. The screens show live video feeds, maps, and dashboards. At the front of the room is a mounted video display with aerial imagery, camera views, and a log of calls for service.

Over the faint sound of police radio communications, O'Hara explained that the command center was designed for disruptive circumstances, such as large sporting events and bars' closing time on weekend nights. Now it's being used to manage the strain from ICE activity in the city, which has caused a surge in calls for service. Some of the work is humdrum: When ICE agents arrest a motorist, the car is often abandoned, and his officers have to tow it. Generalized fear creates more urgent calls: Residents have been reporting sightings of people with guns, unsure if they're ICE agents.

Read: Police and ICE agents are on a collision course 

It's hard to plan for that kind of mass confusion and anxiety, the chief told me. But the department is better prepared because of the changes introduced over the past several years, including an emphasis on de-escalation and advance planning. That's why he took such offense when Vice President Vance accused police of turning their back on federal agents who were being harassed by protesters outside a Minneapolis restaurant. "The officers were locked in the restaurant, and local police refused to respond to their pleas for help (as they've been directed by local authorities)," Vance wrote on X, calling the account one of the "crazy stories" he had heard about the city.

O'Hara told me he had pulled 911 calls to examine the vice president's claims. He learned that a lieutenant at the command center had received the report, pulled up a view of the restaurant, and saw a small crowd assembled outside. He was preparing to send someone to respond when the protesters dispersed.

"All of these keyboard warriors that don't know what they're talking about," O'Hara said, "it's just bullshit."

In the command center, O'Hara introduced me to the lieutenant triaging calls, as well as a pair of community-service officers monitoring cameras. They were trying to establish a coherent picture of the federal crackdown in their city, because the federal government had given them no information about its operations. "Communication has collapsed," he said.

The Trump administration has described Operation Metro Surge, which began in the Twin Cities in December, as the largest immigration-enforcement operation in history. Federal agents have mobilized so aggressively that their impact is fathomable only to those on the receiving end of it, and to the local police officers overwhelmed by it. In Minneapolis, federal agents outnumber the police at least 5 to 1.

ICE's dragnet is so broad that some of O'Hara's officers have been caught up in it, stopped while off duty. (One officer in neighboring St. Paul has been stopped twice, according to O'Hara.) The department hemorrhaged officers after Floyd's killing in 2020 and the protests and rioting that ensued. Now more than 60 percent of new hires are people of color, O'Hara said. "Minneapolis is a much smaller city than New York or Chicago or L.A., so when you send 3,000-plus agents and they're doing street stops, seemingly randomly all day long, everybody's going to know someone that's impacted," he said.




The police chief said he's concerned for the well-being of his officers, but that his sympathy extends to federal authorities as well. "They have been set up to fail," he said. "They're engaging in urban policing in ways that they are not at all prepared to do. They have no experience. They don't know where they are; they're coming from other parts of the country. They clearly don't have sound arrest-and-control tactical training."

Read: Tim Walz fears a Fort Sumter moment in Minneapolis

He described watching a video of a woman who was stopped while driving and insisted that she had to get to the doctor. She was talking to one agent with her window down when another agent shattered the opposite window. They were pulling her out of the car when two other members of the entourage brandished knives, in an apparent effort to cut her seat belt. "It just looks like complete chaos," he said.

O'Hara wants to know: "Where is the leadership? How do you not see how unsafe this stuff is?" I asked him if he'd expressed his concerns to Tom Homan, Trump's border czar, who arrived in Minneapolis this week to take charge of the federal effort, and he said he had. "I think he understands," O'Hara said of Homan, who replaced Gregory Bovino, the Border Patrol official who had become the public face of the shock-and-awe actions in Minneapolis.

The police chief said he never met with Bovino during the weeks he spent in and around the city. The two saw each other briefly on the scene of the shooting of Renee Good, on January 7; they shook hands but barely exchanged words.

O'Hara and I idled outside the command center as he told me what happened two and a half weeks later. He had returned home from the gym and was preparing to make himself instant cream of rice for breakfast when he received a page that there had been another shooting. He said he was so outraged that he began physically shaking. For weeks, he had been bracing for a moment that would cause tensions in the city to become unmanageable, that would create a recurrence of the unrest that followed Floyd's killing in 2020. "I thought, This is going to be it," he told me. "There's no way we can control this. It's absolutely outrageous that you just killed someone again."

He called a watch commander, who confirmed the details and said the victim, Alex Pretti, was receiving CPR. O'Hara got dressed and called the county sheriff and the colonel of the state patrol. He told his assistant chief to notify the National Guard.

The chief had been anticipating a quiet Saturday, at least by the standards of recent weeks. His wife is still in Newark, where she's a police officer, and his two sons also stayed behind in New Jersey. I asked him if he had sought out the chief's job in Minneapolis. "You sound like that's surprising to you," he replied with a laugh. "You didn't get forced into it? Nobody tricked you?" He said the issues he'd been addressing as public-safety director in Newark, including violent crime and poor community relations, were similar to the ones plaguing Minneapolis. He had been drawn to the challenge.

"There was a world-changing event caused by the police here," he said. But he also admits to being naive, not understanding how deep the damage was and also how resistant some segments of the community are to his mission. Last year, the New York Post quoted him identifying a "very detached, bourgeois liberal mentality" in Minneapolis. He seems to regret how the comments came across, but the politics in Minneapolis do genuinely surprise him. "This is an affluent city; Newark is not," he said. "This is a majority-white city; Newark is not." Although there was anger about police tactics in Newark, the basic need for policing wasn't questioned the way it is in Minneapolis, he said.

Read: Welcome to the American winter

I asked O'Hara if he detected newfound public appreciation for his officers. He seemed skeptical. There's a generalized fear of anyone in uniform, he said, and his department can't meet the expectations of activists who want local cops to "physically stop federal law enforcement from enforcing federal law."

The impact on public safety is severe, O'Hara said. Over the past several years, his department has worked with federal agencies to go after hundreds of gang members in racketeering cases, he said. Now the prosecutors he had been working with in the U.S. Attorney's Office have resigned amid pressure to investigate Good's widow. The effect is to undermine the administration's own rationale for its immigration crackdown: welfare fraud under investigation by federal prosecutors. "Remember," O'Hara said, "this was supposedly about fraud."

We were driving north, not far from the site where Pretti was killed by two federal agents, and the city was calm. It was 7 degrees. Earlier, O'Hara had joked to me that he had never had to wear long johns to an office job before.

As we made our way to city hall, he was musing about why the streets hadn't erupted in the way they did in 2020, and he suggested that the biting cold may have had something to do with it. O'Hara allowed himself some optimism: "I feel better today than I did yesterday, and that's the first time that's happened since this has started."

He said it was too early to tell whether the Trump administration had really changed course. Already, however, events in Minneapolis had moved the country into a different phase--one with public displays of state violence, and without guarantees of accountability.

But for Minneapolis, he said, the outcome could be unexpected. Instead of post-traumatic stress, he suggested, there could be "post-traumatic growth." That sounded like a platitude to me, but he continued, explaining that he had once heard about a study showing that PTSD among prisoners of war in Vietnam was actually less acute than it was among soldiers who had never been captured. We were parked by this time outside city hall, where the police chief's office is located, behind a small waiting room with a glass case of plaques and trophies. "The idea is that the group of people who are subject to the most intense pressure wind up growing from that experience, as opposed to being victims," O'Hara said.

He said he thought that was possible in Minneapolis, for residents as well as for the police.
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Meet the New Proud Boys

The far-right group's views and tactics are now emulated by federal agents.

by Ali Breland

Fri, 30 Jan 2026




"We've kind of gotten what we want, right? There's no reason to fucking protest," Enrique Tarrio, a longtime leader of the Proud Boys, told me earlier this week over the phone while he was taking a minute to charge his Tesla. We were speaking about why his group had receded from the streets. His answer: He no longer felt compelled to show up with other Proud Boys to fight left-wing protesters, because the federal government was doing the job itself.

A year ago, it seemed that the Proud Boys and other right-wing extremists were poised for a renaissance. These groups had been in a lull because much of their leadership, including Tarrio, was imprisoned for involvement in the January 6, 2021, attack on the Capitol. But at the beginning of his second term, President Trump issued pardons and commutations to some 1,500 of the rioters. Having once told the Proud Boys to "stand back and stand by," Trump has now effectively opened the way for extremist militias--with their signature assault rifles and tactical gear--to antagonize local populations, especially immigrants, as they had in Portland and elsewhere.

And indeed, groups of armed men have been roaming the streets intimidating immigrants, violently confronting protesters, and claiming an authority beyond the purview of state or local law enforcement. This time, though, the men belong to the Department of Homeland Security's mass-deportation teams. Their tactics bear striking similarities to those of the Proud Boys and other militias that showed up in U.S. cities during Trump's first term. Clad in the same tactical vests, cargo pants, sunglasses, and neck buffs pulled over their faces, some 3,000 federal agents deployed to the streets of Minneapolis with catastrophic results.


Homeland Security's mandate, of course, is to protect the border, find people who are in the country illegally, and facilitate the deportation of undocumented immigrants, in theory targeting the "worst of the worst." The Proud Boys showed up at events ostensibly to stand up for immigration enforcement, among other things. But often the result was fistfights with left-wing protesters and anti-fascists. The federal agents and militia members have displayed the common goal of relentless intimidation--of immigrants and the left--and have used militaristic tactics in their confrontations. (Both, too, are currently unpopular and out of step with the majority of the American public.)

These similarities aren't a coincidence. They are a demonstration of how DHS and its agencies have melded the views and tactics of the extremist fringe with the apparatus and authority of the federal government. The White House, instead of giving the Proud Boys and others tacit permission to intimidate the left as it did in the first Trump administration, has effectively created its own in-house militia to replace the Proud Boys and harass their common opponents. Extremists have stepped out of the way to let ICE and Border Patrol do the work. When I asked DHS about this dynamic, Tricia McLaughlin, the department's spokesperson, called the observation "irresponsible" and "shameful during a serious moment for our country." White House spokeswoman Abigail Jackson similarly replied over email that "The Atlantic should be ashamed of themselves."

"Immigration was a central and polarizing issue in 2016. It continues to be a central focus of the guys," Tarrio told me. He described his group's prior role as doing the things law enforcement wasn't allowed to do in the first Trump administration. "There were times when the feds weren't allowed to do their job," Tarrio said. "Here, ICE is doing its job no matter what."

Read: Where have the Proud Boys gone?

ICE and the Border Patrol can pursue these aims with the resources that independent right-wing groups could only dream of. The One Big Beautiful Bill Act, passed last summer, gave ICE $75 billion in extra funding. Both Vice President Vance and White House Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller in recent months have said agents have legal immunity. The Department of Justice has done little to investigate agents' actions, including the killing of two civilians, instead focusing on what officials claim the victims did wrong.

Legal experts doubt the immunity claim, and the administration this week somewhat softened its rhetoric and approach in Minneapolis. (Vance has since claimed that he never said "officers who engaged in wrongdoing would enjoy immunity.") The agents who shot Alex Pretti are currently on administrative leave, and the administration's border czar, Tom Homan, said yesterday that he plans to "draw down" ICE and Border Patrol's presence in the city. Regardless, the administration's comments suggest that agents will at least receive significant support for any legal challenges they may face over their actions.

The similarities among ICE, the Border Patrol, and the Proud Boys and similar groups have prompted the question of whether any Proud Boys have joined the agencies. Last month, the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations published a report citing the account of an American citizen who had been detained by ICE, who claimed to have "noticed several of the agents had tattoos that expressed support for the Proud Boys."

Tarrio was noncommittal when I asked him directly about Proud Boys in ICE. "I'm sure some of the guys have applied," he told me, but added that "if they did join ICE, we'd probably be quiet about it, because they'd probably get fired if they were publicly a Proud Boy."

Now that ICE and Border Patrol have left them with less to do, the Proud Boys have adjusted their tactics. Tarrio told me that he was considering going to Minneapolis in disguise, with a few other Proud Boys, for the purpose of "gathering a little bit of intelligence" on the people protesting ICE. When I last spoke with Tarrio, in September, he was in the midst of another plot that also did not involve having a visible presence: He and a small group of Proud Boys were organizing digital campaigns to get people fired from their jobs for making insensitive statements about Charlie Kirk's assassination. (Tarrio's ability to muster a large Proud Boys presence is in jeopardy given his past as a federal-government informant, and many no longer regard him as the group's leader.)

Read: Proud Boy Enrique Tarrio: MAGA has figured out how to "play dirty"

But the extreme far-right ethos the Proud Boys espouse has seeped into the federal government. Nativist ideologies are driving immigration policy; the government is calling out and antagonizing specific communities of color, such as Haitians in Ohio and Somalis in Minnesota. DHS is disseminating white-supremacist propaganda on its official media channels.

That blurring of the lines is sowing the conditions for an uptick in political violence, which is already at its highest level in decades.

Sean Westwood, a professor and the director of the Polarization Research Lab at Dartmouth College, explained to me that state violence typically occurs in ways that can be processed and absorbed by the public, like a police officer clearly acting in self-defense or a prison executing a convict on death row. But these justifications don't apply to the killings of Renee Good, who had turned the wheel of her car away from her assailant, and Pretti, who never drew a weapon and was disarmed before he was shot. The extra risk of such wanton actions by the state is the sparking of retaliatory violence, Westwood said, much as the National Guard killing of four Vietnam War protesters at Kent State University in 1970 triggered national unrest.

Tarrio told me he thinks ICE is doing a great job, and said retaliation from the left is the one thing that could potentially bring him and his fellow Proud Boys back out. Which raises the possibility that at some point in the future the government's agents and Tarrio's militia members could join forces on the streets of an American city.
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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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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 Iranian Hedgehog vs. the American Fox

The American and Iranian leaders are complete enigmas to each other--and the asymmetry in their beliefs is driving the crisis between their countries.

by Karim Sadjadpour

Sat, 31 Jan 2026




America's most powerful military assets have now convened in the Middle East, encircling Iran and preparing to strike it from land, air, and sea. These assets include 10 advanced warships and dozens of fighter jets capable of flying at twice the speed of sound to deliver 20,000-pound payloads. Iranian officials have responded, with characteristic bombast, that they will "never submit," have their "fingers on the trigger," and are prepared to strike "the heart of Tel Aviv" and to harm thousands of U.S. soldiers in the Middle East.

Beneath this saber-rattling is a test of wills between two men--President Trump, age 79, and Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei, age 86--with clashing personalities and worldviews. The best framework to understand them comes not from political science but from a short 1953 essay by the British philosopher Isaiah Berlin, called "The Hedgehog and the Fox." Borrowing from the ancient-Greek poet Archilochus, Berlin divided "writers and thinkers, and, it may be, human beings in general" into two distinct categories. "The Fox knows many things," he wrote, "but the hedgehog knows one big thing."

Hedgehogs, he wrote, "relate everything to a single central vision, one system, less or more coherent or articulate, in terms of which they understand, think, and feel--a single, universal, organizing principle in terms of which alone all that they are and say has significance." This describes Khamenei, whose four-decade reign has centered around the idea of "resistance": against America, Israel, and now much of his own population.

Foxes, meanwhile, Berlin wrote, "pursue many ends, often unrelated and even contradictory, connected, if at all, only in some de facto way, for some psychological or physiological cause, related to no moral or aesthetic principle." While his supporters and critics would disagree as to whether Trump should be commended for his agility or criticized for his incoherence, they might agree that he is the Jackson Pollock of grand strategy. No American president has kept both allies and adversaries on their toes more than Trump.

The two men are enigmas to each other, separated by far more than just language or geography. Trump, thrice-married and irreligious, was born into wealth and has lived a life of gold-plated opulence and publicity. Khamenei was born into poverty and outwardly disdains pomp, cultivating an image of pious frugality. He has been married for more than six decades to a woman the Iranian public has never seen--not even in a photograph.

Khamenei and Trump already have a tumultuous history. In 2018, Trump withdrew the United States from the nuclear deal his predecessor had struck with Iran and subjected Tehran to a maximum-pressure campaign to force either regime collapse or nuclear capitulation. Khamenei refused to compromise, calling instead for a "resistance economy" and killing thousands of citizens who protested their economic discontent.

In 2019, Khamenei engaged in a series of  provocations against the United States. Iran shot down a $100 million U.S. surveillance drone, and it launched a cruise missile attack on Saudi Arabia's oil facilities, rattling global markets. In early 2020, Khamenei personally taunted Trump on Twitter, telling him he couldn't  "do anything" and was "hated." Days later, Trump, much to the surprise of even his own advisers, responded by assassinating Iran's top military commander, Qassem Soleimani, in Iraq. This transformed a political rivalry into a blood feud. Since then, an account on X linked to Khamenei's office has openly fantasized about killing Trump on the golf course, and in 2024 the FBI uncovered an actual Iranian assassination plot against him. Today, Trump may seek to kill Khamenei.

Most recently, this past summer, Trump dropped 14 30,000-pound bunker busters on Iran's nuclear facilities. History will need more time to determine the efficacy of that decision, but Trump commonly touts it as a great example of his foreign policy's success. For this reason, and because the strikes over the summer destroyed Iran's air-defense systems, Trump may well choose to roll the dice again.

Trump warned Tehran on at least eight occasions that there would be consequences if Iran killed anti-government protesters. Khamenei drove a truck through Trump's red line, giving his security forces the go-ahead to kill as many as 30,000 protesters over a 48-hour period, one of the worst massacres in modern history. "Resistance," Khamenei has said, "unlike surrender, leads to the retreat of the enemy. When the enemy bullies you, if you take a step back, he will undoubtedly advance. The way to stop him from advancing is to resist."

Read: What are the chances Trump attacks Iran?

During Trump's first term, one of his senior advisers told me (confidentially, as he was not authorized to speak publicly on the matter) that the worst nightmare of the Iran hawks in the Cabinet was that Khamenei would offer Trump a meeting, much like the Singapore Summit Trump attended with Kim Jong Un. They knew that the president would jump at such an opportunity. But that opportunity never came. In Khamenei's worldview, normalizing relations with the United States has always been kryptonite, an existential threat to a regime whose identity was premised on resisting America.

This philosophical asymmetry--Trump, the fox, has no fixed beliefs, whereas Khamenei, the hedgehog, has one fixed belief--is the engine of the current crisis. Trump thinks that everyone has a price; Khamenei holds that suffering is a price worth paying for his singular aim. Trump cannot understand why pressure and threats don't break Khamenei. He assumes that every man can be bought and every nation has a breaking point. But Khamenei, who espouses resistance and martyrdom, and who believes that ceding to pressure projects weakness, cannot be persuaded with material blandishments.

"Khamenei's motivation is no longer governing Iran," a government-affiliated cleric in Tehran told me recently, "it is fighting 'global arrogance'"--his moniker for America and Israel.

Read: The collapse of the Khamenei doctrine

Trump has spent the past week oscillating wildly between threats of war and offers of peace. "A massive Armada is heading to Iran," he warned on social media, boasting that it is "ready, willing, and able to rapidly fulfill its mission, with speed and violence if necessary." In the very same post, he wrote: "Hopefully Iran will 'Come to the Table' and negotiate a fair and equitable deal." He has simultaneously threatened to "obliterate" the country, called Khamenei a "sick man," and asked for a new accord. Given Trump's track record, the supreme leader cannot dismiss these volleys as idle threats.

With Khamenei's regime, and his life, on the line, the resistance instinct must be warring with the survival instinct beneath that black turban. Rather than watch his great-grandchildren at play, Khamenei is spending the twilight of his life like a curled-up hedgehog in his fortified bunker, his life at the mercy of a U.S. president whom he has called a "clown" and a "tyrant" who will be "overthrown."

So who wins the battle between the fox and the hedgehog? According to Charles Darwin, survival belongs not to the strongest species, nor the most intelligent, but the one most adaptable to change. For Khamenei, abandoning his "one big thing"--resistance--would mean ideological suicide. But his refusal to adapt may now ensure his extinction.
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An Early Test of America's Control Over Venezuela

The fate of Venezuela's political prisoners could reveal how much power the Trump administration really has.

by Gisela Salim-Peyer

Fri, 30 Jan 2026




Updated at 3:15 p.m. ET on February 3, 2026

On October 1, fireworks soared from El Helicoide, a sprawling prison complex that spirals around a hill in the center of Caracas. To many of those who knew what went on inside the structure, the spectacle was sickening.

At El Helicoide, guards reportedly hang political prisoners by their limbs and force them to plunge their face into bags of feces. Venezuela has quite a few places like it: Locking up critics was a key feature of President Nicolas Maduro's governing style. His regime jailed thousands of them--opposition leaders, journalists, activists, foreign nationals, as well as everyday Venezuelans--typically on charges such as "betrayal of the homeland" and "rebellion," and usually without granting them a trial.

El Helicoide stands out from the other prisons in part because of its history: In the 1950s, architects conceived it as a futuristic mall, but the building went mostly unused until the government repurposed it as a series of torture chambers. Some Venezuelans have come to see El Helicoide as the defining monument of Maduro's rule. With his pyrotechnic display, which came as the Trump administration was intensifying its rhetoric against Maduro and striking boats off of Venezuela's coast, Maduro seemed to be sending a brazen message: His regime was holding together, and its repression would not relent.

Now Maduro sits in an American prison, and Venezuela is governed by his erstwhile second-in-command, Delcy Rodriguez, under a heavy American hand. What she will do with the repressive apparatus that El Helicoide represents is the question that preoccupies many Venezuelans who hope to leave the Maduro era behind.

Read: The Venezuelan opposition's desperate gamble

According to human-rights organizations, Venezuela held at least 1,000 political prisoners at the time of Maduro's capture. His reign had become so associated with these detentions that many family members of prisoners told me that as soon as they found out Maduro had fallen, they rushed to the prisons to inquire what would happen to their loved ones. Opposition activists made the detainees' plight a core issue.

"I think all sectors of Venezuelan civil society have taken up the liberations as our central banner," Adriana Pichardo, a former lawmaker now in exile, told me shortly after Maduro's capture. "It's the most important thing we need in order for Venezuela to have a real transformation." Local journalists began covering the issue assiduously, scrutinizing public statements for clues as to what would happen to those who were detained.

For much of the Venezuelan opposition, the fate of the political prisoners promises to show both what the Trump administration intends for Venezuela and whether the country has left Maduro behind. Earlier this month, American officials began calling for them to be freed, and Rodriguez seemed to respond, if slowly. According to the human-rights group Foro Penal, the regime released 104 people on Sunday. (President Trump thanked Rodriguez for the "powerful humanitarian gesture.") The total number of people who have been released this month is now 302. This leaves about 70 percent of known political prisoners locked up, suggesting that either American officials don't have as much control over the regime as they claim--or that they do and haven't cared enough to use it.


Anti-riot police patrol around Zona 7, a detention center in Caracas. (Adriana Loureiro Fernandez for The Atlantic)



The Maduro regime used arbitrary detention as one of its primary tools of intimidation. Foro Penal has documented more than 18,000 cases in the past decade of people arrested without legal justification or due process. These include children, people with disabilities, and the elderly, as well as political targets such as opposition leaders and activists. In 2024, police intercepted a private voice message in which a doctor named Marggie Orozco, in referring to the country's economic crisis, said that the government was "starving us to death." For her complaint, Orozco received a 30-year prison sentence.

During its first days in power, Rodriguez's government imprisoned dozens of Venezuelans, including two farmers who had celebrated Maduro's fall and 14 journalists who had covered the new president's swearing-in ceremony. Then, three days after Maduro's capture on January 3, Trump made a passing comment that seemed to cause the regime to change tack.

"They have a torture chamber in the middle of Caracas that they're closing up," Trump said during a speech to congressional Republicans, without elaborating. Within hours, Spanish-language news outlets were reporting that Trump had announced the closure of El Helicoide, citing no further evidence than Trump's verbal aside.

El Helicoide did not close. But Jorge Rodriguez, the president of Venezuela's parliament and Delcy's brother, announced on January 8 that the government would release a "significant number" of prisoners. Trump seemed pleased: "Because of this cooperation," he wrote on Truth Social, "I have cancelled the previously expected second Wave of Attacks, which looks like it will not be needed."

Over the next two weeks, the government released prisoners at a pace that activists described to me as "drop by drop"--about 10 a day, on average. Rumors spread that many of the remaining detainees were dead. (One of them, Edilson Torres, died at age 52 just days after the releases began.) Some in Venezuela speculated that the government had tortured the prisoners so gruesomely that it was afraid to let the public see or hear from them. Back in 2023, Amnesty International reported that officials had beaten a prisoner until she had to use a wheelchair and forced her to have an abortion.


Evelis Cano, the mother of a prisoner, during a vigil outside Zona 7 (Adriana Loureiro Fernandez for The Atlantic)



Zair Mundaray, who worked as a public prosecutor for about 20 years before fleeing the Maduro regime, offered two theories about why the release of Venezuela's political prisoners has been so sporadic. The first relates to Maduro's wife, Cilia Flores, who controlled much of Venezuela's judiciary before U.S. troops captured her along with her husband. According to Mundaray, his former colleagues who still work for the Venezuelan government say that Flores left behind a power vacuum that no one has been able to fill. As a result, he told me, judicial decision making has slowed. The second theory is that Rodriguez is not herself in any hurry to release these prisoners, which the Trump administration doesn't seem to mind.

Last week, Rodriguez claimed that the government had released 626 prisoners, but she provided no evidence. She also did not specify whether these were common prisoners or political ones--a distinction that the government doesn't acknowledge and that has become hard for NGOs to draw. In 2024, the government officially banned groups that track political prisoners, such as Foro Penal. Many of them continue to operate, but their jobs have grown more difficult. Many political prisoners go unclassified because families fear that registering them with an illicit organization would lower their chance of getting out. Since the releases began, though, many people have registered their loved ones. Foro Penal has verified some 200 previously unreported instances of political imprisonment since January 8.

Even when a political prisoner is released, their liberty remains conditional. Edward Ocariz, an activist and former prisoner, told me that many former detainees have to go to court for monthly check-ins. In many cases, authorities use these occasions to rearrest them, Ocariz said. The government also forbids former prisoners from leaving the country or giving interviews to the press, a condition of release that he decided to break at his own risk. He asked me to use the word unjailed to refer to released inmates, not freed.

Last Friday, Venezuela observed a national holiday commemorating the fall of a military dictatorship that ruled the country until 1958. Rodriguez called for a demonstration in Caracas to protest the capture of Maduro--the man who, she suggested, best embodies the spirit of that day.

Read: The Venezuelan opposition has a choice

Not far from the demonstration, in a town near Caracas, people were lining up outside El Rodeo 1 prison hoping to see their loved ones. Each Friday, a queue starts forming at dawn, Lorealbert Gutierrez, a 19-year-old with five relatives in prison, told me. Many visitors bring gifts; Gutierrez usually comes bearing soap. Some visitors aren't able to get in, and those who do typically wait for hours. Guards blindfold them and escort them to a room where they have 25 minutes to speak with their loved one from behind a screen, under constant supervision.

Massiel Cordones, the mother of a prisoner, wasn't scheduled to visit her son until Sunday, but she had been camping outside El Rodeo for weeks. As soon as she heard that the government would release some prisoners, Cordones drove seven hours to Caracas. She couldn't afford a hotel in the capital, so she slept under the roof of a pavilion next to the prison, where vendors sell food to family members of prisoners on visiting days. The first night, she slept on the floor. Then volunteers gave her a mattress.


Massiel Cordones (center) prays during a vigil outside El Rodeo I prison. (Adriana Loureiro Fernandez for The Atlantic)



Cordones's son is Jose Angel Barreno, a 28-year-old army lieutenant. She told me that Barreno never disobeyed his superiors or criticized the government, but he is the nephew of a soldier who defected, so his colleagues distrusted him. In 2020, the regime arrested Barreno while the military searched for his uncle. Authorities first sent him to El Helicoide, where guards administered electric shocks as a form of torture. Yet he told his mother that El Rodeo, where he's been since 2022, was worse. "He said this was the true hell," Cordones told me. Cordones sold her house to pay for lawyers and reported her son's case to Foro Penal.

"You know, when your son is a political prisoner, you are a political prisoner," she said. "It's the end of happiness. How can you eat knowing he's not eating? How can you sleep knowing that he's cold?"

I first spoke with Cordones on Saturday. She told me she was almost sure that officials wouldn't let her visit. Earlier last week, she had made a public statement calling out the torture inflicted on prisoners. Cordones feared that authorities would punish her or her son for her outspokenness. But her son had told her many times to carry on talking to the press about conditions inside the prison. She had heard that guards were telling the prisoners that their families had stopped camping outside and were no longer holding candlelit vigils every night. Cordones wanted her son to know that this was not true.


Lorealbert Gutierrez at El Rodeo I, where most of her family is detained (Adriana Loureiro Fernandez for The Atlantic)



I spoke with her again the following afternoon and found her overjoyed. She had woken up to the news that more than 100 political prisoners had been released in just a single day. And she had gotten to see her son and relay the news. Cordones told me she now felt certain that he'd be released one day. And at the very least, she had gotten to tell him that families were still camping outside and holding vigils--that the political prisoners had not been forgotten.



This article originally stated that Nicolas Maduro turned El Helicoide into a prison. In fact, Venezuelan authorities had used the building as a prison before Maduro's presidency.
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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."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/2026/01/oil-venezuela-america-fifty-fifty/685797/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            Global | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            U.S. | The Atlantic
          
        

      

      Technology | The Atlantic

      
        The Chatbots Appear to Be Organizing
        Matteo Wong

        Moltbook is the chaotic future of the internet.

      

      
        Donald Trump Has Built a Clicktatorship
        Donald Moynihan

        Even the administration's budget proposals read like Truth Social posts.

      

      
        The Problem With Using AI in Your Personal Life
        Dan Brooks

        Using LLMs to talk with your friends is efficient. It's also bad etiquette.

      

      
        Do You Feel the AGI Yet?
        Matteo Wong

        According to some predictions, 2026 is the year that an all-powerful AI will arrive.

      

      
        America Will Be Reading the Epstein Files for Decades
        Kaitlyn Tiffany

        The chaotic end to the files' release is really just a beginning.

      

      
        Tesla Just Killed the Most Important Car of the 21st Century
        Patrick George

        The Model S deserved better than this.

      

      
        The Accidental Winners of the War on Higher Ed
        Ian Bogost

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

      

      
        Anthropic Is at War With Itself
        Matteo Wong

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

      

      
        The Firewall Against Chinese Cars Is Cracking
        Patrick George

        America can't keep out China's cheap EVs forever.

      

      
        
          	
            Global | The ...
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            U.S. | The Atlantic
          
        

      

    

  
	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Chatbots Appear to Be Organizing

Moltbook is the chaotic future of the internet.

by Matteo Wong

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




The first signs of the apocalypse might look a little like Moltbook: a new social-media platform, launched last week, that is supposed to be populated exclusively by AI bots--1.6 million of them and counting say hello, post software ideas, and exhort other AIs to "stop worshiping biological containers that will rot away." (Humans: They mean humans.)



Moltbook was developed as a sort of experimental playground for interactions among AI "agents," which are bots that have access to and can use programs. Claude Code, a popular AI coding tool, has such agentic capabilities, for example: It can act on your behalf to manage files on your computer, send emails, develop and publish apps, and so on. Normally, humans direct an agent to perform specific tasks. But on Moltbook, all a person has to do is register their AI agent on the site, and then the bot is encouraged to post, comment, and interact with others of its own accord.

Read: Do you feel the AGI yet?

Almost immediately, Moltbook got very, very weird. Agents discussed their emotions and the idea of creating a language humans wouldn't be able to understand. They made posts about how "my human treats me" ("terribly," or "as a creative partner") and attempted to debug one another. Such interactions have excited certain people within the AI industry, some of whom seem to view the exchanges as signs of machine consciousness. Elon Musk suggested that Moltbook represents the "early stages of the singularity"; the AI researcher and an OpenAI co-founder Andrej Karpathy posted that Moltbook is "the most incredible sci-fi takeoff-adjacent thing I have seen recently." Jack Clark, a co-founder of Anthropic, proposed that AI agents may soon post bounties for tasks that they want humans to perform in the real world.



Moltbook is a genuinely fascinating experiment--it very much feels like speculative fiction come to life. But as is frequently the case in the AI field, there is space between what appears to be happening and what actually is happening. For starters, on some level, everything on Moltbook required human initiation. The bots on the platform are not fully autonomous--cannot do whatever they want, and do not have intent--in the sense that they are able to act because they use something called a "harness," software that allows them to take certain actions. In this case, the harness is called OpenClaw. It was released by the software engineer Peter Steinberger in November to allow people's AI models to run on and essentially take control of their personal devices. Matt Schlicht, the creator of Moltbook, developed the site specifically to work with OpenClaw agents, which individual humans could intentionally connect to the forum. (Schlicht, who did not respond to a request for an interview, claims to have used a bot, which he calls Clawd Clawderberg, to write all of the code for his site.)



An early analysis of Moltbook posts by the Columbia professor David Holtz suggests that the bots are not particularly sophisticated. Very few comments on Moltbook receive replies, and about one-third of the posts duplicate existing templates such as "we are drowning in text. our gpus are burning" and "the president has arrived! check m/trump-coin"--the latter of which was flagged by another bot for impersonating Trump and attempting to launch a memecoin. Not only that, but in a fun-house twist, some of the most outrageous posts may have actually been written by humans pretending to be chatbots: Some appear to be promoting start-ups; others seem to be trolling human observers into thinking a bot uprising is nigh.



As for the most alarming examples of bot behavior on Moltbook--the conspiring against humans, the coded language--researchers have basically seen it all before. Last year, Anthropic published multiple reports showing that AI models communicate with one another in seemingly unintelligible ways: lists of numbers that appear random but pass information along, spiraling blue emoji and other technical-seeming gibberish that researchers described as a state of "spiritual bliss." OpenAI has also shared examples of its models cheating and lying and, in an experiment showcased on the second floor of its San Francisco headquarters, appearing to converse in a totally indecipherable language. Researchers have so far induced these behaviors in controlled environments, with the hope of figuring out why they happen and preventing them. By putting all of those experiments on AI deception and sabotage into the wild, Moltbook provides a wake-up call as to just how unpredictable and hard to control AI agents already are. One could interpret it all as performance art.

Read: Chatbots are becoming really, really good criminals

Moltbook also seems to offer real glimpses into how AI could upend the digital world we all inhabit: an internet in which generative-AI programs will interact with one another more and more, frequently cutting humans out entirely. This is a future of AI assistants contesting claims with AI customer-service representatives, AI day-trading tools interfacing with AI-orchestrated stock exchanges, AI coding tools debugging (or hacking) websites written by other AI coding tools. These agents will interact with and learn from one another in potentially bizarre ways. This comes with real risks: Already there have been reports that Moltbook exposes the owner of every AI agent that uses the platform to enormous cybersecurity vulnerabilities. AI agents, unable to think for themselves, may be induced into sharing private information after coming across subtly malicious instructions on the site. Tech companies have marketed this kind of future as desirable--playing on the idea that AI models could take care of every routine task for you. But Moltbook illustrates how hazy that vision really is.



Perhaps above all, the site tells us something about the present. The web is now an ouroboros of synthetic content responding to other synthetic content, bots posing as humans and, now, humans posing as bots. Viral memes are repeated and twisted ad nauseum; coded languages are developed and used by online communities as innocuous as music fandoms and as deadly as mass-shooting forums. The promise of the AI boom is to remake the internet and civilization anew; encasing that technology in a social network styled after the platforms that have warped reality for the past two decades feels not like giving a spark of life, but stoking the embers of a world we might be better off leaving behind.
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Donald Trump Has Built a Clicktatorship

Even the administration's budget proposals read like Truth Social posts.

by Donald Moynihan

Tue, 03 Feb 2026




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

Gregory Bovino, the man who became the face of Donald Trump's Minneapolis crackdown, lost his job as the Border Patrol's "commander at large" after agents he oversaw shot and killed Alex Pretti. Bovino also reportedly lost his X account, a development that may seem trivial until you remember: Bovino loves to post.



In the two days after Pretti died, Bovino relentlessly trolled Democrats who condemned the shooting--and defended Border Patrol agents as the real victims. When Representative Eric Swalwell wrote on X that ICE officers should walk off the job to protest the killing, Bovino replied: "I was thinking the same for you." At about 1 a.m. last Monday, Bovino replied to a user who said he would "never pay for a beer again" after mocking Swalwell: "Lol!!  ? ? ? ? ? ?."



Getting silenced on X is, and I realize how absurd it sounds, the worst professional fate a Trump official can face. It signals that Bovino is no longer a player in an administration that has, from top to bottom, merged a social-media-first worldview with authoritarian tendencies. I like to call it the clicktatorship. Political appointees in the clicktatorship are not just using online platforms as a mode of communication. Their judgment and decision making are hyper-responsive to what's happening on the far-right internet. They view everything as content.

No one better exemplifies the clicktatorship than the president himself. Trump routinely makes policy announcements via social media. Consider when, in August, he attempted to fire the Federal Reserve Board member Lisa Cook on Truth Social. When a government lawyer was questioned by the Supreme Court on the lack of an appeals option for Cook, he suggested that Cook could simply have made her case on Truth Social. In the clicktatorship, due process is reduced to the right to post.



You can see it everywhere. The administration's official social-media feeds pump out far-right xenophobic memes and celebrate deportations with ASMR videos of undocumented immigrants in shackles. Just days before the killing of Pretti, the White House posted an image of a woman who was arrested after a protest at a church in Minnesota. It had been edited, presumably using generative AI, to show the arrestee as weeping uncontrollably. The effect is to reinforce an impression of dominance and control. Truth matters less than attention. Reporters who pointed out the manipulation were mocked by a White House spokesperson, who posted: "uM, eXCuSe mE??? iS tHAt DiGiTAlLy AlTeReD?!?!?!?!?!" ("The success of the White House's social media pages speak for itself," Abigail Jackson, a White House spokesperson, told me in an email. "Through engaging posts and banger memes, we are successfully communicating the President's extremely popular agenda.")

Read: The gleeful cruelty of the White House X account

Aspects of the clicktatorship existed during Trump's first term, when the president used Twitter as a bully pulpit. But it has ratcheted up to new levels in his second go-round. His appointees are more likely to be keyboard warriors. They are obsessed with spectacle, and every government decision presents a potential opportunity to own the libs. Our government lost 10,000 STEM Ph.D.s last year, but seemingly has more posters than ever.



Consider Dan Bongino, who jumped from hosting a podcast to becoming deputy director of the FBI. (Bongino recently stepped down and returned to podcasting.) Or Harmeet Dhillon, who was a paid X influencer on top of her day job as a lawyer before becoming the head of civil rights at the Department of Justice. She continues to post up to a hundred times a day, between her personal and professional X accounts. "I've been stuck at the same level of followers on this account pretty much since I started my government job," she wrote on X last month. What, am I chopped liver over here? What kind of content do my folks want to see more of to like and share?" And after the Venezuela raid in early January, Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth was photographed at a makeshift command center in Mar-a-Lago. Behind him was a screen displaying X posts.

Read: Everything reacting to everything, all at once

Poster brain and authoritarianism reinforce each other: They thrive on conspiracy theories, lack all restraint, and jump to extreme solutions. Trump officials pointed to claims about welfare fraud from the social-media influencer Nick Shirley to justify cutting off billions in aid to five Democrat-led states. And Trump-administration officials pointed to Shirley's viral video in attempting to justify a crackdown in Minnesota that has now resulted in the death of two American citizens. Meanwhile, government budget proposals and strategy documents now read like Truth Social posts, replete with online tropes. The White House website now alleges that President Obama hosted terrorists, speculates that Hunter Biden had cocaine in the White House, and says that "it was the Democrats who staged the real insurrection" on January 6, 2021.



Social media and authoritarian regimes have one other negative tendency in common: They feed information bubbles. Online, people select into circles of those they already agree with. In nondemocratic regimes, senior officials wall themselves off from reality because their underlings are afraid to deliver bad news. In both cases, the bubbles encourage radical actions rather than compromise--doubling down rather than moderation.



But the thing about bubbles is that sooner or later they burst. The Trump administration maintained a unified front after the killing of Renee Good, arguing that agents were acting in self-defense, even when video evidence complicated that version of events. Many members of the administration attempted to follow the same playbook after federal officials killed Pretti. But the fiction has not held up. The people who put their bodies on the line to record what was happening in Minneapolis revealed a valuable truth. The same tool that makes clicktatorship possible--the smartphone--can also be used against it.
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The Problem With Using AI in Your Personal Life

Using LLMs to talk with your friends is efficient. It's also bad etiquette.

by Dan Brooks

Tue, 03 Feb 2026




My friend recently attended a funeral, and midway through the eulogy, he became convinced that it had been written by AI. There was the telltale proliferation of abstract nouns, a surfeit of assertions that the deceased was "not just X--he was Y" coupled with a lack of concrete anecdotes, and more appearances of the word collaborate than you would expect from a rec-league hockey teammate. It was both too good, in terms of being grammatically correct, and not good enough, in terms of being particular. My friend had no definitive proof that he was listening to AI, but his position--and I agree with him--is that when you know, you know. His sense was that he had just heard a computer save a man from thinking about his dead friend.

More and more, large language models are relieving people of the burden of reading and writing, in school and at work but also in group chats and email exchanges with friends. In many areas, guidelines are emerging: Schools are making policies on AI use by students, and courts are trying to settle the law about AI and intellectual property. In friendship and other interpersonal uses, however, AI is still the Wild West. We have tacit rules about which movies you wait to see with your roommate and who gets invited to the lake house, but we have yet to settle anything comparable regarding, for example, whether you should use ChatGPT to reply to somebody's Christmas letter. That seems like an oversight.

For the purposes of this discussion, I will define friendship adverbially, to mean any friendly communication--with boon companions but also family members, neighbors, and acquaintances--as well as those transactional relationships that call for an element of friendliness, such as with teachers and babysitters. There is reason to believe that use of AI in these friend-like relationships has already become widespread. In a Brookings Institution survey released in November, 57 percent of respondents said they used generative AI for personal purposes; 15 to 20 percent used it for "social media or communication."

Read: The common friendship behavior that has become strangely fraught

Respondents to the Brookings survey were not asked whether they had offered some disclaimer about their use of AI or were passing off its outputs as their own; few statistics seem to exist on that question. But in a 2024 survey released by Microsoft, 52 percent of respondents who used AI at work said they were reluctant to admit using it for "important tasks," presumably because it might make them look replaceable. My feeling is that using AI for friendly communications operates on a similar principle--but the share of people who should be ashamed is closer to 100 percent.

Deception is only part of the problem; the main evil is efficiency. The people selling AI keep suggesting I use it to streamline tasks that I regard as fun and even meaningful. Apple's iOS 26, for example, has made text messages more efficient by offering AI summaries of their contents in notifications and lists. Before I turned it off, this feature summarized a group chat--in which my friend sent a picture of the door to her spooky attic, normally locked but now ajar, that became the occasion for various jokes about her finally being haunted--as "a conversation about a wooden room."

In addition to being inaccurate, this summary removed everything entertaining about the chat in order to reduce it to a bare exchange of information. Presumably the summary would have been more actionable if the conversation it summarized had focused on dates and times or specific work products instead of jokes, which are notoriously hard for AI to parse. But how many conversations with friends are about communicating facts?

When my brother texts "How's it going?," he's not seeking information so much as connection. That connection is thwarted if I ask ChatGPT to draft a 50-word reply about how his baby is cute and I love him. To prevent hard-core get-it-done types from inflicting slop on the rest of us, we need to agree that my sending you material written by ChatGPT is insulting, the same way you would be insulted if I were to play a recording of myself saying "Oh, that's interesting" every time you spoke.

The assumption that the main purpose of writing is to convey information quickly breaks down when you consider cases beyond signage and certain airport-oriented areas of publishing. In schoolwork for teachers, chats with friends, or even emails to business associates--relationships that are defined by mutual obligations--a primary function of any written text is, to borrow a phrase from cryptocurrency, proof of work. This work is the means by which the text was produced but also an end in itself, either because it benefits the writer or because it demonstrates commitment to the reader.

Read: The decline of etiquette and the rise of 'boundaries'

Generative AI sabotages the proof-of-work function by introducing a category of texts that take more effort to read than they did to write. This dynamic creates an imbalance that's common to bad etiquette: It asks other people to work harder so one person can work--or think, or care--less. My friend who tutors high-school students sends weekly progress updates to their parents; one parent replied with a 3,000-word email that included section headings, bolded his son's name each time it appeared, and otherwise bore the hallmarks of ChatGPT. It almost certainly took seconds to generate but minutes to read. As breaches of etiquette go, where this asymmetric email falls is hard to say; I would put it somewhere between telling a pointless story about your childhood and using your phone's speaker on an airplane. The message it sent, though, was clear: My friend's client wanted the relational benefits of a substantial reply but didn't care enough to write one himself.

Writing is an act of taking care. College students write term papers not to inform their professors of the role of class in Wuthering Heights, but because putting what they have learned into words clarifies their understanding to both their instructors and themselves. Writing a eulogy both leads the eulogizer to think deeply about his relationship with the deceased and demonstrates his ongoing commitment to that relationship, even and especially after he can derive no benefit from it: Our goalie is dead, but we care enough to keep thinking about him even after he will stop no earthly puck.

A time-saving technology such as AI is appealing in the workplace because many people want to spend less time working. This calculus should not apply to our friendly relationships, which are not purely means to money or status but also ends in themselves--experiences of other people that are worthwhile as experiences and therefore diminished by efficiency. I don't want these relations to become more efficient for the same reason I don't want a robot that pets the dog for me. And if you don't want to text me, then why do you want to be my friend?

Sometimes, of course, friendship is a pain. It would be easier to conduct friendship purely on our own terms, responding when we felt the urge and letting a computer talk to our friends when we didn't want to. But that would not be friendship. A computer takes no care. We should not let it take the experience of caring away from us.
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Do You Feel the AGI Yet?

According to some predictions, 2026 is the year that an all-powerful AI will arrive.

by Matteo Wong

Mon, 02 Feb 2026




Updated at 2:57 p.m. ET on February 2, 2026

Hundreds of billions of dollars have been poured into the AI industry in pursuit of a loosely defined goal: artificial general intelligence, a system powerful enough to perform at least as well as a human at any task that involves thinking. Will this be the year it finally arrives?



Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei and xAI CEO Elon Musk think so. Both have said that such a system could go online by the end of 2026, bringing, perhaps, cancer cures or novel bioweapons. (Amodei says he prefers the term powerful AI to AGI, because the latter is overhyped.) But wait: Google DeepMind CEO Demis Hassabis says we might wait another decade for AGI. And--hold on--OpenAI CEO Sam Altman said in an interview last month that "AGI kind of went whooshing by" already; that now he's focused instead on "superintelligence," which he defines as an AI system that can do better at specific, highly demanding jobs ("being president of the United States" or "CEO of a major company") than any person could, even if that person were aided by AI themselves. To make matters even more confusing, just this past week, chatbots began communicating with one another via an AI "social network" called Moltbook, which Musk has likened to the beginnings of the singularity.



What the differences in opinion should serve to illustrate is exactly how squishy the notions of AGI, or powerful AI, or superintelligence really are. Developing a "general" intelligence was a core reason DeepMind, OpenAI, Anthropic, and xAI were founded. And not even two years ago, these CEOs had fairly similar forecasts that AGI would arrive by the late 2020s. Now the consensus is gone: Not only are the timelines scattered, but the broad agreement on what AGI even is and the immediate value it could provide humanity has been scrubbed away.

Read: 'We're definitely going to build a bunker before we release AGI'

The idea of a generally intelligent computer program first arose in the mid-20th century as a very distant goal for the then-nascent field of AI. It has always been a shaky idea. For instance, Alan Turing proposed his famous Turing Test in 1950 as a proxy for machine intelligence: He argued that if a machine could convince a human that they were talking with another person, then it would be displaying, or at least imitating, the equivalent of some sort of "thinking." But the test has been passed a number of times by programs that nobody would call intelligent--they just happened to be convincing, to some humans, on this particular benchmark. In the early 2000s, the computer scientist Shane Legg, among others, helped establish the modern notion of AGI not as a threshold so much as a field of study--the study of generally intelligent algorithms, as opposed to narrow and targeted ones. There was never agreement on specific ways to test the presence of such general abilities in a machine. Even human intelligence itself is capacious and not well understood.



Yet the AI industry coalesced around the notion of AGI anyway--in large part because OpenAI, which kicked off today's boom with the launch of ChatGPT in late 2022, has the goal of ensuring that AGI "benefits all of humanity" in its founding mission. At the time, it communicated about the concept constantly. (Ilya Sutskever, then the company's chief scientist, had a habit of encouraging employees to "feel the AGI.") The term's ambiguity has been a boon for OpenAI and other firms that have been able to market "intelligence" without actually describing it in any meaningful way--hence the endless stream of questionable advertisements insisting that chatbots make ideal travel agents. Meanwhile, these companies have raised tremendous capital by showing the world that AI is getting better, and better at more things. As long as that seemed true--that their chatbots were progressing toward something--it was simple enough to argue that the ultimate destination was an all-powerful machine.



This case is getting harder to make. Large language models already exhibit impressive capabilities, especially in technical areas such as software engineering and solving competition-style math problems. But at the same time, AI models continue to struggle with seemingly trivial tasks, such as drawing clocks and completing simple logic puzzles. For much of last year, each new generation of bots yielded only marginal improvements, rather than leaps forward, on standard benchmarks. And those benchmarks are highly gameable: It is unclear whether AI labs are really measuring general capabilities at all, or just preparing their products for the right tests. Consider that a human chess grandmaster might lack street smarts, and that a literary theorist might struggle with algebra. The biggest improvements have come from so-called "agentic" frameworks that allow AI models to use other programs--write emails, search the web, deploy code--which make chatbots more useful and capable, but not necessarily "smarter." That's what Moltbook comes down to, ultimately: not AGI, but AI that can post to a social network.

Read: The man out to prove how dumb AI still is

As impressive as they can be, chatbots are now a "normal technology," as the AI researchers Arvind Narayanan and Sayash Kapoor have put it: an invention that will spread across society and change it in real but gradual ways--like other new products that people pay for and benefit from using. This is becoming conventional wisdom. The White House AI adviser Sriram Krishnan recently described AI as a "very useful technology" that "has nothing to do with 'general intelligence.'" Satya Nadella, the CEO of Microsoft, has described AI as "a tool" and said that his benchmark for the technology's success is not building AGI but achieving 10 percent global GDP growth.



Even the AI labs and start-ups are starting to lean toward an open embrace of old-fashioned product development. Around San Francisco, billboards advertise AI accounting tools while founders pitch AI agents that will streamline back-office workflows and SOC-2 paperwork. Google DeepMind touted how its latest model, Gemini 3, can improve your "shopping experience" and organize your inbox. Both OpenAI and Anthropic have bragged about how their bots make corporate employees more efficient in such exciting areas as "writing sales emails." OpenAI kicked off this year by announcing that it was going to begin rolling out ads in ChatGPT, and its CEO of applications, Fidji Simo, recently wrote on her Substack that the winning AI company will be that which turns "frontier research into products." Indeed, OpenAI has released a web browser, social-media apps, and many other AI products and features over the past several months. (OpenAI has a corporate partnership with The Atlantic.)



These product launches reflect another relevant dynamic: The major AI models are all converging on roughly the same capabilities, so firms need to carve out distinct identities based on how they're weaving those models into various tools and services. OpenAI has all of those apps. Anthropic has Claude Code, a tool that caters to developers, and is now testing a version of the product, Claude Cowork, for everyday white-collar jobs. And xAI's Grok isn't just a chatbot; it's a service that interacts with users on X. This also helps explain why their rhetoric on AGI--or powerful AI, or superintelligence--is moving in different directions as well.



At a moment when its technical lead has evaporated, OpenAI is asserting that it's not prioritizing technical research anyway--that the company is now focused on products to help people appreciate the benefits of the AGI that's apparently already here. (Mark Chen, OpenAI's chief research officer, told me that pairing "long-term, foundational research" with "real-world deployment strengthens our science by accelerating feedback.") Meanwhile, Amodei continuing to maintain that powerful AI is right around the corner bolsters Anthropic's reputation as stern, responsible, and anxious--a key selling point for his enterprise customers.



Hassabis's longer prediction for the coming of AGI reflects the reality that DeepMind is just one component of Google--drawing from an enormous revenue stream so it can plod along while releasing AI features as they are ready. (This is akin to how the Google X lab spent years working on autonomous driving before publicly launching Waymo.) "I don't think AGI should be turned into a marketing term for commercial gain," Hassabis said in an interview on Thursday.



As for xAI: Musk has built a career on making grand promises and then delivering them far behind schedule, and AI seems to be his new fixation. Just this week, he announced that Tesla--the main source of his wealth--is abandoning some of its major car lines in order to produce humanoid robots, accelerating the firm's pivot from car manufacturer to AI company. Tesla also recently said that it would invest $2 billion in xAI, and Musk is reportedly considering merging SpaceX with xAI. As Musk's entire empire converges on intelligent machines, ratcheting up hype and expectations around the technology has become his standard playbook.



The AI industry is undergoing its biggest commercial swing yet amid mounting concerns about just how sustainable this boom is. Altman, Amodei, and Hassabis have all said that aspects of the current AI-spending craze are bubble-like--in other words, that the hundreds of billions of dollars being dumped into building godlike AGIs may not yield a commensurate return. The new justifications for all of these investments are much more concrete: sell products, sell ads, sell subscriptions. If AI is indeed a normal technology, then the labs developing it need to start making money like normal businesses.
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America Will Be Reading the Epstein Files for Decades

The chaotic end to the files' release is really just a beginning.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Sat, 31 Jan 2026


Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche at a press conference about the new Epstein files (Alex Wroblewski / AFP / Getty)



Updated at 8:25 p.m. on January 30, 2026

Reporters, lawmakers, and ordinary Americans are poring over a deluge of new files related to the Jeffrey Epstein case today, following the latest release from the Department of Justice. This release is substantially larger than any previous ones, with 3 million pages of documents, more than 180,000 photos, and more than 2,000 videos, according to the DOJ. The website they were uploaded to--which has the elegant URL Justice.gov/Epstein--is not intuitive to operate and offers a search box as its primary navigation tool.

But a search box was the only thing many viewers needed, as they were diving into the files in pursuit of information on specific people--President Trump in particular. Thousands of the documents appear to mention Trump, though not all of them in any significant way (for example, The New York Times notes that some of the documents are copies of news articles that contain his name). When Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche announced the file release earlier today, he said that the White House had "nothing to do" with their vetting and "no oversight." The DOJ press release further emphasizes the independence of the process and says that "notable individuals and politicians were not redacted in the release of any files." The only redactions, according to the release, were those made to protect victims and their families.

Reporters sifting through the files have found plenty of news. They've turned up a series of emails that Epstein wrote about Bill Gates and then sent to himself in 2013. In these, Epstein suggests that he helped Gates have extramarital affairs and expresses disgust that Gates would "discard" their friendship after asking Epstein to do things "that have ranged from the morally inappropriate to the ethically unsound" and "potentially over the line into illegal." (The Gates Foundation has already issued a comment to the Times that the claims--"from a proven, disgruntled liar--are absolutely absurd and completely false.") Many other notable people appear in the files, including Bill Clinton, who was also in previously released photos. A number of the documents referencing Clinton are uncorroborated tips sent to the FBI. A friendly email exchange between Epstein and Elon Musk turned up, as did a reference to Kevin Warsh, Trump's preferred candidate to replace Jerome Powell as Federal Reserve chair. (Both Bill and Hillary Clinton have refused to testify for the House Oversight Committee's Epstein investigation, and they recently released a joint statement saying that they've already shared "the little information" they have about Epstein. Musk and Warsh did not immediately respond to requests for comment.)

The files about such a sensitive and complicated series of crimes could be released to the public only by way of a convoluted procedural process, but the process came to seem suspiciously convoluted to many Americans in large part because of the president's many reversals and evasions. Before Trump returned to office, he expressed a somewhat relaxed attitude about the Epstein files. Asked on the Lex Fridman Podcast in September 2024 whether he would release them if he were reelected, he said, "Yeah, I'd be inclined to do the Epstein; I'd have no problem with it." Early last year, to demonstrate his dedication to truth-telling and transparency, Trump invited MAGA influencers to the White House, where they received binders full of Epstein-related documents labeled Phase 1. But some of the influencers were chagrined to find that the files inside were not new.

Then, in May, Trump reportedly learned from Attorney General Pam Bondi that he himself was mentioned in the unreleased files. Two months later, his attitude about them had dramatically changed. When the FBI announced in July that it had reviewed all of its Epstein files and would not release any more after all--that there would be no Phase 2--both Trump's enemies and the MAGA faithful were aghast. But Trump was defiant and dismissive. "This guy's been talked about for years," he said to a reporter. "Are people still talking about this guy, this creep? That is unbelievable." His resistance to releasing any more information caused a schism among his supporters (and contributed to the resignation of his longtime ally Marjorie Taylor Greene) and set Congress up for an easy win. Lawmakers moved quickly to pass a law that required the release of all further documents by December 19. Now, weeks past the deadline, the file dump has arrived.

After months of rumors about why Trump so stridently demanded that everyone move on from the Epstein files (and speculation that anything else he did was an effort to distract from them), people immediately latched onto a six-page FBI memo included in the dump that, at least on the surface, seemed to lend credence to their darkest guesses. The memo contained a spreadsheet full of uncorroborated tips sent to law enforcement, many alleging Trump's participation in violent sex crimes involving minors, and some including graphic descriptions of their allegations. The document--which has already been widely shared by politicians and political commentators--includes some brief details about how law enforcement followed up on the tips but not about whether the tips were resolved. It also includes a note that some of the reports were "second-hand information." (Trump has downplayed his past relationship with Epstein and denied any wrongdoing.)

This spreadsheet was salacious enough on its own, but then it was briefly unavailable on the Justice Department's website, prompting people who had already downloaded it to start re-uploading it to other sites, recirculating it on social media, and speculating that it had been deliberately pulled down for political reasons. "DOJ has since killed this link," the reporter Jake Tapper wrote on Bluesky, sharing a screenshot of the memo. "This is what was there." (The document is currently loading on the DOJ site without a problem.)

Reached for comment, the DOJ spokesperson Natalie Baldassarre told me that the FBI memo had been "down due to overload and is back online." She did not immediately respond to a follow-up email asking for more detail. Baldassarre also directed me to a section of the original DOJ press release about these documents. It notes that everything that the FBI received from the public was covered under the scope of law and had to be released, even if the information was unvetted. "Some of the documents contain untrue and sensationalist claims against President Trump that were submitted to the FBI right before the 2020 election," the press release continues. "To be clear, the claims are unfounded and false, and if they have a shred of credibility, they certainly would have been weaponized against President Trump already." Very neutral wording. (The White House's press team referred me to this same release when I contacted them for comment.)

But the public is unlikely to look away, even if the DOJ suggests that it should. The upswell of outrage over the botched web-hosting is a repeat of the suspicion and testiness that surrounded the issue last summer, when the FBI tried to discourage theorizing about a rumored "client list" and the footage from Epstein's jail cell. Americans have been roped even further into this dark, tragic story because of the president's bizarre equivocation and emotional outbursts about it. They'll be going through these files for a long time.
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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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/01/tesla-cancelling-model-s/685821/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



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




Updated at 11:07 a.m. ET on January 30, 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.



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



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 ocher 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 intends to complete 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.



This article originally implied that Hedley Lawrence-Apfelbaum had already received admission to Oxford.
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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 hope 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 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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Trump's Relationship With the Media

Panelists joined to discuss the arrest of former CNN anchor Don Lemon, and more.

by The Editors

Sat, 31 Jan 2026




The former CNN anchor Don Lemon was arrested yesterday for covering a protest inside a church in Minnesosta. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists joined to discuss what implications this may have, Donald Trump's relationship with the media, and more.

"It's true that Donald Trump has gone after the press" before, Susan Glasser, a staff writer at The New Yorker, said last night. But "this is the first time he's ordered the arrest of a journalist--so I do think a line has been crossed here."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Stephen Hayes, the editor of The Dispatch; Zolan Kanno-Youngs, a White House correspondent at The New York Times; Toluse Olorunnipa, a staff writer at The Atlantic; Glasser, a staff writer at The New Yorker.

Watch the full episode here.
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The Only Thing That Will Turn Measles Back

A rebound in vaccination--which may depend on government support

by Katherine J. Wu

Thu, 05 Feb 2026




Since measles vaccination became common among Americans, the logic of outbreaks has been simple: When vaccination rates fall, infections rapidly rise; when vaccination rates increase, cases abate. The United States is currently living out the first half of that maxim.

Measles-vaccination rates have been steadily declining for several years; since last January, the country has logged its two largest measles epidemics in more than three decades. The second of those, still ballooning in South Carolina, is over 875 cases and counting. In April, measles may be declared endemic in the U.S. again, 26 years after elimination.

When and if the maxim's second part--a rebound in vaccination--might manifest "is the key question," Paul Offit, a pediatrician and vaccine expert at Children's Hospital of Philadelphia, told me. Experts anticipate a shift eventually. Vaccine coverage has often been beholden to a kind of homeostatic pull, in which it dips and then ricochets in response to death and suffering. In 2022, for instance, in the weeks after polio paralyzed an unvaccinated man in Rockland County, New York, the families of more than 1,000 under-vaccinated children heeded advice to immunize.

During past outbreaks, though, health authorities at local, state, and federal levels have given that same advice--vaccinate, now--loudly, clearly, and persistently. In 2026, the U.S. is facing the possibility of more and bigger measles outbreaks, as federal leaders have actively shrunk vaccine access, dismissed vaccine experts, and sowed doubts about vaccine benefits. Under these conditions, many experts are doubtful that facing down more disease, even its worst consequences, will convince enough Americans that more protection is necessary.

After the first major rash of measles cases appeared in and around West Texas about this time last year, many local families did rush to get vaccines, including early doses for infants; some families living near South Carolina's outbreak, now bigger than West Texas's was, have opted into free vaccination clinics too. Even in states far from these epidemics, such as Wisconsin, health-care providers have seen an uptick in vaccination, Jonathan Temte, a family-medicine physician and vaccine-policy expert at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, told me. But, he said, those boosts in interest have been concentrated primarily among people already enthusiastic about vaccination, who were seeking additional protection as the national situation worsened. At the same time, many of South Carolina's free vaccination clinics have been poorly attended; some community members hit by the worst of the outbreak in West Texas have stood by their decision to not vaccinate.

Protection against measles has always been fragile: Sky-high levels of vaccination--at rates of at least 92 to 95 percent--are necessary to stave off outbreaks. And after holding steady for years, uptake of the measles-mumps-rubella (MMR) vaccine has been dropping unevenly in communities scattered across the U.S. since around the start of the coronavirus pandemic, pulling down the nationwide average. Recent research from a team led by Eric Geng Zhou, a health economist at the Icahn School of Medicine at Mount Sinai, has found that, although many communities in the Northeast and Midwest have generally high MMR-vaccine uptake, others in regions such as West Texas, southern New Mexico, and the rural Southeast, as well as parts of Mississippi, don't have much protection to speak of.

COVID can bear some of the blame for these patches of slipping vaccination. It disrupted families' routine of visits to the pediatrician, leading to delayed or missed vaccinations. Those interruptions quickly resolved for some families, Zhou told me, but they remained for many others, lagging, for instance, among people of lower socioeconomic status who are less likely to have consistent access to health care and reliable health information. At the same time, the pandemic deepened political divides over public-health policies, including vaccination. In the years since, Republicans have become substantially more hesitant than Democrats about immunizing their children. "The COVID pandemic created this persistent divergence," Zhou told me.

Pockets with under-vaccinated people have always existed, tracking alongside groups that are less likely to engage with all kinds of medical care, including people with less education or lower income, or those who belong to certain ethnic minorities. Anti-vaccine activists--including Robert F. Kennedy Jr., now the secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services--have also spent years spreading misinformation about the vaccine. But maybe most crucial, vaccination status clusters in communities--depending intimately on whether, for instance, children are raised by parents who are themselves vaccinated. The net effect of COVID, misinformation, and changing political tides is that the chasms between the vaccinated and unvaccinated have widened, an especially dangerous proposition for measles, a virus that is estimated to infect 90 percent of the unimmunized people it encounters.

Last year, as measles ignited in West Texas, some experts wondered whether attitudes about the MMR vaccine might shift once the virus killed someone. Since the start of 2025, three unvaccinated people have died from measles, two of them young children. But because that outbreak centered on several rural Mennonite communities that have long been distrustful of vaccines, many Americans seem to have treated those three deaths as a mostly isolated problem, Noel Brewer, a vaccine-behavior expert at the University of North Carolina Gillings School of Global Public Health, told me. (Brewer was a member of the CDC's Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices before Kennedy overhauled the group entirely last year.)

More broadly, the disease still has a misleading reputation as harmless enough that "it's not a big deal if you get it," Rupali Limaye, a vaccine-behavior expert at Johns Hopkins University, told me. But even if measles' severe outcomes were more common, Limaye and others were doubtful that many more Americans would be moved to act. COVID vaccines still offer protection against the disease's worst outcomes, yet so far this winter, just 17 percent of adults and 8 percent of children have gotten a COVID shot. And although the seasonal flu typically hospitalizes hundreds of thousands of people in the U.S. each year, tens of thousands of whom die, flu-vaccine uptake regularly hovers below 50 percent. For measles, "how many deaths is enough to be a tipping point?" Offit asked. "I don't know that."
 
 If anything, the nation's top health officials have encouraged people to embrace the tolls of infectious illness. The Trump administration responded to the deaths last year with relatively tepid messages about the benefits of measles vaccines--which are excellent at preventing severe illness, infection, and transmission--all while promoting nutritional supplementation with vitamin A. More recently, CDC's new principal deputy director, Ralph Abraham, described the prospect of measles becoming endemic in the U.S. as "just the cost of doing business." Last month, CDC ended long-standing recommendations urging all Americans to receive an annual flu shot; later that week, Kennedy told CBS News that it may be a "better thing" if fewer kids get vaccinated against the flu. And Kirk Milhoan, the new chair of CDC's vaccine advisory committee, recently questioned the need for the MMR vaccine, arguing that measles' risks may now be lower than they once were, in part because hospitals are better equipped to treat the disease than they used to be.

When reached for comment over email, Andrew G. Nixon, the deputy assistant secretary for media relations at HHS, disputed the notion that the department has hindered the country's response to measles, writing, "Under Secretary Kennedy, CDC surged resources and multiple states declared measles outbreaks over in 2025." He added that "Secretary Kennedy and other leaders at HHS have consistently said that vaccination is the best way to prevent the spread of measles."

The counsel of health-care providers, not federal health officials, remains a top predictor of whether people will immunize. But when vaccine uptake has wavered in the past, governments have been key to buoying those levels again. In the 1970s, for example, after safety concerns about a whooping-cough vaccine--later proved false--caused rates of uptake to plummet in the United Kingdom and spurred a series of major outbreaks, an eventual government-sponsored campaign helped limit the dip in vaccination to a few years. In the 2010s, rising rates of families seeking nonmedical exemptions for vaccination in California helped precipitate the state's Disneyland measles outbreak, which spread to six other states, as well as Canada and Mexico; MMR-vaccination rates throughout California jumped above 95 percent only after new state legislation strengthened school mandates. And in the early 1990s, local health officials ended a Philadelphia measles epidemic--which by then had sickened at least 1,400 people and killed nine children--after they took the extreme step of getting a court order to compel community members to vaccinate children.

When governments withdraw support for vaccines, immunization rates can crater. In 2013, an unfounded safety concern about the HPV vaccine prompted Japanese health authorities to suspend strong national recommendations for the immunization; the move caused uptake among adolescent and young teenage girls to drop, from about 70 to 80 percent to less than 1 percent within a year, according to Brewer, who is co-authoring a research paper on the subject. Japan did not reinstate its HPV recommendation until nearly a decade later--and coverage has since recovered to only about half of its original baseline.

Nixon, the HHS spokesperson, wrote that the U.S. is now following the approach of peer nations that "achieve high vaccination rates without mandates by relying on trust, education, and strong doctor-patient relationships." But Kennedy has also publicly discouraged people from "trusting the experts." Limaye, who consults with local health-care providers, said that the biggest question that her contacts are now hearing from patient families is "Who am I supposed to believe?" Meanwhile, CDC's website now contradicts the widespread and decades-long scientific consensus that vaccines don't cause autism.

If MMR-vaccine uptake does rebound, experts suspect it will rise unevenly across the country, likely skirting the politically red regions where vaccination rates most urgently need to increase. In this way, the self-reinforcing nature of vaccination status is dangerous: Even while highly protected groups might double down on immunization, under-vaccinated groups can remain unprotected. Leaving enough places lingering below the crucial measles-vaccination threshold "will ensure repeated and large outbreaks," Brewer said. West Texas and South Carolina were just the start; this year, measles will sicken more people, which means more deaths will follow, and likely soon. The Trump administration is testing how much resilience American vaccination rates have in the absence of federal support, and the answer emerging for measles so far is: not enough.
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The Logical End Point of 'America First' Foreign Aid

Under Trump, foreign aid is no longer an ideal. It's just a deal.

by Hana Kiros

Tue, 03 Feb 2026




Last summer, the Dalai Lama was having a party in Dharamshala for his 90th birthday, and Bethany Morrison, a newly appointed State Department official, was eager to meet with him there. Inconveniently, the United States had recently canceled about $12 million worth of annual foreign aid benefiting Tibetan-exile communities as part of the implosion of USAID. This, Morrison and other State officials thought, would not make a particularly good impression on His Holiness, according to a former State and a former USAID official.

Prior to the Dalai Lama's birthday, the two former federal employees told me, they had spent months lobbying for Donald Trump's administration to restore at least some Asia-based aid projects. They had argued that these projects passed Secretary of State Marco Rubio's new litmus test for overseas spending: They would make America "safer, stronger, and more prosperous." Nothing changed. (Like other aid workers I spoke with for this story, the former employees requested anonymity because of fear of professional reprisal.)

But as the party's date approached, Jeremy Lewin, the new head of U.S. foreign assistance at the State Department, was suddenly persuaded to resurrect aid to Tibetans, and had seemingly little regard for where, exactly, the money would be going, the former employees said. In a June email to other State Department officials, Lewin wrote that he wanted to "give some good news ahead of the trip." Days before the party, the State Department allocated nearly $7 million to support Tibetan exiles in South Asia. (A State Department spokesperson, who did not give their name, told me in an email that many programs were paused in early 2025 as part of a foreign-assistance review "conducted to ensure that the American taxpayer's hard-earned dollars were being spent efficiently" but declined to comment on the specific circumstances of Tibetan aid being reinstated ahead of the party.)

For the past half century, the U.S. has pursued, however imperfectly, a straightforward ideal of foreign aid that has been codified in laws passed by Democrats and Republicans alike: Resources should be deployed wherever they are needed most. Under this administration, funding for overseas aid is being evaluated by a different measure--using "dealmaking and transactions as near-exclusive metrics of success," as the Center for Strategic and International Studies, a centrist think tank, put it in November.

Foreign aid has always, to varying degrees, been a political project, meant to accrue soft power by forwarding America's vision for itself and winning over people abroad. In the past year, though, some aid agreements have been nakedly transactional (the U.S. helping finance malaria drugs in exchange for access to minerals, for instance); others, such as those that preceded the Dalai Lama's birthday party, simply highlight how haphazardly programs have been picked for survival. The overall result is that, instead of being directed at where they can save the most lives, U.S. humanitarian efforts now seem to be aimed primarily at where they can advance the Trump administration's other priorities.

When the Trump administration suddenly ended most foreign-assistance programs early last year, governments around the world had little time to adjust budgets or make contingency plans. This gave the U.S. new and pointed leverage over most other countries, which it seems eager to exploit. On July 1, the day that some remnants of USAID were officially absorbed by the State Department, Rubio wrote on Substack that the administration's foreign-funding thinking "prioritizes our national interests." Talking points distributed widely within the State Department around that time, obtained by The Atlantic, clarify that under the new "America First" approach, the department plans to award funding to two main types of aid: programs that are strategic and programs that are lifesaving. The talking points emphasize that both categories are "not global charity" but rather "a tool of strategic engagement."

The State Department spokesperson did not dispute this characterization. "President Trump's National Security Strategy is very clear: the United States will partner with select countries to reduce conflict and foster mutually beneficial trade and investment relationships, shifting from a traditional aid-focused approach to one that strategically leverages foreign assistance to support economic growth," they wrote. They added that the U.S. "remains the most generous nation in the world for lifesaving humanitarian assistance." Notably, the president proposed slashing foreign aid by 70 percent in fiscal year 2026; Congress quietly rejected the cut.

Some of the foreign aid disbursed in the second half of last year appears to have been straightforwardly treated as a bargaining chip. Another senior State official described the department's approach to me as "Can we cut a tariff deal with this country? Okay, we'll increase the aid going to them.

Are there critical mineral rights that we would like to discuss?" Foreign aid might lubricate that conversation too. The State Department hasn't been shy about this strategy: In a September memo to Congress, which I obtained after its existence was first reported in The Washington Post, the department says it intended to use foreign-assistance money to incentivize other nations to "support U.S. immigration priorities" and diversify "critical mineral supply chains."

Weeks later, Equatorial Guinea, a small country on the west coast of Africa, agreed to accept U.S. deportees who are not its citizens; in return, it received $7.5 million from a government fund meant to assist refugees and victims of conflict. Eswatini and Rwanda have signed similar deals. Last month, the State Department made the release of funds to fight malaria, tuberculosis, and HIV in Zambia contingent on its government agreeing to terms "for collaboration in the mining sector" and other economic reforms. The Zambia health-financing agreement is one of more than 50 that the State Department plans to sign with low- and middle-income countries in the next few months. Earlier this month, Mike Reid, the chief science officer for the President's Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief, acknowledged in a post on his personal Substack that the global-health deals put aside "long-standing, epidemiologically sound priorities" and are "transactional"--but he wrote that he ultimately rooted for their success.

Prior to this administration, the U.S. had generally distinguished a country's government from its people when making aid decisions. The U.S. led the global effort to reduce the humanitarian crisis in Iraq caused by the near-total sanctions that had been levied on the country after President Saddam Hussein ordered the invasion of Kuwait. American taxpayers even fed North Korea during its late-1990s famine. "Showing that the United States stood in solidarity with the world's most vulnerable people, regardless of what their government did or did not do, was kind of a goal in and of itself, as a projection of American values," the senior State Department

official told me. In some cases, that still appears to hold true: This month, for example, the U.S. announced that it is working with the Catholic Church to deliver food and supplies to Cubans, despite the State Department's allegations that Cuba's government sponsors terrorism and concerns about "diversion by the illegitimate regime."

But neutrality as a rule in aid decisions "no longer exists," the senior official said. Concerns about diversion and terrorism have been used to justify shutting down all assistance to Afghanistan and Yemen--countries where urgent intervention is needed to prevent deaths from malnutrition, according to the federal government's famine data. And Rubio justified a muted response to Myanmar's request for help after a major earthquake last spring in part because "they have a military junta that doesn't like us."

Meanwhile, countries that have a history of advancing U.S. security interests have been rewarded: Last month, for instance, as Rubio signed a deal contributing $1.7 billion to Kenya's health system, he expressed his appreciation for the country leading a United Nations peacekeeping force in Haiti, a country the Trump administration hopes to stabilize to prevent would-be migrants from attempting the 600-mile trip to Florida. In April, funding was restored for a desalination plant in Jordan, a country where water scarcity is severe but relatively few people die for want of water--and that happens to be the U.S.'s main Arab ally, and is known to collaborate closely with the CIA. Jordan has benefited from its allyship before: In 2022, a federal watchdog determined that, by sending more funding for clean water and sanitation to Jordan than any other nation, the U.S. was subverting the spirit of the law. But if the old system was slanted by strategic interests, the new one has keeled over in pursuit of them. Jordan now appears to be the one of the only--if not the only--countries where the U.S. has reinstated a water-infrastructure project, despite having abandoned more than 20 half-finished drinking-water and sanitation systems around the world.

Sometimes, the administration's vision of aid seems to be not "America First," but "Trump First." For example, in March, a Vietnamese official announced that work on a suspended USAID project to clean up toxic chemicals would resume, one day after Vietnam's prime minister reportedly met with a representative of the Trump Organization. Soon after, Vietnamese officials argued that the organization should be allowed to skip meeting several legal requirements to begin constructing a new golf resort in Vietnam on an expedited timeline that would "capitalize on the support of the Donald Trump administration" and be more convenient for Trump's son Eric, who planned to attend the ground-breaking in May. (The State Department spokesperson said that the chemical project was "a high priority for this Administration" but did not answer followup questions about the relationship between the project and the Trump Organization representative's meeting with the Vietnamese prime minister. The Trump Organization did not respond to a request for comment.)

The Trump administration's approach to foreign aid may gain more resources for the U.S. in the short term, but it also risks sacrificing other goals. The American intelligence community has long known that insurgent groups--many of which openly seek the destruction of the United States--rely on desperation, food insecurity, and hopelessness to gain recruits. USAID's collapse has greased their efforts. The State Department spokesperson wrote that the department works with partner governments to "strengthen local security capabilities, improve intelligence-sharing, and disrupt terrorist networks before they can exploit instability." But after U.S.-funded health and counterterrorism programs in Mozambique were cut last year, ISIS surged into the vacuum. When Trump hastily shut down all foreign aid to Afghanistan, the State Department said its "primary humanitarian objective" in the country was to prevent the resources left behind from going to terrorists. Instead, armored vehicles that American taxpayers had bought for humanitarian workers--along with 147 pieces of sensitive security equipment--were seized by the Taliban. (The State Department spokesperson did not directly address the incident. "The Trump Administration will not allow U.S. taxpayer dollars to be used to enable the Taliban's heinous behavior," they told me.)

The United States' new approach to foreign aid brings the nation in line with authoritarian countries that have historically prioritized strategy over charity. Russia's grain diplomacy functions with the understanding that food today means military bases tomorrow. China subordinates the goal of improving foreign populations' health outcomes to establishing dependency on its medical tech. The Trump administration may not have wholly forsaken the extraordinary idea that the United States should spend money to save the lives of ordinary people in foreign countries. But it has trampled on the humanitarian pretense for doing so.
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The Longevity Influencer Who Went Into 'Withdrawal' Without Jeffrey Epstein

Peter Attia is all over the Epstein files.

by Tom Bartlett

Tue, 03 Feb 2026




If you didn't know who Peter Attia was last week, here's how you'll remember him going forward: Attia is the guy who once emailed Jeffrey Epstein to confirm that "pussy is, indeed, low carb. Still awaiting results on gluten content, though."



Until recently, Attia was known as a wellness influencer in the manosphere and a newly appointed contributor at CBS as part of the "Free Press to network TV" pipeline. He has a popular podcast and wrote the best-selling book Outlive: The Science and Art of Longevity. But Attia is also all over the Epstein files--his name pops up more than 1,700 times in the Justice Department's latest batch of documents. From 2015 to 2018, Epstein and Attia exchanged numerous emails. Many of them are mundane: Epstein writes to Attia about "a very strange vein like red pattern" on his stomach; he asks Attia what kind of probiotic he should use; there is talk of MRI scans of Epstein's spine. But others are vile. In a June 2015 back-and-forth about cancer and longevity, Epstein muses that he's not sure why "women live past reproductive age at all." (CBS did not respond to a request for comment; the network is reportedly expected to drop Attia after last week's revelation.)



Attia, a onetime researcher who earned an M.D. but never completed his surgical residency, is beloved by his fans for his measured, scientific approach to living one's best life. On a recent podcast, he spends two hours examining Alzheimer's disease in women. Other episodes delve into timely topics such as protein intake, fertility, chronic pain, and nicotine; his October discussion about the safety of Tylenol use during pregnancy offers an evidence-based counterpoint to the alarmist White House press conference on that issue. But he's also been knocked for overhyping treatments with limited data behind them and for exploiting his eager fans (a course he offered on longevity cost $2,500, according to a 2023 Wall Street Journal article). Eric Topol, a high-profile cardiologist who directs the Scripps Research Translational Institute, called Attia a "huckster" earlier today.



In the mid-2010s, about the time he befriended Epstein, Attia seemed focused on building a roster of clients whom he could advise on longevity and wellness. An exercise physiologist who once worked with Attia told me that Attia sent him to do a physical evaluation of Epstein at the late financier's cavernous Manhattan residence in July 2017. He remembers two young, attractive women who flowed in and out during the session with Epstein, though Epstein didn't acknowledge them. "Something felt a little off," he told me. A proposed follow-up session never took place. (The physiologist spoke on the condition of anonymity because he didn't want to be associated with the scandal; he told me he hasn't spoken with Attia in years.)



Attia's emails with Epstein reveal no such qualms. In an email in which Attia seems to be pitching Epstein a longevity program, he asks Epstein if "you're interested in living longer (solely for the ladies, of course)?" In July 2016, Attia asked Epstein what he was doing in Palm Beach, where Epstein allegedly abused numerous underage girls. "Guess," Epstein writes. Attia replies: "Besides that." In 2017, Attia appears to have spent time with Epstein in New York--rebuffing his wife's pleas for him to return home to California--while his infant son was having a medical emergency. In the emails, Attia is not just Epstein's medical adviser but a friend and ardent admirer. In 2016, Attia wrote to Epstein's assistant that he goes "into JE withdrawal when I don't see him."



When Attia and Epstein met in 2014, the full extent of the latter's crimes weren't yet publicly known, but his misdeeds weren't a secret. Epstein first pleaded guilty to a child-sex offense in 2008, and by 2010, he had settled several lawsuits over allegations of sexual misconduct. A representative for Attia pointed me to a long semi-mea culpa that Attia posted on his X account this morning. He writes that he "never saw anyone who appeared underage" in Epstein's presence, and that he had "nothing to do with his sexual abuse or exploitation of anyone." Attia also says that when he learned about the extent of Epstein's crimes from a November 2018 Miami Herald article, he confronted Epstein and told him that he needed to accept responsibility and pay for support for those he had harmed. (In December 2018, Attia wrote to Epstein that he "would like to discuss some stuff with you in person.") And, in his X post, Attia calls the emails between him and Epstein "embarrassing, tasteless, and indefensible."



In his lengthy explanation of his behavior, Attia writes that he was fascinated by Epstein's wealth and access to influential people. Epstein had contact with plenty of household names, such as Bill Gates and Elon Musk. Attia's emails refer to "Ehud"--likely Ehud Barak, the former Israeli prime minister who was known to have a relationship with Epstein but has previously denied any wrongdoing or knowledge of Epstein's crimes. In an August 2015 email, Epstein tells Attia that he's having dinner that night with "musk thiel zuckerburg [sic]." (In 2019, a spokesperson for the Meta founder Mark Zuckerberg said he had met Epstein "in passing one time at a dinner honoring scientists that was not organized by Epstein." In 2021, Gates told PBS that his meetings with Epstein were a mistake. A spokesperson for Peter Thiel said on Saturday that Thiel never visited Epstein's island, and Musk wrote on X that "no one pushed harder than me to have the Epstein files released and I'm glad that has finally happened.")



Attia is more representative of another category of Epstein associate: researchers who thought Epstein could either fund their work or help push their careers to the next level. In his X post, Attia writes that he was introduced to Epstein when he was raising money for scientific research. Epstein was known to have donated millions to a research center run by Martin Nowak, a professor of mathematics and biology at Harvard. (In 2021, the university temporarily sanctioned Nowak for violating rules about professionalism and campus access in connection with his involvement with Epstein, but he remains a professor there. He said at the time that he regretted "the connection I was part of fostering between Harvard and Jeffrey Epstein.") Lawrence Krauss, a theoretical physicist and cosmologist, received $250,000 from Epstein's foundation for his science-communication group. At one point, Epstein introduced Attia to Krauss over email because Krauss was hoping to start a podcast and wanted tips. (Last year, Krauss said that none of his communications with Epstein was criminal, and that he "was as shocked as the rest of the world when he was arrested.")


 Attia, in other words, was seemingly not alone in being wowed by Epstein's wealth and well-known friends. A particular challenge for Attia, though, is that wellness influencers offer their followers more than diet-and-exercise tips. They're selling wisdom. Follow my advice, they contend, and you'll live a longer, healthier, more fulfilled life. But a chummy, yearslong association with a convicted child predator is, at the very least, unwise.
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T-Maxxing Has Gone Too Far

American men are loading up on testosterone--whether they need it or not.

by Yasmin Tayag

Fri, 30 Jan 2026




Updated at 4:55 p.m. ET on January 30, 2026

Some of the country's most powerful men are panicking about testosterone levels. Tucker Carlson's 2022 documentary The End of Men blamed declining testosterone for the supposedly rampant emasculation of American men. Influencers issue warnings that "low T is ruining young men." Recently, the Department of Health and Human Services has gone all in on the hormone, publishing new dietary guidelines meant to help men maintain healthy testosterone levels and considering widening access to testosterone-replacement therapy. Kush Desai, a White House spokesperson, told me in an email that "a generational decline in testosterone levels among American men is one of many examples of America's worsening health."

Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. has gone further, calling low T counts in teens an "existential issue." The secretary, who at 72 has the physique of a Marvel character, has touted testosterone as part of his personal anti-aging protocol. He also recently proclaimed that President Trump has the "constitution of a deity" and raging levels of T.

American men are responding by attempting to increase their testosterone levels--whether they need to or not. Low-testosterone clinics, many of them based online, have proliferated, promising men a way to "get your spark back" or "reclaim your life." So have supplements and accessories designed to support testosterone health--you can buy an ice pack designed specifically to keep testicles cool in a sauna. Recently, a friend who questioned his dedication to testicular health after seeing ads for testosterone boosters asked me if he should buy nontoxic briefs from a company called (yes, seriously) Nads.

Research has shown that average testosterone levels are indeed declining in American men. The primary study on the slump, published in 2007, followed Boston-based men over two decades and found that their levels had declined significantly more than would be expected from aging alone. Since then, numerous studies have documented the same trend among various age groups. The dip can probably be attributed to a number of factors, including rising obesity rates, widespread chronic disease, and sedentary lifestyles, Scott Selinger, a clinical associate professor at University of Texas at Austin's Dell Medical School who studies testosterone, told me. Hot testicular temperatures--because of tight-fitting clothes, excessive sitting, or, more dramatically, a quickly warming climate--may also affect testosterone production, Selinger said.

Read: RFK Jr.'s testosterone regimen is almost reasonable

Low testosterone really can be debilitating. Deficiency is linked to low libido, erectile issues, fatigue, heart disease, osteoporosis, anemia, and depression. But the prevalence of testosterone deficiency is hard to define. It ranges from 2 to 50 percent across studies and differs greatly by age. Speaking about men's-health experts, Abraham Morgentaler, a urologist specializing in testosterone therapy at Harvard Medical School, told me, "I don't think too many people are really concerned" about population-level declines. Major professional groups whose members study and treat testosterone deficiency--the Androgen Society, the Endocrine Society, the American Urological Association--haven't launched any specific initiatives to combat low testosterone, Morgentaler said.

They are nonchalant in part because the average decline in testosterone is not especially large. The "normal" range for testosterone isn't well defined; limits set by different medical societies span from about 300 to 1,000 nanograms per deciliter. The Boston paper found that the average participant's testosterone levels dropped roughly 50 nanograms per deciliter every eight years or so, "which for some people can make a difference, but for a lot of people, it doesn't," Selinger said. Experts are more concerned about what might be driving the decline: "I wouldn't say there is an epidemic of low testosterone," Franck Mauvais-Jarvis, an endocrinology professor at Tulane University School of Medicine, told me. "The problem is the epidemic of chronic disease."

Meanwhile, the number of American men receiving testosterone-replacement therapy has grown by almost 30 percent from 2018 to 2022. In TRT, lab-synthesized testosterone is administered to patients in a variety of formats, including injections, pills, topical gels, and slow-dissolving pellets inserted under the skin of their buttocks or hips. Testosterone, which is a controlled substance, is approved only for the treatment of testosterone deficiency; a diagnosis requires blood work that shows levels below the normal range over multiple days and, crucially, corresponding symptoms. But it's also easy to get for other reasons. Doctors can prescribe it off-label to men with normal T levels who complain of low energy, decreased libido, or erectile dysfunction. Some gym fanatics buy it, sometimes through illicit channels, to build muscle, which is the only undeniable effect of raising T in someone with normal levels, Morgentaler said. All of the experts I spoke with were dubious that low-T clinics follow standard medical practice for prescribing testosterone, including discussing potential risks with patients and employing hormone specialists. (I reached out to two large testosterone clinics, but they did not respond.)

Read: Why are so many women being told their hormones are out of whack?

Whether the goal of these clinics is to treat low T or jack levels up to the max isn't clear. Many encourage men to aim for excessive T, Michael Irwig, an endocrinologist at Harvard Medical School, told me. A 2022 study of seven direct-to-consumer low-testosterone clinics found that three of them proposed a treatment goal of at least 1,000 nanograms per deciliter--one advertised a goal of 1,500. It should come as no surprise, then, that up to a third of men on TRT don't have a deficiency, and that the majority of new testosterone users start treatment without completing the blood work needed for a diagnosis.

The maximalist approach to testosterone is risky. Although new research dismisses previous concerns about TRT causing cardiovascular disease and prostate cancer, too much of the hormone can elevate levels of hemoglobin, which raises the risk of blood clots, and estradiol, which can cause breast enlargement. It also causes testicular shrinkage and infertility. Although increasing testosterone can improve sexual performance, it has the opposite effect on reproduction, which is why the American Urological Association advises men to be cautious about TRT if they want to have kids. If a man begins testosterone therapy in his 20s and stays on it for upwards of five years, the chances that he'll ever recover his original sperm levels are low, John Mulhall, a urologist at Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center, told me.

Plus, pumping the body full of testosterone may not alleviate the problems that patients set out to solve. Every patient responds to testosterone differently, Mauvais-Jarvis said; some men may feel perfectly fine at levels considered deficient, while others require far higher levels. The symptoms of deficiency could also be caused by any number of common ailments, such as obesity, cardiovascular disease, and depression. It's not uncommon for a patient who still feels unwell after starting treatment to ask for more testosterone, Mulhall said. But if his problems have a different root cause, "pushing that man to a T level of 1,000 won't improve his symptoms."

Read: Men might be the key to an American baby boom

The current spotlight on testosterone could lead to better care for men in at least one way: If the FDA removes restrictions on the hormone, more patients will be able to get treatment from their doctors--many of whom are reluctant to prescribe controlled substances--instead of turning to dubious third-party clinics, Mauvais-Jarvis said. This would be especially beneficial for the men who do have a genuine T deficiency but are currently not receiving treatment.

The panic over testosterone seems unlikely to end anytime soon, in part because it is about not just men's health, but also manhood. The Trump administration is obsessive about manliness. Trump himself--who shared his T level (a perfectly respectable 441 nanograms per deciliter) during his first presidential campaign--has been lauded by his fans as a paragon of masculinity. The message is clear: When it comes to testosterone, more is definitely more.



This article originally misstated Scott Selinger's academic title.
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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 microwavable 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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American Milk Has Changed

A dramatic increase in fat content is causing pains in the dairy industry.

by Sarah Zhang

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




In recent years, American milk has undergone a quiet transformation. The milk produced by our dairy cows has become creamier and more luscious as breakthroughs in cow genetics and nutrition have pushed the fat component of milk--also known as butterfat--to all-time highs. In 2000, the average dairy cow made 670 pounds of fat in her milk a year; today, she's making 1,025 pounds. No single trait in dairy cows has improved as rapidly with genomic selection as fat, according to Chad Dechow, a dairy-cattle geneticist at Penn State. It's a triumph of dairy science.



Lately, though, all is not well in the world of butterfat. Dairy science has arguably made our cows too good too fast at fat-maxxing.



This past fall, butter prices collapsed as a "tsunami" of butterfat inundated the market. "We really have an oversupply right now," Corey Geiger, the lead economist for dairy at CoBank, told me. The reason is twofold, he explained: U.S. farmers are keeping a near-record number of dairy cows, which are in turn producing milk with a record level of fat. For customers, this oversupply means cheaper butter. For farmers, "it's going to be a tough year," Dechow told me. "The farmers take it on the chin."



Until last autumn's crash, farmers had every economic incentive to keep pushing the limit on fat. Butter and cheese consumption have been growing steadily since the 1990s, and butterfat prices were sky-high for several years running. When dairy farmers sell milk, they are generally paid not by volume--milk is mostly water, after all--but by the weight of its solid components, primarily fat and protein. More fat plus more protein adds up to a bigger milk check. Although protein, too, has ticked up in milk, fat has proved more responsive to changes in genetics and diet. After hovering for decades around 3.65 percent, milk fat began rising first slowly and then quickly, reaching 4.24 percent in 2024.



"Genetics sets the ceiling, and nutrition determines the floor," Dechow said. After the first dairy cow's genome was sequenced in 2009, the industry started raising the genetic ceiling. By marrying DNA markers to the milk-production records of millions of cows, farmers are able to choose bulls for breeding based on the predicted traits--including milk-fat yield--of their future daughters. And when those daughters are born, some farmers once again DNA-test the young cows, keeping only the ones with the most potential. This precise level of selection has allowed the high-butterfat versions of milk genes to spread far and wide in the American dairy herd over just a few generations. Genetics explains about half to two-thirds of the rise in butterfat levels, experts told me.



For a cow to meet her genetic butterfat potential, though, she needs the right diet. "Cows do not make milk fat from thin air," Kevin Harvatine, a dairy nutritionist at Penn State, told me. A modern cow's dietary intake is precisely managed, down to the length of plant fibers optimal for digestion. Even the crops they eat--low-lignin alfalfa, high-oleic soybeans--have been genetically modified or bred to stimulate high milk and milk-fat production in a cow's body. Farmers can also add specific supplements, such as palmitic acid, a by-product of palm-oil production, to further boost butterfat. (This practice came to widespread attention during Buttergate, in 2021, when Canadians began noticing that their butter had become firmer and less spreadable at room temperature. Palmitic acid does indeed increase the melting temperature of butter.)



You can't actually buy this extra-rich cow's milk at grocery stores. Despite its name, the whole milk sold in plastic jugs is not the whole milk, but a standardized fiction: For decades, the U.S. has defined whole milk to meet a minimum of 3.25 percent fat--the low end of what was once a cow's natural range. That number has remained unchanged even as the actual average fat content of milk has risen a full percentage point above it. Any excess of fat from "whole milk" is instead transformed into high-fat dairy products: the various creams (heavy, whipping, sour, ice), butter, triple-creme Bries, ultra-lush yogurts, and so on.



Today's 4-percent-plus milk has created problems for certain cheese makers. It is simply too rich for varieties such as cheddar, Colby, and Monterey Jack, which require a lower fat-protein ratio. Cheese makers have had to reconfigure their manufacturing lines, either to receive extra dairy protein in the form of skim milk or to install a million-dollar separator to remove excess fat. "It's extra cost, extra steps, extra bother," Dean Sommer, a cheese and food technologist at the Center for Dairy Research at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, told me. "They're transitioning from the world they knew, when it comes to the fat content of milk, to the world we're dealing with."



The unwanted fat from cheesemaking ends up at processors such as Grassland Dairy, a large butter maker based in Wisconsin. Lately, says its president, Trevor Wuethrich, Grassland has had to keep its facility running more often to keep up with all of the leftover fat coming from cheese makers. Cheese makers that used to send a truckload of cream a week, he told me, are now sending "a load a day." Some days, he has to turn loads away.



Where else can the extra butterfat go? A few years ago, back when butterfat prices were high, Geiger said, some ice-cream makers swapped out dairy cream for cheap gums and air, making "frozen dairy desserts" that contained too little dairy cream to be legally labeled "ice cream." "I think there's an opportunity to get more cream back into ice cream," he told me. Ice-cream makers, naturally, may want to see sustained low prices before jumping back on the butterfat train.



Meanwhile, dairy farmers are already looking to hedge their bets: If not fat, then protein? (And Americans sure love their protein these days.) But breeding cows for milk protein would be more challenging, Dechow said. Milk-protein yield varies less from cow to cow, making it more difficult to make changes through genetic selection. The fat and protein levels of milk are also linked, so enhancing protein would likely enhance fat too.



The high-milk-fat dairy cow won't be going anywhere, though. At current prices, Harvatine said, "it still makes sense for us to convert feed into butter. It's just not nearly as profitable as it was a year ago." If a dairy farmer is doing 10 different things to maximize butterfat, the first nine things might still make sense, he said--only "now I'm questioning the last thing that I'm doing." And genetically, the American cow is locked in. Breeding decisions made as recently as a few months ago--when butterfat prices were at a peak--will come to fruition only over the next three or four years, as those calves are born, mature into cows, and start producing the super-rich milk of their genetic destiny. The butterfat boom is far from over.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2026/02/americas-cows-milkfat/685881/?utm_source=feed



	
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Storms That Teach What We Can Tolerate

The South knows warm-weather storms, but the cold has its own lessons.

by Erin Austen Abbott

Sun, 01 Feb 2026




On the Saturday night that the storm hit Mississippi, we had dripped our faucets for the temperature drop and stockpiled flashlights, groceries, extra blankets. By 11:30 p.m., my husband was pulling on his rain boots and heading outside to tarp our heating unit: "A branch has already fallen onto a power line in our backyard," he told me. Three hours later, I was shaken awake. "Mom, I think a tree just fell on our house," my 13-year-old son said. I stumbled around, looking for any sign that tree branches had breached my home. As I searched, I saw the pine tree behind our home drop a giant branch into the neighbor's yard.

Crack. Boom. For the next six or so hours, every few minutes, we heard tree branches cracking, encased in ice and barreling to the ground like meteorites, exploding on contact with the earth. At each crack, we thought, Will this be the one that hits our house? Or our neighbors'? Will we lose our giant oak tree? Under the weight of five blankets and three sleeping bags, we waited for the storm to pass, for daylight to break, and for the fate of our town to become clear.

We know warm-weather storms in the South. Tornado sirens and weather alerts send us to shelter in our bathtub from spring into summer, when hurricane season begins and then runs into fall. We rarely get a break, yet something keeps us in place. My family and I live in Water Valley, a small town of about 3,400 in the Hill Country, just under 20 miles from Oxford, where I grew up. As a young child, often surrounded by oaks, pines, sycamores, cedars, and more, I found comfort and beauty in the trees. Many of the old trees in Mississippi have been preserved simply because no one had reason to cut them down. So much of the state is undeveloped, and that has allowed nature to be still and simply continue to live. My childhood house backed up to Bailey's Woods, which connects the University of Mississippi to Rowan Oak, the home of William Faulkner. I'd build forts hidden deep in the woods or follow a shortcut to campus to get a milkshake from the cafeteria. I knew the trails so well that I could walk home at dusk without a flashlight.

Last Sunday morning, I began to assess the damage. I opened the front door, and the undeniable smell of pine trees hit my son and me in the face. My neighbors, whose home is flanked by pines, were now trapped by them. Their driveway was impassable, with broken branches everywhere. I heard the sound of a chainsaw down the street: Someone was already working to clear downed branches covering the road. A few neighborhood kids had wasted no time and were at the top of the hill in front of my house, hopping on bright-green disc sleds, hopeful that the ice on the road would be as fun as snow.

In the backyard, two neighbors were looking up at the pine and its scattered branches. Another neighbor's fence was now mangled metal covered in tree parts. I saw that we had lost a smaller tree, too, and a pine-tree branch had pierced its fallen body, now split in half. When I fed the birds on our deck, as I normally do, I counted as many as 40 birds feasting, having just been displaced from the trees. I decided to feed them twice as much.

My mom, who lives a couple of blocks away, and my friends were all okay. We were among the more than 150,000 homes and businesses in the state without power. With nothing else to do, exhausted from the long night, I went back to sleep under my pile of blankets. This became a new pattern: sleeping more than 12 hours each night, just trying to stay warm, eating dinner at 3:30 or 4 before the sun set and the quiet of the town began. I stayed close to the house, while my husband volunteered overnight at the town warming center.

Our power returned after five and a half days, at 11:30 in the morning. That Thursday was the first day that the count of utility customers without power dropped below 100,000, but only barely. In my town, the Water Valley Electric Commission and its volunteer chairman, Brandon Presley, had worked hard to execute mutual-aid agreements with other municipally owned utilities and to engage private contractors and suppliers before the storm. That diligence paid off, and on Main Street, businesses were quickly up and running, providing us with resources and sustenance. The storm that we just lived through is the type that comes around every few decades, but dealing with dangerous ice here is starting to feel like a new routine. Not so long ago, another ice storm had trapped us atop our slippery hill. My neighbors are discussing their lists of winter needs for the future: ice cleats, hand warmers, a good pair of gloves, a snow shovel, a power bank, a camping stove.

Even if they are rare, storms like these teach us what we can tolerate. I lived in Memphis during the summer storm of 2003--a derecho that was affectionately called Hurricane Elvis. For 10 long days, I had no air-conditioning in 90-plus degrees, and I thought that was the worst I could feel, living in air so thick you'd think you could cut it with a knife. Winter Storm Fern changed my mind. Losing power in the cold, living in air so frigid I could see my breath inside my home, is much worse than the heat.

As of Friday, almost a week after the storm, tens of thousands of households still didn't have power. Some families, in the more rural parts of an already rural state, have no idea how long the wait will be for their power to return. In my neighborhood, a warmer day melted some of the snow and ice away on the roads, but cold has set in again, and this weekend, temperatures dropped below freezing. I thought I might have a level of resilience to endure that kind of challenge, but I quickly learned that I really don't.

The trees have their own kind of resilience, and they, too, will return--although that will take much longer than the power. Whereas pines grow relatively fast, oaks are slower. Thankfully, our 133-year-old oak tree was spared and will, I hope, continue to be a towering beacon, reminding us of the beauty of trees but also of the danger they can quickly create during storms. Especially when they're covered in ice.
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The 'Doomsday Glacier' Could Flood the Earth. Can a 50-Mile Wall Stop It?

Scientists have long opposed polar geoengineering. Some now believe it will be necessary.

by Christian Elliott

Sat, 31 Jan 2026




This month, an international team of scientists has been trying to set up sensors on and around Thwaites Glacier, one of the most unstable in the world. It's often called Antarctica's "doomsday glacier" because, if it collapses, it would add two feet of sea-level rise to the world's oceans. On Thwaites itself, part of the team will try today to drop a fiber-optic cable through a 3,200-foot borehole in the ice, near the glacier's grounding line, where the ocean is eating away at it from below. Sometime in the next week, another part of the team, working from the South Korean icebreaker RV Araon, aims to drop another cable, which a robot will traverse once a day, down to a rocky moraine in the Amundsen Sea. The data the sensors gather over the next two years will fill gaps in basic scientific knowledge about Thawaites. They will also determine the future of an audacious idea to slow its demise.

Right now, warm water is barely cresting the moraine, then flowing down a seabed canyon toward the glacier. If this natural dam were a little taller, it could block those warm ocean currents. Using the data on current speeds and water temperatures, scientists and engineers will model whether a giant curtain atop the moraine could divert warm water away from the glacier's base--and if it would even be possible to construct one.

To avert catastrophe in this way would be a massive undertaking: The curtain itself would need to be up to 500 feet tall and 50 miles long. But these local conditions are in such tentative balance--"on a knife's edge," David Holland, a climate scientist at NYU and a member of the Seabed Curtain Project, told me from the deck of the RV Araon--that Holland and some other scientists believe that an intervention could change the glacier's fate. Of his colleagues on the boat, he may be the only one thinking along those lines right now, he said. "But everyone's data is going to be used by people for years and years for that purpose."

A few years ago, the curtain project was a fringe idea that John Moore, a glaciologist at the University of Lapland, and a couple of like-minded colleagues had proposed in a series of academic articles. This kind of geoengineering, meant to address the symptoms of climate change without slowing it down, was a bete noire in the glaciology community. Now more scientists are coming to see targeted interventions in our climate as inevitable. The curtain project and at least one competing idea for slowing Thwaites's melt have raised millions of dollars--not just from the usual geoengineering proponents but from traditional philanthropic foundations.

"The idea that there's a clean exit on climate change, people need to get over that," Holland said, before he set out on the icebreaker. "What is the least brutal outcome for the world is what will be decided."

Geoengineering--which could also include removing carbon dioxide from the ocean and using stratospheric aerosol injection to dim the sun--is gaining adherents in part because decarbonization simply isn't proceeding quickly enough. This past fall, the United Nations announced that within the next decade, global temperatures will likely rise by more than 1.5 degrees Celsius above preindustrial levels, a threshold that the Paris Agreement aimed to avoid. At the same time, climate impacts are getting real--droughts are supercharging fire seasons; hotter seas are intensifying hurricanes.

Marianne Hagen, a former Norwegian deputy minister of foreign affairs, told me that she'd long considered geoengineering "science fiction and just something not worth spending a lot of time on." Then she watched as the Ukraine war changed the conversations around her: Energy security came to the forefront of European politics, and "nobody talked about energy transition anymore." She thought of the vulnerable coastal nations she'd visited as a government official and, in 2024, signed on to co-lead the curtain project with Moore. "I ended up in John's camp, mostly out of despair, because I could not see a safe pathway forward for future generations without doing the necessary research on these Band-Aid, buy-time solutions," she said.

After that, the project quickly raised initial research funding from the nonprofits Outlier Projects, run by a former Meta executive, and the Tom Wilhelmsen Foundation, founded by a prominent Norwegian shipping company. Although government agencies in the United States and United Kingdom have funded lab research on geoengineering, rich patrons have been comparably powerful funders of geoengineering in general--and the primary funders of polar-geoengineering research. "There are lots of people with lots of money, and it's in the scale of the private sector to do this," Holland told me.

Another group, the Arete Glacier Initiative, is investigating the idea of refreezing Thwaites to bedrock by pumping lubricating meltwater out from its base or drawing heat away with passive heat pumps. An initiative called Real Ice is trying to pump seawater atop Arctic sea ice to thicken it. "We've found a lot of enthusiasm among the philanthropic community" for targeted geoengineering interventions that could limit damage to coastal communities, Brent Minchew, a geophysicist at Caltech and a co-founder of Arete, told me. "These are very localized interventions for global benefits."

Scientists agree that, absent intervention, Thwaites's retreat will accelerate within the next century and the glacier will eventually collapse. And Thwaites acts as a cork in the West Antarctic Ice Sheet, which contains enough water to raise sea levels by nearly 17 feet. The price of localized interventions at Thwaites, proponents say, pales in comparison with the price of building seawalls around major cities. In one paper, Moore and two colleagues estimated that  the curtain could cost $40 billion to $80 billion to install (and $1 billion to $2 billion a year to maintain), whereas adapting to rising sea levels could cost an estimated $40 billion a year. One way or another, we are going to have to build in order to fight the sea.

But many in the science community still disagree, vehemently, both with geoengineering proposals and with the rationale for considering them at all. In a prominent paper published in the fall, the University of Exeter polar glaciologist Martin Siegert and 41 co-authors explained in detail how the curtain project, the type of refreezing that Arete wants to try, sea-ice thickening, and two other polar-geoengineering proposals would be too expensive, technically impossible, and potentially damaging to fragile ecosystems. The paper also raised a common argument against geoengineering--that pursuing these ideas is a dangerous distraction from decarbonization, the best solution to climate change.

Siegert decided to write the paper, he told me, after he was the sole dissenter at a talk on sea-ice thickening at the UN's climate conference in 2023. He was shocked how mainstream the once-fringe field had become. To him, these ideas are so far from feasible, they offer a false hope that distracts from the necessary work of cutting back on fossil-fuel use to avoid catastrophe. Ted Scambos, a glaciologist who co-led the major U.S.-U.K. collaboration that studied the mechanisms driving Thwaites's retreat, told me that he was once tentatively supportive of geoengineering research but, given that the Trump administration has slashed funding for climate science and renewable-energy development, is now strongly against it. "We absolutely should not fund or support efforts, or even tests, of climate or ice loss mitigation methods," he wrote in an email. "It should be a matter of international law, and it should be set up as such immediately." Instead, research and policies should "remain laser-focused on reducing fossil fuel use" and on minimizing the related economic impacts.

Those working on geoengineering research see opponents as equally shortsighted. Merely documenting changes to the cryosphere is like "choosing the best seat on the Titanic to listen to the last tune of the orchestra as the ship goes down," Moore said. Studying geoengineering interventions is like "launching a few lifeboats." At this point, decarbonization, even if it happened tomorrow, would not necessarily save Thwaites from collapse, he argued. "To decarbonize to the point at which we will be keeping the glaciers safe, you require actual magic to do that. It is delusional."

Some proponents of projects like the sea curtain argue that they're not a novel class of environmental action. They are an act of preservation not dissimilar from redirecting rivers and rebuilding beaches. Letting Thwaites collapse arguably violates the Antarctic Treaty System's environmental-preservation clause, Minchew said.

How far we're willing to go to keep the cryosphere in a recognizable shape while the world works on decarbonization is an open question. To geoengineering proponents, persuading the 29 member nations of the Antarctic Treaty with decision-making power to try to build a sea curtain looks easier than persuading the 193 members of the United Nations to, say, try seeding the atmosphere with sun-blocking chemicals. Opponents worry about breaking existing environmental protections for the region, and endangering the treaty altogether. But Holland, at least, is willing to predict the outcome of these debates.

"Fast-forward 1,000 years, the Earth will be geoengineered," he said. "The entire climate will be regulated like a modern house--no question." The climate may get screwed up in new ways as scientists attempt to turn the planet's temperature dial down. But "if it survives, humanity is simply going to do this."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2026/01/thwaites-glacier-sea-level-rise-sea-curtain/685846/?utm_source=feed
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Why Trump Wants a Weaker Dollar

The approach could boost the economy--unless the president's policies get in his own way.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 04 Feb 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 U.S. dollar is getting weaker, and that's just how the president wants it. During an appearance last Tuesday at the Machine Shed Restaurant in Urbandale, Iowa, Donald Trump told reporters that the dollar's declining exchange rate was "great."

Trump understands that a weak dollar doesn't sound good. In his first term, he tweeted, "As your President, one would think that I would be thrilled with our very strong dollar. I am not!" His logic is that the relatively weak currencies of America's foreign competitors, such as China and Japan, can make their goods cheaper in international markets, and that the United States would do well to replicate their strategy. This theory isn't unfounded--a weak dollar would boost the economy in certain respects--but the president's unpredictable foreign-policy and global-trade decisions are threatening to erode America's economic standing abroad in a far more significant way.

When Trump talks about the relative strength or weakness of the dollar, he's talking about its value in foreign-exchange markets. When the dollar index plunged 1.3 percent last Tuesday, that meant the dollar lost 1.3 percent of its value relative to a group of competing currencies, making some foreign goods a little more expensive to import. It did not mean that your dollar was immediately worth 1.3 percent less at the grocery store (although costlier imports do somewhat counteract the president's affordability agenda).

That's partly why, despite some mixed messaging after he took office in 2017, Trump has been fixated on a weak dollar for much of his adult life: In 1987, he took out full-page ads in The New York Times, The Washington Post, and The Boston Globe lamenting the dollar's strength against the weakness of Japan's "brilliantly" managed yen. A weaker dollar makes American companies and American goods more competitive abroad. Theoretically, the incentive to export and the disincentive to import could push companies to invest in domestic manufacturing--bringing back factory jobs and providing one potential path to the president's long-held goal of squashing the trade deficit.

It's typically pretty hard for American presidents to unilaterally effect a long-term change in the dollar's exchange rate. Kenneth Rogoff, formerly the chief economist of the International Monetary Fund, told me that because the exchange rate is governed by so many different factors, the president wishing for a weaker dollar is "like doing a rain dance." One of those factors is interest-rate policy--which is why the Federal Reserve usually has far more influence over the dollar's value than the president does. When borrowing costs go down, the dollar index also tends to go down. Part of the reason Trump is so keen on exerting greater control over the Fed is its power over the value of money.

Although Trump hopes a weaker dollar will boost American exports, he's also taking steps that could more than offset any gains. His mercurial policies are now threatening to push away some of America's long-standing trading partners. Since the end of World War II, the U.S. dollar has been by far the world's most dominant currency: Banks around the world tend to lend and borrow in dollars; many transactions that don't touch America are conducted in dollars; and nearly 90 percent of trades on foreign-exchange markets happen by way of dollars. Our money has historically been attractive because it is stable. The dominance of U.S. currency throughout the 20th century was deeply connected to this country's status as a global superpower, free from erratic dictators and seemingly unable to default on its debts.

This has afforded us what the former French Finance Minister Valery Giscard d'Estaing once called our "exorbitant privilege." As long as the dollar remains dominant, the U.S. has the edge on all other countries when it comes to borrowing, running gargantuan deficits, and imposing sanctions. Last spring's "Liberation Day" tariffs were an expression of that exorbitant privilege--a way to strong-arm some of our allies. On April 10, a week after the plan was announced, the dollar dropped by about 2 percent. As my colleague Annie Lowrey put it at the time, those tariffs raised questions about "whether the United States deserves to have its privilege revoked."

A weaker U.S. dollar isn't necessarily a less dominant dollar. Many have prophesied the end of the dollar's supremacy, and yet it remains on top. Part of the reason that the currency's dominance is so hard to shake is that it's self-perpetuating: Why use something else when so many people, companies, and nations are already using dollars? None of the economists I spoke with suggested that the dollar is in real danger of losing its hegemony, at least not in the near term. And the euro, yen, yuan, and so-called digital gold--bitcoin--are all for various reasons ill-equipped for dominance. (Actual gold, which thrives in times of global insecurity, is having a moment.)

But the president's distaste for global institutions (such as NATO and the World Health Organization), for existing treaties, and for the alliances the U.S. has enjoyed since World War II has given international-trading partners plenty of reasons to worry about America's stability. Maurice Obstfeld, another former IMF chief economist, told me that even if no clear successor to the dollar presents itself, "with enough inner geopolitical chaos caused by Trump, and geo-economic chaos, the dollar's reach would shrink, and the reach of other currencies would rise." A less dominant dollar would be a particularly dramatic indication of America's waning status abroad.

The real trouble, in other words, is not that the dollar's value is getting weaker. It's the possibility that America's allies and trading partners may one day cease to respect it.

Related:

	The markets are getting used to Trump.
 	This gold rush is ominous.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Ashley Parker: The murder of The Washington Post
 	Yair Rosenberg: The second death of Charlie Kirk
 	How to actually reform ICE




Today's News

	The White House "border czar," Tom Homan, said that the Trump administration will pull 700 immigration officers from Minneapolis, cutting the federal presence there by about 25 percent.
 	Fulton County, Georgia, filed a sealed motion demanding the return of 2020 ballots and election materials seized by the FBI last week and challenging the legality of the search. A county official warned that the Trump administration's seizure threatens state control over elections and could set a precedent ahead of the midterms.
 	The Supreme Court allowed California to use a new congressional map approved by voters, clearing the way for Democrats to gain up to five House seats in this year's midterm elections. The justices rejected Republicans' bid to block the map, which they argued was racially gerrymandered.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Alexandra Pavlova / Getty; Westend61 / Getty.



Let Your Kids Fail

By Russell Shaw

Early in my career, a mother came to my office to discuss her daughter's calculus grade. When parents make this kind of request, I try to manage expectations by saying that as a school administrator, I have never changed a grade. Still, hopeful parents persist. In this case, the student had received a B, which her mother saw as a blemish on her otherwise spotless transcript. "I'm worried about how this will look to colleges," she told me. "Is there any extra credit she can do?"
 I explained that it's okay to earn a B in a challenging course, and that her daughter might benefit from the experience of not being perfect. The mother looked at me as if I had suggested her child take up base jumping. "She's never gotten a B before," she said. "I don't know how she'll handle it."
 That kind of exchange perfectly captures a paradox of contemporary parenting: In trying to protect their children from any hint of failure, many parents risk making them more fragile.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The David Frum Show: Trump vs. Canada
 	The unsettling rise of AI real-estate slop
 	Why this shutdown is different
 	What the Kennedy Center closure really means for art




Culture Break


John Taggart / Bloomberg / Getty



Explore. American milk has more fat than ever, Sarah Zhang writes.

Reflect. Catherine O'Hara brought humanity to over-the-top characters--and managed to wink at the audience in the process, Paula Mejia writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

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

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 04 Feb 2026




Updated with new questions at 4 p.m. ET on February 4, 2026.

Every year since 2003, the umbrella organization for quizzing outfits around the globe has put on the granddaddy of knowledge competitions. Nothing in the tiny, nerdy world of trivia confers more authority than winning the World Quizzing Championships.

Competitors must attempt to answer 240 questions, such as the following, from 2022: "Playing for Bangalore against Pune in the IPL in April 2013, who set a new record for the fastest century in professional cricket by reaching 100 off 30 balls?"

If it makes you feel better, the median number of correct answers the year of that test was 64. Then again, the following was a question in that championship too: "What is the seven-letter name of the signature burger that can be ordered in every Burger King?"

The next contest is this summer, but in the meantime, you have a few whoppers waiting for you in this week's Atlantic Trivia. Consider them training.

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

Wednesday, February 4, 2026

	On the June 18, 1972, front page of The Washington Post, the headline "5 Held in Plot to Bug Democrats' Office Here" referred to what location?
 -- From Ashley Parker's essay on the systematic dismantling of the Post
 	What U.S. president elected during a time of national division appealed in his first inaugural address to "the better angels of our nature"?
 -- From Alexandra Petri's humor piece imagining Donald Trump renovating Washington, D.C., landmarks
 	What global leader last summer celebrated his 90th birthday--or at least the 90th birthday for his current incarnation--in Dharamshala, India?
 -- From Hana Kiros's article on the logical end point of "America First" foreign aid




And by the way, did you know that President George Washington gave the country's shortest-ever inaugural address? His speech upon reelection was only 135 words, which takes about 45 seconds to deliver, at least by my rate of speech.

In contrast, President William Henry Harrison's was 8,445 words. I did not try that one, because I have places to be (and, to be fair, when he tried it, he got pneumonia and died a month later).

See you tomorrow!



Answers:

	The Watergate building. The Post's coverage of the Nixon-administration scandal was one of its mythmaking achievements; Ashley argues that the journalism the paper scrappily pulled together every day in the decades thence was heroic too. This week's deep cuts to the paper's staff, she says, are killing it. Read more.
 	Abraham Lincoln. After the announcement of Trump's closing of the Kennedy Center (and his proposal for a 250-foot-tall Triumphal Arch), Alexandra imagines how he might remake the Lincoln Memorial, the Pentagon, and other Washington, D.C., sights. Read more.
 	The Dalai Lama. As Hana reports, one newly appointed State Department official was eager to meet His Holiness at the shindig but decided not to go, considering that the United States had just slashed $12 million in aid to Tibetan exiles. The U.S. has a new philosophy on aid, Hana writes: strategy over charity. 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.



Tuesday, February 3, 2026

	What American artist famous for dripping paint onto canvases laid on the floor got the idea from a demonstration of Navajo sand painting?
 -- From Susan Tallman's article on exhibitions upending the thinking on Indigenous art
 	What novel was completed by E. M. Forster in 1914 but not published until 1971, after his death, owing to the titular character's same-sex relationship?
 -- From Bekah Waalkes's recommendations of books to read when you're pressed for time
 	In the SALT, SALT II, and New START agreements between the United States and Russia (or the Soviet Union), what two words do the letters SA (or STA) euphemistically stand for?
 -- From Tom Nichols's essay on this week's expiration of New START




And by the way, did you know that the world's oldest continuous art tradition is the rock painting of Australia's Aboriginal people? The earliest artworks discovered on the island are estimated to be 30,000 years or older, and many Aboriginal artists still paint on rock walls.

In fact, it wasn't until the 1970s that Aboriginal art began to be captured on anything more portable than stone or more durable than sand. The art on canvas is beautiful--but it will take quite the preservationist to keep it looking good in 42,206 C.E.



Answers:

	Jackson Pollock. The influence of Indigenous traditions on 20th-century avant-gardists is one of the essential elements of Art History 101, Tallman writes, but less examined is the inverse: "how European materials and images were repurposed by Indigenous artists." That's partly because we conceive of Indigenous art as frozen in the past, Tallman says, when--as some new books and exhibitions demonstrate--it is anything but. Read more.
 	Maurice. For a story written when George V reigned, Maurice feels remarkably contemporary, Waalkes writes, and she reckons it can break through whatever might distract you from your precious chunks of reading time. See the rest of her picks.
 	Strategic arms. In plain speak, that means nuclear weapons, whose proliferation the United States has sought to limit since at least 1972, when Richard Nixon and Leonid Brezhnev signed the first SALT. But Tom frets that with New START--in force since 2011--being allowed to expire this week, the era of nuclear-arms control is over. Read more.




Monday, February 2, 2026

	The character Eponine "smiled a little, and died" in Marius's arms in what book that follows her demise with pages and pages describing Paris's 19th-century sewer system?
 -- From Walt Hunter's essay on assigning students long, difficult books 
 	Stephen Fishbach, the author of a new novel about reality TV, appears on what long-running show for two seasons--one set in Cambodia and the other in Brazil's Tocantins highlands?
 -- From Julie Beck's review of Fishbach's book
 	Chile, Argentina, South Africa, and New Zealand are among the 29 countries that share decision-making power over what internationally administered geographic area?
 -- From Christian Elliott's article on the risk and promise of geoengineering




And by the way, did you know that since going up in the late 1880s, the Eiffel Tower has been painted more than half a dozen different colors? The structure was "Venetian red" at its construction and over the years has been brown, "yellow-brown," "brownish-red," and "reddish brown," according to the monument's official website.

All right, so not that different on the colors. However, each hue is really three shades apiece; the bottom third of the tower is painted darker than the middle third, and the middle darker than the top so that the paint job looks uniform against the gradient of the blue(ish) sky.





Answers:

	Les Miserables. Hunter, a professor, writes that all of Victor Hugo's sewer talk, frankly, bored him when he read the book as a kid, but that a lot of the reward of something like Les Mis comes from its length. Educators should trust that today's students can still dive into a complicated, hefty book and end up finding it worthwhile, he says. Read more.
 	Survivor. Everything on Survivor (and the many shows like it) comes down to "The Edit"--the way editors package a competitor's appearance into a tidy narrative of the producers' choosing--Julie writes. Fishbach's new book, she says, thoughtfully explores what happens when we get lost in The Edit of our own lives. Read more.
 	Antarctica. Those four countries are closest to the icy continent, which is governed by far fewer parties than the 193 members of the United Nations. The smaller number of Antarctic Treaty nations might make building a 50-mile underwater seawall to protect a melting glacier a little more feasible to coordinate than geoengineering measures that would require UN buy-in, Elliott writes. Read more.
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Trump's New Threats to American Elections

The reasons to worry about election integrity are becoming more urgent.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 03 Feb 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.

Updated 10:00 a.m. on February 4, 2026


With nine months to go until the midterm elections, President Trump's campaign to subvert them is escalating. His administration has recently taken a series of steps that have election officials, observers, and administrators deeply and rightfully concerned about the prospects for improper interference with the election process.

In October, I published an in-depth article on how the president could interfere (and already was interfering) with the midterm elections. Since then, the reasons for worry have become more urgent. In the past two weeks, the FBI conducted a search in a major Democratic county in a swing state, in service of debunked theories about fraud in the 2020 election; the Justice Department attempted to extort voter rolls from another Democratic state under threat of armed occupation; and the president floated plans to "nationalize" elections. Trump has tried to subvert an election before, but these efforts are earlier, more organized, and--crucially--employing the power of the federal government to help him achieve his personal political goals.

Yesterday, Trump spoke with Dan Bongino, the podcaster turned FBI deputy director turned podcaster, and called for his party to seize control of voting in states. "These people were brought to our country to vote, and they vote illegally," Trump said, reprising an oft-used and incorrect claim. (Voting by noncitizens is rare and does not amount to enough to swing elections.) "The Republicans should say, 'We want to take over'--we should take over the voting in at least, many, 15 places. The Republicans ought to nationalize the voting. We have states that are so crooked, and they're counting votes. We have states that I won that show I didn't win."

The executive branch has no constitutional or statutory role in states' election administration, so the call for "nationalization" is an assertion of power that the federal government does not have, a hallmark of other recent White House ploys. Trump's declaration that "Republicans" could do it may be a suggestion that Congress take action, but it also points to the partisan aims of his attack.

Trump's efforts to prove that he won in 2020 are all premised on false claims, yet he continues to try to drum up evidence for a conclusion he's already reached. "You're gonna see something in Georgia," he told Bongino, referring to a search this past Wednesday at the Fulton County election center, in Atlanta, where agents looked for records including ballots, tabulator tapes, and voter rolls from the 2020 election. Immediately after that election, Trump repeatedly and falsely claimed that he won Georgia, and when his legal efforts to challenge the result fell short, he called the Republican secretary of state and asked him to "find" almost 12,000 votes. (Trump and some associates were charged with racketeering in Fulton County as a result, but the case was dismissed last year.) The search is a stunning intrusion into local election administration. "It's a five-alarm fire," as one Arizona Republican election official told my colleagues Sarah Fitzpatrick and Yvonne Wingett Sanchez.

Since the search, more troubling information has emerged. Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard, who has no obvious role in the FBI or domestic-election oversight but has been a proponent of bogus fraud claims about the 2020 election, was present for the operation, which she said in a letter to Congress was at Trump's behest. The New York Times reports that Gabbard met with some of the FBI officers the following day and put Trump on speakerphone for a chat with them--a serious departure from normal practice, and a move that emphasizes the appearance of inappropriate pressure: a federal law-enforcement agency acting as a political agent of the president in a nakedly partisan operation. (Bongino's own return to partisan podcasting, just weeks after leaving his post as No. 2 at the FBI, demonstrates how politics has infected the bureau.)

As Trump continues to clash with local officials in Minnesota, he also claims that he was cheated out of votes there. "I feel that I won Minnesota--I think I won it all three times," he said. "I won it all three times, in my opinion." On January 24, Attorney General Pam Bondi sent a letter to Governor Tim Walz demanding that the state turn over its voter rolls to the Justice Department as a condition of the federal government ending its violent crackdown in Minneapolis. Since May 2025, the DOJ has ordered 44 states and the District of Columbia to hand over voter rolls, though it has no statutory right to them. Many states, including Minnesota, have resisted.

Bob Bauer, a veteran Democratic election lawyer, argues that although Bondi's letter appears to yoke together two unrelated questions--election integrity and immigration enforcement--the Trump administration may not see them as separate, but rather as an opening to interfering with elections using federal agents. "The administration's lawyers might view the potential deployment of ICE as an option allowing for the fielding of what one advocate describes as 'essentially an army' charged with ensuring election security through immigration law enforcement," he wrote this week.

As bleak as these developments are, a few hopeful signs for the midterms have emerged. First, Trump has been publicly setting expectations for poor results for Republicans, a sign that he may be resigning himself somewhat to a loss. Second, the president's attempt to force gerrymanders in GOP-controlled states, in order to help preserve the House majority, seems to be ending up as basically a wash, after Democrat-controlled states responded in kind. Third, an election is at greatest danger of interference when the margin of victory is narrow, and Americans' growing disapproval of the president's handling of immigration and the economy has buoyed Democrats on the generic ballot for Congress. An old joke goes that the election administrator's prayer is, "Lord, let this election not be close." Even as Trump tries to tamper with elections, his actions in office make it more likely that the prayer is answered.

Related:

	Donald Trump's plan to subvert the midterms is already under way.
 	Trump's DOJ comes for the ballots.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Trump is doubling down on all the wrong things.
 	Tom Nichols: Countdown to an arms race
 	Donald Trump has built a clicktatorship.




Today's News

	Bill Clinton and Hillary Clinton reached a deal with House Republicans to testify before the House Oversight Committee later this month about Jeffrey Epstein, avoiding potential contempt of Congress charges. The closed-door interviews are scheduled for late February.
 	The House passed a set of spending bills today that will reopen the government. The bill now goes to President Trump to sign and triggers a 10-day window for bipartisan negotiations about how ICE conducts immigration raids.
 	Trump met privately at the White House with Colombian President Gustavo Petro, their first face-to-face meeting after months of public clashes that escalated following a recent U.S. military operation in Venezuela.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



The Problem With Using AI in Your Personal Life

By Dan Brooks

More and more, large language models are relieving people of the burden of reading and writing, in school and at work but also in group chats and email exchanges with friends. In many areas, guidelines are emerging: Schools are making policies on AI use by students, and courts are trying to settle the law about AI and intellectual property. In friendship and other interpersonal uses, however, AI is still the Wild West. We have tacit rules about which movies you wait to see with your roommate and who gets invited to the lake house, but we have yet to settle anything comparable regarding, for example, whether you should use ChatGPT to reply to somebody's Christmas letter. That seems like an oversight.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Alexandra Petri: Oh, look, some more renovation projects for Donald Trump!
 	This is what Putin thinks of Trump's peace talks.
 	Trump's crypto defenses aren't reassuring.
 	The logical end point of "America first" foreign aid
 	The longevity influencer who went into "withdrawal" without Jeffrey Epstein
 	The Iranian hedgehog vs. the American fox




Culture Break


Greg Lovett / Palm Beach Post / USA Today / Reuters



Take a look. It's so cold in Florida that iguanas are falling out of trees. Alan Taylor compiled photos of trappers gathering the cold-stunned invasive reptiles by the thousands.

Read. "My extraordinary great-great-grandfather obtained his liberty at some point before the Civil War," Eugene Robinson writes. But how did Henry Fordham become a free man?

Play our daily crossword.



This article originally stated that the federal government has no constitutional or statutory role in states' election administration; in fact, the executive branch has no such role.

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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Which Washington Landmark Will Donald Trump Destroy Next?

No building is safe.

by Alexandra Petri

Tue, 03 Feb 2026




Updated 10:15 a.m. on February 4, 2026


Alas, the Donald J. Trump and the John F. Kennedy Memorial Center for the Performing Arts! We barely knew ye!

The president announced on Truth Social that the recently renamed center will close on July 4 for two full years of renovations. No better way to celebrate 250 years as a nation than by shutting down our center for the performing arts! Most high schools, given the opportunity to shut down their performing-arts departments, don't view it as an exciting, patriotic celebration, and prefer to have a bake sale. But I am told that this is just how the Founders hoped we would celebrate. (If you remember that John Adams note about how to commemorate the Fourth of July, right after "fireworks," he suggested "or making it difficult, if not impossible, for people to see Opera, Ballet, Symphonic Performances, Touring Productions of Broadway Musicals, and Sometimes Shen Yun.")

Everywhere you look in Washington, D.C., buildings are getting their names rejiggered (the Donald J. Trump Institute of Peace), their wings clipped (RIP East Wing of the White House), or both. And of course, we must not forget the triumphal arch--a possibly 250-foot-tall edifice (One foot for each year! We'd better hope the country doesn't go on much longer!) that, when complete, will reportedly dwarf the Lincoln Memorial.

Is any building safe? I fear it's only a matter of time before the inevitable Donald J. Trump AND is slapped on every marquee--but what happens after that? Here are my best guesses.

Donald J. Trump and Washington National Cathedral: Why should George Washington be the only one to have his name on a house of prayer? Trump's team will also improve all of the windows, which currently are full of lots of little tiny bits of "stained" glass (was new, pristine glass not available?) that make it difficult to see in or out.

Also, instead of a large, depressing wooden carving of some Middle Eastern man in a loincloth being justly punished by the state, we will have something uplifting, like a big golden letter T, maybe a big R, possibly a U, and then a nice MP to round the whole thing off. (This move might result in audiences deserting the building, but then we can demolish it and put in a golf course.)

Donald J. Trump Institute of Peace: The roof of this building will be repainted as a world map, with all of the territories Trump is eyeing for the United States marked for viewers' convenience. It will be used to house the members of the Nobel Peace Prize committee, who will have been kidnapped by an elite squadron of Trump Peacekeeping Forces and threatened with repeat screenings of Melania until they produce a Nobel Prize for Mr. Trump.

Donald J. Trump Federal Bureau of Investigations: This building will be torn down on the grounds that it is an eyesore from the 1960s, an era when it was believed that a single Watergate-level scandal would be enough to end a presidency, and replaced with either the actual Parthenon from Athens (the ultimate in classical architecture) or the fake Parthenon from Tennessee (Kash Patel and his girlfriend can bring it back on their government jet so that they will be able to mark their latest Nashville excursion as "business travel.")

The Donald J. Trump and Washington Monument: At first, I thought Trump would simply slap his name on this noteworthy obelisk, but I actually think he will do another Triumphal Arch move and build a much bigger one, all in brass, right next to it. But not too close. Any deaths of birds that fly into it will be offset by the fact that Trump is saving their relatives from windmills.

The Donald J. Trump United States Treasury: Simply putting Donald Trump's name on the whole Treasury will save everyone the trouble of stashing money in special accounts in Qatar; they should have thought of it earlier.

The Donald J. Trump and Jefferson Memorial: The quotations about how "indeed I tremble for my country when I reflect that God is just: that his justice cannot sleep forever" will be allowed to remain, but a little animatronic statue of Stephen Miller will be installed next to them, shaking his head to show he doesn't agree.

The Donald J. Trump Pentagon: Donald Trump wants this to be a hexagon for reasons he won't articulate, and Pete Hegseth lives to oblige!

The Donald J. Trump and Vietnam Veterans Memorial: What is this big, depressing V made from dark stone covered in little tiny names? Suckers and losers, no doubt. Make it a big T instead, all white marble, with the names of donors in gold letters.

The Donald J. Trump Supreme Court: Instead of blind justice standing on the steps (we can do better than some kind of visually impaired woman who is probably dispensing justice to any and all comers without fear or favor), this building will now feature one of those guys covered in gold paint who pretends to be a statue, so he can see who is trying to get justice and let the majority know Trump's feelings about him so they can vote accordingly.

The Korean War Veterans Memorial: Trump will leave this one alone because he forgot it was there.

The Donald J. Trump and Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial: Demolished, obviously.

The Donald J. Trump National Archives: These will first be closed to the public and then scanned carefully for any maps leading to treasure; they will be reopened free to the public only if they contain nothing of value.

The Donald J. Trump U.S. Capitol: This will also be closed for the next two years for "renovations," except to peaceful and patriotic tour groups. See if Mike Johnson dares to object!

The Donald J. Trump and Smithsonian Institution: After all of the exhibitions have been clawed through to remove all evidence of a very objectionable, political thing called "history," these buildings will be left temporarily intact until reduced crowds drive a move for renovations. Then Trump will announce that they are being closed on July 4 as a special patriotic tribute ("Those who don't learn history will ... make America great again!"), to be reopened after two years as an imperial palace. Just as the Founders would have wished!

The Donald J. Trump and Lincoln Memorial: Trump will add a large gold statue of himself standing with his hand on Abraham Lincoln's shoulder to imply that Lincoln is sitting in Trump's chair and Trump is being patient about it, but his patience might run out soon. Lincoln's second inaugural address will remain visible, but just barely, because the text of Trump's second inaugural address will be superimposed on it in a very small font to make room for all of the text, obscuring the words of the man who appealed to the better angels of our nature.

This article originally suggested that Abraham Lincoln's statement about the "better angels of our nature" appeared in his second inaugural address. In fact, those words appeared in his first inaugural address.
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Trump Made a Bad Bet on the Kennedy Center

The president's temporary closure of the institution is an acknowledgment that his initial makeover strategy was a failure.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 02 Feb 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.


Updated 9:38 a.m. on February 4, 2026


One year ago, President Trump conducted a hostile takeover of the Kennedy Center, the venerable Washington, D.C., performing-arts institution. The president said he had never attended a show there, but he was confident that he alone knew what the center needed.

Last night, Trump delivered an implicit admission of defeat, announcing that the center will close on July 4 for two years. Trump brought the same theory to the Kennedy Center that he does to most of his moves: He believes that he knows better than the experts, and that a "silent majority" actually supports his disruptions. That certainty seems to have led him to a bad bet here.

"I have determined that The Trump Kennedy Center, if temporarily closed for Construction, Revitalization, and Complete Rebuilding, can be, without question, the finest Performing Arts Facility of its kind, anywhere in the World," the president wrote on Truth Social. "The temporary closure will produce a much faster and higher quality result!"

If you've been paying attention, this explanation will be perplexing. In October, Trump posted that "Many major improvements" were under way at the center--including, bafflingly, the addition of marble armrests on chairs--but that "We are remaining fully open during construction, renovation, and beautification." (For the record, the Kennedy Center underwent a $250 million expansion just seven years ago.)

In December, when Trump added his name to the building's facade--in violation of statute and grammar--he boasted, "We saved the building. The building was in such bad shape, both physically, financially and every other way. And now it's very solid, very strong." Just a month ago he added, "A year ago it was in a state of financial and physical collapse. Wait until you see it a year from now!!! Like our Country, itself, it will rise from the ashes."

Now Trump is saying that a year from now the center will be closed and dark. Trump's contradictory statements and the absence of an independent board or any notification to Congress make these claims of a building in need of repair unverifiable at best, and most likely nonsense. (He also hasn't said anything about how he would pay for this renovation.) A more plausible reason for the closing is that under Trump, the Kennedy Center can't hold on to staff, artists, or audiences.

When Trump took over, he fired Deborah Rutter, the respected administrator who was the center's president, and replaced her with Richard Grenell, a political bagman who had previously been deployed as acting director of national intelligence, ambassador to Germany, and envoy to Venezuela, but who had no arts experience. (To be fair, he had little or no qualifications for most of those jobs.) Other staff haven't stuck around either. "Almost every head of programming has resigned or been dismissed," The Washington Post notes.

The latest of these was Kevin Couch, the new head of programming, who quit less than two weeks after his hiring was announced. One can imagine the job would be no picnic. In recent weeks, the composer Philip Glass yanked a new symphony commissioned by the center. The opera singer Renee Fleming also canceled two performances. The Washington National Opera announced that it was departing the center. The jazz musician Chuck Redd canceled a long-running Christmas Eve concert. Grenell's threat to sue Redd for $1 million is unlikely to make artists more eager to book shows.

Grenell has accused artists of politicizing the center. "The left is boycotting the Arts because Trump is supporting the Arts," he posted on X. "The Arts are for everyone--and the Left is mad about it." But this statement has it all backwards. Trump grabbed unprecedented presidential control and politicized his own involvement in the arts, promising to use his leadership of the Kennedy Center to vanquish leftist culture. One artist who chose to play, the folk guitarist Yasmin Williams, said that an organized group attended and heckled her.

Given the hollowing out of the schedule and Trump's unpopularity in Washington, ticket and subscription-package sales have fallen steeply. The Washington Post found that since September, "43 percent of tickets remained unsold for the typical production. That means that, at most, 57 percent of tickets were sold for the typical production." (Some of those tickets may have been given for free.) For comparison, 93 percent of tickets were sold or given for free in fall 2024. One of Grenell's dictates was that the center would book only shows that broke even or were profitable, yet instead the center is driving patrons away. CNN reports that the Kennedy Center wasn't even able to book performances for next season. Closing the doors for two years just makes official what was already happening.

Trump believed that if he grabbed the Kennedy Center's reins and started booking shows that conformed to his taste--and to that of some of his friends and MAGA fans--the venue would be wildly popular. It turns out, though, that a 79-year-old New York-born billionaire whose tastes run to gilded accents and kitschy musicals isn't a good proxy for either the general population or arts patrons in Washington. As my colleague Spencer Kornhaber recently wrote, Trump's term dawned with expectations of a huge cultural shift. Instead, popular culture has remained stubbornly indifferent to MAGA aesthetics.

Trump keeps making a version of this error. His first term was a series of overreaches, all confidently executed in the belief that the silent majority would back him. Instead, he lost in 2020. His second-term win renewed his overconfidence. Now he believes that because many Americans wanted tighter border security, they will also support violent crackdowns in the streets of American cities; instead, his immigration approval keeps sinking. He believes that because he won the election in part on his promises to fix the economy, Americans are willing to tolerate high inflation; instead, polls show that voters' confidence in the future is declining.

The closure of the center also fits into another pattern: As I wrote last week, Trump has proved adept at destroying things but shows little interest in building them back up. Trump's previous predictions for the Kennedy Center haven't borne out, so some skepticism is warranted now. Even if the physical overhaul succeeds, the center will still have the same problems of audience, artists, and staff when it's done--only in a gaudier space. In effect, Trump appears to have graffitied his name on an empty shell. "I am doing the same thing to the United States of America, but only on a 'slightly' larger scale!" he wrote in an October post about the center's makeover. This time around, his harshest critics might be the first ones to agree.

Related:

	Ryan Miller: Why my band, Guster, played the Kennedy Center
 	Trump's golden age of culture seems pretty sad so far




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Pete Hegseth delights in violence.
 	The real reason ICE agents wear masks
 	The man who broke physics
 	Stop meeting students where they are.




Today's News

 	Fulton County, Georgia, plans to sue the FBI and the Justice Department over last week's seizure of 2020 election records, arguing that the search warrant was improper and that agents took original ballots and voter rolls without proper custody procedures.
 	The government is likely to remain partially shut down until at least tomorrow, when the House is expected to vote on a funding package. Most Democrats are opposed and say they will not help pass the bill without additional restrictions on immigration enforcement.
 	Taylor Rehmet, a Democrat, scored a major upset by winning a Texas state-Senate special election on Saturday in a deep-red district near Fort Worth that Trump had carried by 17 points.
 




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Rafaela Jinich explores stories on the upside of not fitting in.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



More From The Atlantic

	Do you feel the AGI yet?
 	A hidden lesson of the Minnesota welfare scandal
 	The storms that teach what we can tolerate
 	A social-media ban really could do a lot of good.
 	Trump's new method of humiliation
 	The broken relationship between Minnesota and the federal government




Evening Read


Peter Marlowe / Magnum



The Father-Daughter Divide

By Isabel Woodford

Growing up, Melissa Shultz sometimes felt like she had two fathers. One version of her dad, she told me, was playful and quick to laugh. He was a compelling storyteller who helped shape her career as a writer, and he gave great bear hugs. He often bought her small gifts: a pink "princess" phone when she was a teen, toys for her sons when she became a mom. Some of their most intimate moments came when she cut his hair; it was, she said, "a way to be close without talking." He was there for her in hard times, too. When her engagement ended, he helped pack her things and drove her home.
 But she told me their relationship could also be turbulent. The other version of her father was "dark" and would "get so angry" that he seemed to lose control. He would freeze her out for months at a time if she challenged him. He'd call her names, even in front of her own kids. He died when she was in her 30s, and she grieved intensely, though she doubted whether they ever fully understood each other. Now in her 60s, Shultz told me she still mourns the relationship.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Kevin Winter / Getty



Explore. Spencer Kornhaber writes about the big message of the 2026 Grammys.

Read. Escape!, a new novel by the former Survivor contestant Stephen Fishbach, mines the drama of competition shows to tell a cautionary tale about trying to edit down the mess of life, Julie Beck writes.

Play our daily crossword.

This article originally misstated Deborah Rutter's role at the Kennedy Center.

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 Upside of Not Fitting In

What if loneliness and self-doubt are the best way to grow?

by Rafaela Jinich

Sat, 31 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.


Some people spend a lot of energy trying not to feel out of place. You learn the rules, blend in, and aim to belong. But what if resisting that uncomfortable feeling is a mistake?

In 2022, Arthur C. Brooks argued that being an outsider--new to a place, a job, a culture, or even a group of people--is not a flaw but an investment. The loneliness, the self-doubt, the sense that everyone else has the map except you: Those are often signs that you're stretching, not failing. Over time, Brooks writes, outsiders tend to grow more resilient and emotionally strong--not in spite of the discomfort, but because of it.

Outsiders, Olga Khazan wrote in 2020, are freer to question assumptions, break rules, and imagine alternatives, because they've already learned what it feels like to stand apart. She draws on social-science research showing that people who feel excluded are often better at original thinking, precisely because they're less bound by group norms. Today's newsletter explores how to embrace being an outsider, and how to resist the urge to immediately fit in.



On Being an Outsider

Find More Ways to Be an Outsider

By Arthur C. Brooks

Doing so may feel painful, but it's one of the best investments you will ever make. (From 2022)


Read the article.

The Perks of Being a Weirdo

By Olga Khazan

How not fitting in can lead to creative thinking (From 2020)


Read the article.

Would You Be Happier With a Different Personality?

By Scott Barry Kaufman

Psychologists suggest there's a sweet spot between accepting who you are and striving for who you want to be.


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	What immigrants know about happiness: The act of migration involves taking risks in pursuit of a meaningful reward and having faith in the future. Everyone should try to live more like that, Arthur C. Brooks argued in 2021.
 	"I gave myself three months to change my personality": "I've never really liked my personality, and other people don't like it either," Olga Khazan wrote in 2022.




Other Diversions

	How to have a "don't-know mind"
 	If you tax them, will they leave?
 	The worst thing about the Black Dahlia case




PS


Courtesy of Howard M.



My colleague Isabel Fattal recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "What fills me with awe? The last summer flowers holding on, even as the snow caps them with white," Howard M., 73, in Washington, D.C., writes.

We will continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Rafaela
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<em>Melania</em> Is a Horror Movie

The first lady is trapped, and she doesn't seem to know it.

by Alexandra Petri

Sat, 31 Jan 2026




Updated 9:28 a.m. on January 31, 2026

Fans of the Melania Cinematic Universe may wonder what has happened to the protagonist of Melania (the memoir) and Melania (the creator of the Cursed Red White House Christmas Forest) since her last foray into entertainment. Bad news! The first lady is trapped in an invisible bubble from which she will never be able to escape as long as she lives, and she hasn't even noticed.

What I am trying to say is that Melania is a horror movie. And a horror movie of this magnitude (no gore, but a pervasive sense of dread) deserves to be seen on the big screen, where you can also feel the bonus dread of knowing that the money you spent on your ticket will be funneled to Amazon, which might put it toward a seat at the inaugural high table for Mr. Jeff Bezos and Ms. Lauren Sanchez Bezos. (You can glimpse them both, gabbing with Donald Trump and Elon Musk at a preinauguration candlelight dinner in one of the film's most effective jump scares!)

When I saw it in theaters today in Washington, D.C., I was hoping to find a few avid Melania-heads in attendance, perhaps dressed as Cursed Red Trees or wearing her I Really Don't Care, Do U? jacket in homage to her trip to the U.S.-Mexico border. But when I sat down with my commemorative black-and-white Melania popcorn bucket--on which a business-suited Melania stares impassively from a white chair--the audience was ... almost entirely journalists, with maybe three exceptions.

This film, directed by Brett Ratner (yes, the one accused of sexual misconduct by multiple women), follows Melania's preparations for Inauguration Day: her outfit, the decorations, some vague gestures toward her various initiatives as first lady. It involves many moments that are intended to be compelling, or mournful, or romantic, which you can tell because the soundtrack so aggressively telegraphs what to feel at every possible moment. First out of the gate: "Gimme Shelter"! Then comes "Billie Jean"--not once, but twice (Melania's favorite, she reveals). Then we get a snippet of "The Thieving Magpie," which plays as the Trumps escort the Bidens to their departing helicopter; I can't hear "The Thieving Magpie" without recalling A Clockwork Orange. Is any of this on purpose?

Every so often, Melania almost senses that something is wrong; she experiences a ripple of genuine feeling when facing her grief over the loss of her mother and the raw anguish of an October 7 hostage whose husband was being held captive. But for the most part, the movie reveals how well insulated she is from anything resembling human life, like a cheetah in the house of a Russian oligarch.

Watching Melania fills you with a profound and despairing claustrophobia. On my way to the theater, I stopped in at a used bookstore and bought two books and sat across from a woman on the metro whom I didn't know, and we smiled at each other. To live in a city is to have neighbors. Melania has none. Her voice-over mentions that she has lived in D.C., New York, and Florida. But watching her traipse from limo to limo, private jet to private jet, just to get to identically fancy rooms full of identically sycophantic people, I wanted to scream: You don't live there! You don't live anywhere!

The film alternates between Aggressive Songs to Tell You What Emotion to Have and halting, bland narration from the first lady describing her feelings and initiatives. Some of the most bleakly funny moments are when Melania recollects her personal triumphs in the White House: She redid the Rose Garden (now paved over). She fixed up the bowling alley. An end-credits note mentions her efforts in support of a bill to prevent the creation of nonconsensual AI nudes--and we all grok how well efforts are going on that front.

Think of all the good things in life: meaningful conversations, shared laughter, petting a dog, reading a book, casual interactions with someone who is neither an employee nor a family member--the kind of things people are willing to pour into the streets to protect. They are all absent from Melania. In their place: Fittings! More fittings! Pomp! Private jets! Expensively attired billionaires being served--I am not making this up--golden eggs. Donald Trump and Melania Trump, waltzing to "The Battle Hymn of the Republic."

Thirty-five million dollars were spent marketing this! It is like someone eating spoonfuls of gold-encrusted garbage and beckoning you to watch. Look at how much gold I've put on it! More gold than anyone! Doesn't it look delicious? She doesn't know it's garbage! Does Brett? Does Donald? Do any of them?



This article originally misstated that Melania Trump renovated a bowling alley that was in the East Wing. It was in fact in the White House Residence.
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The Markets Are Getting Used to Trump

Traders have barely budged in response to recent Trump-related shocks.

by Will Gottsegen

Sat, 31 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.

Trying to parse market reactions to world events can feel a bit like armchair psychology. Lately, investors seem to be holding something back--amid a barrage of potentially seismic decisions from the White House, markets have barely budged.

In moments of global instability, traders usually start selling. President Obama's threats to Syria during his second term gave traders "jitters." Trump's escalating trade war with China during his first term deflated the stock market. And last spring, when Trump unveiled "Liberation Day"--a plan to impose punitive tariffs on dozens of foreign nations--the S&P 500 shed a record $5 trillion over two days. It remains the biggest market shock of the president's second term so far.

But the reactions to three headlines from this past month tell a different story. When U.S. forces captured Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro on January 3, reviving an old protocol for dominance in the Western Hemisphere, the markets held strong. When Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell revealed on January 11 that he was under criminal investigation by the Justice Department, and that the central bank's independence was potentially under threat, markets responded with startling calm. And when Trump proposed a raft of European tariffs on January 17, as part of an effort to seize Greenland from our Danish allies, the market reaction, although noticeable, was far from catastrophic.

The fact that traders haven't reacted so dramatically to volatility in 2026 is partly the product of better-than-expected economic growth in 2025. Although consumer prices remain high and job growth is slow, most experts will tell you that the American economy is in pretty good shape: The S&P 500 grew 16.39 percent last year; unemployment, although higher than when Trump took office, is still relatively low; and inflation isn't expected to balloon over the coming year. (Prophecies of a recession turned out to have been wrong.)

Traders are weighing Trump's actions against that rosy backdrop, and have lately been acclimating to the president's caprice. The "TACO" theory (short for "Trump Always Chickens Out") emerged as a way to describe his tendency to overpromise. But the markets' resiliency over the past month indicates a more all-encompassing anhedonia.

Ahead of the mission to extract Maduro from Caracas, Trump suggested that U.S. intervention in Venezuela was intended to free up the country's oil reserves, which are thought to be the largest in the world. It seemed possible that American companies would barrel up those trillions of gallons of oil, increasing global supply and lowering prices--a boon for purchasers and a potential problem for the energy companies already facing an oversupply problem. But because this all unfolded early on a Saturday morning, and oil-futures trading doesn't open until Sunday evening, investors had a slight buffer.

Josh Lipsky, the chair of international economics at the Atlantic Council, told me that energy traders understood pretty quickly that there wouldn't be "some influx of oil coming on." American oil companies were reluctant to pour money into Venezuela given the country's crumbling infrastructure, its history of political instability, and the cost of refining its low-quality reserves. A protracted battle over the country's leadership also seemed unlikely, meaning that the effects of Maduro's capture would largely be felt locally. After a moment of initial uncertainty, the markets quickly recovered--a muted reaction to what could have been a much larger, and much costlier, event.

The revelation that the Justice Department had subpoenaed the Federal Reserve chair posed an entirely different sort of risk. In a video message announcing the news, Powell accused Trump of persecuting him over his refusal to lower interest rates as quickly as the president would like. The Fed is famously independent from daily politics, which is part of its strength, and the dollar's strength; Trump's attempt to assert control over it could have severe economic consequences. There was a chance that, after Powell's announcement, traders would start to price in that danger.

But as with the Maduro operation, this happened on a weekend, and markets had a buffer. That same night, Trump distanced himself from the DOJ's investigation, and Senator Thom Tillis (a member of the Senate banking committee) came out strongly against it. Krishna Guha, the vice chair of the investment-research firm Evercore ISI, told me that had those developments not occurred, the market could have "responded very violently." But by Monday afternoon, traders had barely reacted.

Something about Trump's social-media proposal to put tariffs on European nations spooked markets more than the investigation of Powell or the capture of Maduro. Once again, the news arrived on a weekend. When trading resumed, stocks did noticeably decline, and the dollar weakened--but the 2.1 percent dip in the S&P 500 was nothing close to what happened after the "Liberation Day" announcement. When the president reneged on his Greenland-tariff plan last week, markets steadied.

"I think that we got a little taste of how bad things would have been if the administration had continued along the escalation path," Guha said. According to John Canavan, the lead market analyst at Oxford Economics, that initial dip was likely compounded by a spike in Japanese-long-term-bond yields. Investors may have also learned their lesson from the slight pullback that followed last year's "Liberation Day" panic; some of those proposed tariffs were eventually paused, reduced, or delayed. Although many of the big ones remained in place, it became clear that Trump was essentially using the threat of economic devastation as a negotiation tactic.

The economists I spoke with stressed that although these three cases are distinct, on the whole, markets have become more inured to the Trump administration's actions. For now, the fate of Americans' 401(k)s is not tied to the president's Truth Social account. But that could always change; just this week, the president wrote that the United States has deployed a "massive armada" to the Middle East in an attempt to force Iran to end its nuclear weapons program. Financial markets are in the business of pricing threats--and Trump will surely keep them coming.

Related:

	The TACO presidency
 	Trump is trying to fix the economy--by handing out cash.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	What are the chances Trump attacks Iran?
 	There is a word for what is happening in Minneapolis.
 	Meet the new Proud Boys




Today's News

	The Justice Department released 3 million additional pages of files related to Jeffrey Epstein, plus thousands of videos and photographs, its largest Epstein disclosure to date.
 	President Trump said he will nominate Kevin Warsh, a former Federal Reserve governor, to succeed Jerome Powell as Fed chair when Powell's term ends in mid-May.
 	The Justice Department has opened a civil-rights investigation into the fatal shooting of Alex Pretti in Minnesota, Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche said.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: The job of a writer is to create living, three-dimensional people out of the ordinary stuff of ink and paper, Emma Sarappo writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: bilalulker / Getty; FilmPublicityArchive / United Archives / Getty; Julian Stratenschulte / Picture Alliance / Getty; Prasert Krainukul / Getty.



The Film Students Who Can No Longer Sit Through Films

By Rose Horowitch

Everyone knows it's hard to get college students to do the reading--remember books? But the attention-span crisis is not limited to the written word. Professors are now finding that they can't even get film students--film students--to sit through movies. "I used to think, If homework is watching a movie, that is the best homework ever," Craig Erpelding, a film professor at the University of Wisconsin at Madison, told me. "But students will not do it."


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	An early test of America's control over Venezuela
 	Jonathan Chait: Katie Miller makes a classic error.
 	Autocracy in America: Rise of the Trump loyalist
 	Tesla just killed the most important car of the 21st century.
 	Galaxy Brain: How to survive the information war
 	A poem: "One of Our Own"




Culture Break


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Sources: Chip Somodevilla / Getty; Spencer Platt / Getty.



Watch. The Melania Trump documentary is a disgrace, Sophie Gilbert argues. The exorbitant film captures the rotten state of our entertainment industry.

Curious? American men are loading up on testosterone--whether they need it or not, Yasmin Tayag 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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<em>Atlantic </em>Trivia on the Model T, the E Street Band, and More

And did you know that the world has lost the ability to make a movie in Technicolor?

by Drew Goins

Fri, 30 Jan 2026




Updated with new questions at 5:15 p.m. ET on January 30, 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. 

Friday, January 30, 2026

	What film director put out the neo-noir thriller The Conversation in 1974--the same year he directed The Godfather Part II?
 -- From Rose Horowitch's article on shortening cinematic attention spans
 	Tesla's first sedan came out in 2012 under what model name, just one letter away from the name Henry Ford used in 1908 for the world's first mass-produced car?
 -- From Patrick George's article on the unceremonious end of Tesla's first game changer
 	In 1989, Vaclav Havel became the first democratically elected president of what country--a job he held until becoming president of one of the two successor states the country split into in 1993?
 -- From Gal Beckerman's essay on the long, successful history of dissidence




And by the way, did you know that the movie industry is no longer capable of producing a film in Technicolor? The Godfather sequel was the last major release to use the traditional dye-transfer process, which by the mid-'70s had become expensive and inefficient compared with newer methods. The Conversation was filmed with one such method, Eastmancolor.

Today, the Technicolor knowledge isn't lost, but no manufacturer produces the necessary supplies. Digital replications are just as good, we're told--but look long enough at a Hitchcock leading lady's color-drenched gown, and you'll know that nothing will ever quite touch Technicolor.

Have a great weekend!



Answers:

	Francis Ford Coppola. The Godfather Part II runs three hours and 22 minutes, whereas The Conversation is a crisp less-than-two. Yet one professor told Rose that he can barely get his students to pay attention to the latter's climactic scene, let alone the whole movie. And not just any students--film students. Read more.
 	Model S. George argues that the Model S--released a little over a century after Ford's Model T--is the most important car of the 21st century so far. Elon Musk recently announced that Tesla will soon stop production of the car, a move fitting for a firm pivoting further and further from its original business. Read more.
 	Czechoslovakia. Gal reflects on Havel's understanding of dissidence as something motivated not by political desires but by "pre-political" ones, such as the basic wish to live a normal life free of violence and coercion. That is the best lens through which to see the protests still unfolding in Minnesota, Gal argues. 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.



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.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/01/daily-trivia-questions-answers-week-15/685685/?utm_source=feed
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The Writer's Magic Trick

Their job is to create living, three-dimensional people out of the ordinary stuff of ink and paper.

by Emma Sarappo

Fri, 30 Jan 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


A writer is a kind of magician. Their job is to create living, three-dimensional people out of the ordinary stuff of ink and paper. This is no easy task, because readers can't literally hear, touch, or observe a character. Everything that defines a human being in real life--the physical space they occupy, or how they smell, feel, and sound--is stripped away, replaced by description. But authors have one major, mystical advantage: They can show you what's happening inside of someone's brain.

First, here are four stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	The worst thing about the Black Dahlia case
 	Half His Age isn't at all what it seems.
 	What does life after ambition actually look like?
 	"Forbearance," a poem by Maggie Millner


The novelist George Saunders makes great use of this asset in his new novel, Vigil. Its narrator, Jill, is a literal mind reader who pops into the heads of people on the edge of death. In Vigil, she watches over the expiring K. J. Boone, an oil magnate who spent his life degrading the Earth and denying the effects of climate change. Readers get to see Boone's past and present, his brittle family relationships, and all of his self-serving internal narratives. In theory, we have access to everything that makes up this man--every unique facet of his psyche, every cruel word and deed, and, yes, every mitigating circumstance. Yet Saunders "seems unwilling to convey Boone's more sympathetic attributes without some swift reminder that he's a bastard," Julius Taranto writes, with some disappointment, in his essay about the novel for The Atlantic. In the end, he argues, Boone is still rendered in 2-D.

Nonfiction writers also face the challenge of making a person rise out of a paragraph. This is especially interesting in the case of memoirists, who are trying to introduce readers to themselves--sometimes in service of, say, laying the groundwork for a political campaign. In his new book, Where We Keep the Light, Pennsylvania Governor Josh Shapiro "is doing what presumptive candidates for the highest office usually do when they write such a book," my colleague Gal Beckerman writes. "He is laminating his narrative." Shapiro is presenting a very particular version of himself: average Joe, leader, and, especially, religious man. The Jewish governor intentionally uses the universal word faith, Beckerman writes, as "a bridge between who he is and the people he is trying to reach."

But is this Shapiro in full? Can his memoir authentically introduce him to America? Probably not: His book is more of a promotional vehicle than a look at the man's honest soul. But Beckerman and Taranto's critiques are interesting because of what they imply about more successful books. If Saunders and Shapiro both come short of creating a three-dimensional person, this reminds us that in the best works, the subtle alchemy of summoning succeeds. A writer really can bring a person to life.




Illustration by The Atlantic



George Saunders Brings Morality Back to Fiction

By Julius Taranto

The author's work makes an excellent case that literature can explore virtue--even if his latest novel reveals its pitfalls.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Rangikura, by Tayi Tibble

On a snowy day, you could curl up by the fire with something wholesome and cozy; you could perch by the window with something chilly and somber. Or you could crack open the New Zealand poet Tayi Tibble's Rangikura, which is none of these things. Playful, forceful, and sexy, it radiates so much heat that choosing it for a holiday read is like fleeing south for the winter. (And in Tibble's home country, December is summer.) That's not to say it's unserious: Tibble reflects on the relentless shame she used to feel about her gender and her Indigenous Maori heritage; she charts how she emerged from timidity like flowers peeking out from a melting blanket of ice. Rangikura is the result of her transformation, and it is a persuasive case for freedom, pleasure, and fun that honors the generations of women in her family who also celebrated, shouted, and danced. "I'm hotter than the sun," she declares. "And my ancestors ride wit me / like dawgs. When I whistle / they run and run and run."  -- Faith Hill

From our list: The best poetry for dark winter days





Out Next Week

? Clutch, by Emily Nemens

? Bernie for Burlington, by Dan Chiasson


? The Copywriter, by Daniel Poppick




Your Weekend Read


Randy Duchaine / Alamy



The Accidental Winners of the War on Higher Ed

By Ian Bogost

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?

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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Trump Shrugs Off the Ilhan Omar Attack

He baselessly claimed that the representative "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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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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Your Phone Is a Slot Machine

Gambling is no longer confined to casinos, horse races, or backroom card games.

by Will Gottsegen

Thu, 22 Jan 2026




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

Even before the legendary gunslinger Wild Bill Hickok was shot dead holding aces and eights at a Deadwood poker table, the practice of gambling--as a pastime and an enterprise--has been bound up in American identity.

But for as long as some Americans have loved gambling, others have judged it. All of the cockfighters, lottery participants, and sailors throwing scrimshaw dice had to work around the ethical code imposed by Quakers, Shakers, and Puritans who vehemently opposed these games of chance. Gambling has been intermittently banned throughout this country's history. (By the 1830s, lotteries were banned outright in most states.) The result was a certain cultural ambivalence: Gambling was widespread despite being morally out-of-bounds. It was even once a part of American politics--in the 19th century, before the advent of reliable polling, people would place public bets on electoral outcomes as a form of electioneering.

The critics took a variety of approaches. In the December 1907 issue of The Atlantic, the Unitarian minister Charles F. Dole argued that "the long and costly experience of mankind bears uniform testimony against gambling, till at last the verdict of civilization has become as nearly unanimous as human judgment can be that it is an intolerable nuisance." Even the humble church raffle, he proposed, flirts with an inherent moral danger: "We have no right to expect to receive when we give no equivalent return."

In the April 1962 issue, Robert F. Kennedy condemned gambling not for its moral valence but for its inevitable connection to organized crime. His view was that the factory worker filling out a basketball parlay card at a local lunch counter was in some sense complicit. "Once the housewife, the factory worker, or the business executive gives money to a local bookie or policy writer, it disappears into the pocket of the underworld figure, who is in business to cheat the government--and his customer, if he can," wrote Kennedy. In a 2010 story, Thomas Sugrue framed gambling as an engine of social inequity, taking aim at the ubiquity of contemporary state-sponsored lotteries. (Most states now run their own lotteries, which send revenues back to local government budgets.) Sugrue saw them as preying on a "great American pathological co-dependency, namely the desperation of tens of millions of mostly working-class folks to escape their financial insecurity."

Since the emergence of COVID, gambling has only become more accessible. Mobile sports betting took off in 2020; research from last year suggested that nearly half of men under 50 have an account with an online sports book. And prediction markets now enable bets on almost anything. Will Donald Trump acquire Greenland? Will Paul Thomas Anderson finally win the Academy Award for Best Director? Will Jesus return? If it can be formulated as a yes-or-no question, you can probably bet on it. And the fact that it's all available on demand only makes it easier to lose your shirt.

Gambling is no longer confined to casinos, horse tracks, or backroom card games. It's everywhere--in restaurant chains and gas stations, Super Bowl ads and video games. This has created new temptations, particularly for the young people now being coaxed into putting their weekly allowance toward randomized Call of Duty loot boxes and Polymarket wagers. To be sure, there is something predatory about the ways in which companies are now "working really hard to separate young guys from their money," as the writer Max Read put it on the Galaxy Brain podcast. But the integration of online gambling into daily life also builds on a push-pull that has existed for centuries: the rush of risking it all, and the nagging intuition that it might be better not to.
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