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James Van Der Beek's Greatest Trick

In a short-lived sitcom, he gamely mocked his role in <em>Dawson's Creek</em>--and found freedom.

by Megan Garber

Thu, 12 Feb 2026




Adolescence, as life phases go, is not especially easy to idealize. Dawson's Creek, though, found a way. The '90s-era soap opera, disguised as a gauzy coming-of-age drama, gave us the fictional Capeside, Massachusetts, a telegenically rustic hamlet populated by telegenically precocious teenagers--chief among them Dawson Leery, a dreamy filmmaker in the making, who spent six TV seasons angsting and aching his way into the hearts of the show's young audience.

Dawson was strong and sensitive in equal measure. He was a thoroughly nice guy in a show that refused to treat that status as an insult. He was as thoroughly fantastical as the series that shared his name. But the character worked--and the show worked with him--because, against all odds, he seemed so warm and real. That is mostly because he was played by James Van Der Beek.

Van Der Beek died yesterday at the age of 48, after announcing in 2024 that he had been diagnosed with Stage 3 colorectal cancer. The actor leaves behind a large family--he and his wife, Kimberly, had six children--and a legacy that extends far beyond the character who made him, for a certain generation of TV viewers, an icon.

Dawson's ended its run in 2003; Van Der Beek, having achieved something at the start of his career that most actors spend their lives pursuing, might have gone on to seek lucrative reprisals of his famous role. Instead, for the most part, the actor left Capeside, choosing work that demonstrated his remarkable versatility. He did comedy and drama and romance. He did film and TV. He played Jonathan "Mox" Moxon, the restless quarterback of Varsity Blues. And Elijah Mundo, the FBI agent of CSI: Cyber. And Matt Bromley, the oversexed and undershamed executive of Pose.

His best role, though, found Van Der Beek playing himself.

Don't Trust the B---- in Apartment 23, an ABC sitcom whose awkward title belied its easy charm, ran from 2012 to 2014. A gender-flipped and gimlet-eyed update of The Odd Couple, the show starred Krysten Ritter as Chloe, a New Yorker with a habit of ruining her roommates' lives, and Dreama Walker as June, the wide-eyed, Midwestern-bred woman who gets caught in Chloe's chaos. But the series also starred, delightfully, James Van Der Beek, who made regular, scene-stealing appearances as Chloe's best friend--the actor James Van Der Beek.

TV James is an actor and celebrity who is self-conscious and vain in equal measure: a Hollywood stereotype let loose on the streets of New York. TV James carries glossy headshots around with him to distribute, magnanimously, to wayward fans. TV James is engaged in a long-running and passionately petty feud with the actor Dean Cain (played, yes, by the actor Dean Cain). TV James, eager to de-Dawson his personal brand, lends his name to a line of absurdly skinny jeans (tagline: "Put your cheeks in a Beek!"). TV James can think of no higher aspiration than a seasonal appearance on Dancing With the Stars.

The actor who plays himself is an age-old trope. Since well before Larry David came along, celebrities have been breaking their own life's fourth wall and finding comedy among the wreckage. Van Der Beek, during his Dawson's run, made a self-referential appearance in the film Jay and Silent Bob Strike Back--his own early attempt, perhaps, to de-Dawson himself.

In Apartment 23, though, he found new verve in the old joke. Having ascended into the sitcom's semi-fictional form, he created a character who was prickly and smarmy and needy and whiny, and thus richly emblematic of Hollywood then and now. He mocked his industry. He mocked his fame. He mocked himself. (TV James's overzealous preparations for Dancing With the Stars are, in retrospect, all the funnier, and all the deeper, because Van Der Beek the person eventually appeared on the show.) He remade himself as a human punch line, gamely and, in the end, effectively--playing someone who, through all his flaws, turned a clever but otherwise standard-issue sitcom into a satire.

TV James, like Dawson, is more resonant than he has any right to be. On paper--as scripted--he is aggressively unrelatable. ("I have too much money," he grouses at one point; "my wallet's so thick that it's hurting my back!") On-screen, though, his plight reverberates. TV James, like Dawson, is trapped in arrested development, perpetually caught between adolescence and adulthood. Underneath his foolishness, he is consigned to an all-too-relatable fate: He is unsure how to reconcile the person he was with the person he wants to become.

All the farce, in that way, hints at tragedy. And it does so because Van Der Beek, playing and mocking himself, also humanized himself. He re-created the magic that made Dawson's Creek a cultural touchpoint. The show, in exaggerating adolescence--in remaking that consequential phase as a fantasy and a melodrama--also managed to honor it. It took teenagers seriously. Van Der Beek, twisting his remarkable life into a piece of comedy, pulled the same kind of trick. Poking fun at himself, he found something not only real--but also true.
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The Tide Goes Out on Youth Gender Medicine

American doctors are no longer united on the wisdom of medicalizing gender dysphoria in minors.

by Helen Lewis

Thu, 12 Feb 2026




As the shaky evidence base for youth gender medicine has become better known, activists have retreated to an argument from authority. Never mind the Cass Report, whose findings resulted in the closure of Britain's leading youth gender clinic. Never mind the study by a leading American practitioner showing that the treatments she championed did not improve minors' mental health. Never mind reports that some adolescents were being put on a medical pathway after only a single clinic visit. For advocates, the important thing to remember was that "gender-affirming care" for minors--puberty blockers and hormones, plus surgery in rare cases--was endorsed by all of the major American medical associations.

"Doctors Agree," proclaimed the American Civil Liberties Union: "Gender-Affirming Care Is Life-Saving Care." GLAAD declared that "every major medical association and leading world health authority supports health care for transgender people and youth." Fired up by the Republican "war on trans kids," and naturally deferential to institutional authority, Democrats have tended to echo this line. At a 2023 congressional-subcommittee hearing on pediatric gender medicine, the ranking Democrat, Representative Mary Gay Scanlon of Pennsylvania, declared that "gender-affirming care is safe and effective" and "supported by every major medical association"--groups that collectively count more than 1.3 million doctors as members. "It's not up for debate," she said. In line with this, Joe Biden's administration lobbied to remove age minimums from the industry's standards of care.

Today, though, the future of medical transition for minors is up for debate. On February 3, the American Society of Plastic Surgeons recommended that "surgeons delay gender-related breast/chest, genital, and facial surgery until a patient is at least 19 years old." The next day, the American Medical Association, the country's largest organization representing doctors, endorsed that view: "In the absence of clear evidence, the A.M.A. agrees with A.S.P.S. that surgical interventions in minors should be generally deferred to adulthood." These statements echo what skeptics of American youth gender medicine have been saying for years: The evidence of the benefits and risks of mastectomies and other surgeries is insufficient to justify their use as treatments for gender dysphoria, and follow-up data on those who have undergone the procedures are scant.

Helen Lewis: The liberal misinformation bubble about youth gender medicine

More significant, the ASPS statement explicitly endorses the conclusions of the Cass Report and the evidence review commissioned by the Department of Health and Human Services last year. LGBTQ groups and gender clinicians have dismissed both of these documents as fuel for right-wing attacks on care, even though Hilary Cass was a nonpartisan retired pediatrician, and most of the HHS report authors were self-described liberals and Democrats. But the ASPS references both warmly, and bases its new guidelines on the research carried out by the official British and American inquiries. "Both the Cass Review and the HHS report emphasize that the natural course of pediatric gender dysphoria remains poorly understood," notes the ASPS statement. "Available evidence suggests that a substantial proportion of children with prepubertal onset gender dysphoria experience resolution or significant reduction of distress by the time they reach adulthood, absent medical or surgical intervention." Put simply, that is an American doctors' organization acknowledging that gender dysphoria frequently resolves itself without treatment--a challenge to the idea that children's new identities should be uncritically endorsed.

I don't want to overstate what has happened here: The ASPS has been more cautious than other groups for many months now, and its new positions are limited in scope. Gender surgeries on minors were never offered by Britain's health service, and only a few thousand have been performed in the United States, according to a 2023 study. The ASPS statement also cites "insufficient evidence demonstrating a favorable risk-benefit ratio" for hormone treatments, but does not explicitly recommend against them. Yet the organization's stance still represents a shift away from the purely affirmative model, in which saying no is never a clinician's job. Notably, the group reminds members that "plastic surgeons cannot rely on the presence of a prior medical intervention, referral, or letter of support as a proxy for surgical indication or adolescent readiness."

This matters, because the idea of performing mastectomies on girls as young as 13 became a powerful symbol of a clique of doctors who could not be trusted to regulate themselves. The Miami surgeon Sidhbh Gallagher became known on TikTok for her catchphrase "yeet the teet," referring to mastectomies, and for calling herself "Dr. Teetus Deletus." The detransitioner Chloe Cole, who has testified in favor of state bans on pediatric gender medicine, received a double mastectomy at 15. Johanna Olson-Kennedy, who formerly worked at the gender clinic of the Children's Hospital Los Angeles, was the lead author on a paper recommending that mastectomies be offered based on "individual need rather than chronologic age." She once boasted at a seminar that she did not worry about regret: "If you want breasts at a later point in your life, you can go and get them."

Unfortunately, things are not that simple. In a recent lawsuit in New York State, a detransitioner called Fox Varian testified that she'd had her breasts removed at 16, only 11 months after first identifying as male. She had also been diagnosed with autism and had struggled with an eating disorder and anxiety. By the time of the surgery, she had changed her name twice already. Varian asserted, according to the reporter Benjamin Ryan, who attended the trial, that her doctor "served as an enabler, repeatedly assuring her that the mastectomy she desired would greatly improve her well-being." Varian told the court that she regretted the surgery instantly, and detransitioned three years later. She was awarded $2 million in damages. The court heard that she had been left with scarring and a lack of sensation, and would be unable to breastfeed.

Varian's lawsuit also claimed that doctors encouraged her mother to approve the surgery by invoking the specter of suicide. As I wrote last year, the idea of youth gender medicine as "lifesaving"--for the prevention of suicide--has been key to overriding parents' understandable concerns about these treatments. But this is another activist talking point that has begun to crumble. In front of the Supreme Court, the ACLU's Chase Strangio conceded that there was no evidence to support the assertion that transition prevents suicide, because "completed suicide, thankfully and admittedly, is rare." He argued that instead it reduced suicidal thoughts--a significant climbdown from the once-popular assertion that parents had to choose between "a dead son and a living daughter," and vice versa. His concession helped expose this rhetoric as the emotional blackmail that it always was.

Adam Serwer: The attack on trans rights won't end there

The tide is now going out on the affirmative approach to youth gender medicine as practiced in America. "I stopped the mutilation of children," Donald Trump told a prayer breakfast on February 5. Twenty-seven states have placed restrictions on the medical pathway, while gender clinics in blue cities such as Los Angeles have shut down under Trump's threat of funding cuts to their host institutions. Now the success of such a high-profile detransitioner lawsuit--one of more than two dozen currently under way, according to Ryan--will make the remaining affirmative clinicians nervous.

Frankly, they should be nervous. As the field has received more scrutiny, advocates have begun to stress the need for careful assessments, even though American providers in the 2010s largely rejected this essential feature of the Dutch protocol, the medical treatment for youth gender dysphoria developed in Europe in the 1990s. Today, when Democrats defend youth gender medicine, they tend to do so on the basis of individual freedom rather than the effectiveness of the treatments themselves. In 2024, a brief signed by 11 Democratic senators and 153 Democratic House members urged the Supreme Court not to uphold Tennessee's ban on youth medical transition. The state law "intrudes on an individual's decisions about their own medical care, made in partnership with their medical providers," the signatories said.

All of this represents a clear retrenchment from the 2010s and early 2020s. The excesses of that era prompted a backlash that fueled the current MAGA demonization of gender nonconformity. The story of youth gender medicine is one of good intentions, arrogance, fear, and polarization. It is also an avoidable tragedy.
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Trump Has a Bridge He Wants to Sell You

The president's closure of a trade route from Detroit to Windsor will help a billionaire and hurt basically everyone else.

by Jonathan Chait

Thu, 12 Feb 2026




The president of the United States became aware Monday evening, apparently for the first time, that a new bridge is set to open between Michigan and Ontario. The project promises to create a fast and inexpensive route that Michigan's farmers and businesses have sought for decades.

Donald Trump decided this could not stand.

In a typically discursive social-media post, Trump announced, "I will not allow this bridge to open until the United States is fully compensated for everything we have given them, and also, importantly, Canada treats the United States with the Fairness and Respect that we deserve." The post also predicts that ice hockey will soon be banned in Canada as a result of its trade agreement with China. On the plus side, it does refer to Canada as a "Country" rather than, as the president has enjoyed describing it, a state.

On the surface, this looked to be just one more Trumpian tantrum, the kind that regularly pops up when he sees something distressing on television or is spoken to by a woman without the self-abasement he demands.

Listen: Trump vs. Canada

But subsequent reporting suggests that this was something even worse: an episode that sums up Trumpian economics in all its stupidity and atavistic sleaze.

Hours before Trump's post, according to The New York Times, Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick met with Matthew Moroun, the owner of a competing bridge between Michigan and Ontario. Lutnick then spoke with the president by phone. You might wonder why a major international bridge has an owner when such things are ordinarily in public hands. The answer is that the Ambassador Bridge was privately constructed, and for decades has stood as the sole trucking link from Detroit to Windsor, a key thoroughfare for national and international commerce. If you want to travel from Michigan to, say, Boston, your fastest route runs through Canada.

The Ambassador Bridge gets clogged with traffic and charges expensive tolls, which Moroun is able to compel because his customers have no practical alternative. A separate tunnel connects Detroit and Windsor, but larger trucks can't use it. Moroun's family has spent decades and millions of dollars trying to keep things that way, relentlessly lobbying to block construction of a second bridge desired by drivers and merchants on both sides of the Detroit River.

A breakthrough arrived in 2012. Rick Snyder, a Republican who was then Michigan's governor, cut a deal with Canada to build the Gordie Howe International Bridge. Snyder had to work around the recalcitrant Michigan legislature, which had been plied with Moroun donations, by using executive authority. The terms of the deal required Canada to finance all construction costs. Canada is permitted to collect full tolls until it recoups its investment, and ownership of the bridge is to be split equally.

The project would unlock billions of dollars in savings for consumers and businesses. The sole loser is Moroun, a billionaire whose fortune rests on rent seeking. Now that the bridge construction is essentially complete and set to finally open, Moroun has gone to the administration, and Trump has shut down his competition.

Trump's stated demands to open the bridge are a mixture of fantasy and contrived grievance. Trump complains in his post that the bridge was built without American material, which is false, and insists, "With all that we have given them, we should own, perhaps, at least one half of this asset," which is already the case.

White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt, attempting to add a sheen of rationality to the president's ultimatum, said, "It's also unacceptable that more of this bridge isn't being built with more American-made materials." This is a difficult requirement to meet unless Canada decides to tear down the bridge and rebuild it with more American-made material.

Trump's post also requires, as a condition of opening the new bridge, that Canada give the United States more "respect." One way other countries have demonstrated respect to Trump has been furnishing him with expensive gifts or investing in his family businesses. Canada's rules against bribery make this negotiation shortcut more difficult.

Franklin Foer: Why the Gulf monarchs shower Trump with gifts

This episode is a prototypical demonstration of Trump's economic worldview. Faced with a policy choice that pits the interests of millions of people against the wealth of a single rent seeker, Trump has intervened in a way that benefits the billionaire.

The insight that the free exchange of goods and services has positive-sum benefits--a core tenet of market economics--has always eluded Trump. His instincts are not capitalistic but pre-capitalistic. He has the mentality of a Renaissance baron, hoarding power and collecting tribute rather than innovating and creating wealth.

The president may be hurting a foreign country, but that does not mean he is helping ours. He is shrinking the pie, while delivering a larger slice of it to a Trumpian oligarch.
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The Multibillion-Dollar Foundation That Controls the Humanities

Is the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation the last best hope for American arts and letters--or is it killing them?

by Tyler Austin Harper

Thu, 12 Feb 2026




In 1964, an influential report identified a disquieting trend in academia. "Increasingly during the past few years," it began, "concern has been expressed about the condition, in this country, of those fields of intellectual activity generally called the humanities." The 200-plus-page document was a publication of the National Commission on the Humanities, which had been established the previous year.

Reading the commission's findings six decades later, one could reasonably conclude that what today gets called the "crisis of the humanities" is not so much a discrete 21st-century emergency as the latest expression of an educational catastrophe long in the making. The challenges outlined in 1964 are familiar: meager funding, insufficient support for graduate students, too few faculty jobs, an education system that glamorizes science and math, dense writing that alienates the public, and on and on. "The state of the humanities today creates a crisis," the report concluded. "There is genuine doubt today whether the universities and colleges can insure that the purposes for which they were established and sometimes endowed will be fulfilled."

This doubt has not much diminished in the intervening decades, nor have the problems the report identified. Yet what is most notable in the report is not these similarities, but the commission's prescient fear that the solutions to what ailed the humanities--namely, more cash and large-scale institutional support--also carried risks. "For the very reason that the humanities are concerned with quality, with values, with emotions, and with the goals of living, they must remain free," the report proclaimed. "To control them is to dictate opinion and to subject all men to the tyranny of a controlling authority in the most intimate and sacred concerns of our existence as human beings."

The commission's boldest recommendation was that a new, publicly funded national foundation be established to dispense money to the humanities. But it also cautioned that this path was fraught. The report argued that, although building a taxpayer-financed agency to support American arts and letters was necessary, no federal body should have a monopoly on this grant-making, lest the humanities become unduly influenced by politics. "We must unquestionably increase the prestige of the humanities and the flow of funds to them," the commission wrote. "At the same time, however grave the need, we must safeguard the independence, the originality, and the freedom of expression of all who are concerned with liberal learning."

The report recommended that federal funding for the humanities be supplemented by ideologically diverse, nongovernmental donors. "The day must never come when scholars and artists can look only to the federal government for the help they need," it said. "The notion of any one 'chosen instrument' of government in this area must be abhorrent to anyone who cherishes the humanities and realizes that if they are not free they perish."

Thomas Chatterton Williams: Stop trying to make the humanities 'relevant'

For a while, things seemed to go more or less according to the commission's plan. President Lyndon B. Johnson established the National Endowment for the Humanities in 1965 in direct response to the report. A few years later, the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation was created to finance American arts and letters. It would become part of a broader network that included the Ford Foundation, which began funding the humanities in the 1950s, and the John Templeton Foundation, which began funding research in religion and philosophy in the 1980s. The benefaction of these private nonprofits eventually came to exceed, by a substantial margin, the money dispensed by the government, which has declined over time.

In recent decades, though, the priorities of many of these nonprofits have shifted. The Atlantic Philanthropies, a onetime stalwart, reduced its funding for the humanities in the 1990s. The Rockefeller Foundation began moving away from humanities funding in the 2000s. In 2022, the Ford Foundation announced plans to drastically reduce its higher-education funding in order to focus on racial-justice-movement building. With the broader ecosystem of humanities-focused philanthropies all but dried up, only one major private grant-maker is left standing.

Today, no single entity, including the federal government, has a more profound influence on the fiscal health and cultural output of the humanities than the Mellon Foundation. The National Endowment for the Humanities' grant budget was $78 million in 2024 (its overall budget was less than half of what it was in 1980, when adjusted for inflation). Mellon awarded $540 million in grants that same year; its endowment sits at roughly $8 billion.

Mellon's largesse is badly needed, especially as the Trump administration has threatened further cuts to the NEH. But the foundation's virtual monopoly on humanities funding means that it has the power to remake entire fields according to its desires. And in recent years, under the leadership of Elizabeth Alexander, who became the organization's president in 2018, Mellon has embraced an understanding of the humanities that is much more utilitarian, and far more political, than the one put forward by the 1964 commission. In June 2020, Mellon announced that it would be "prioritizing social justice in all of its grantmaking"--"a major strategic evolution" for the organization. This new paradigm seems to find value in arts and letters only insofar as they advance approved, left-leaning causes.

Over the past decade or so, conservative critics of higher education have tended to offer a rather simple explanation for the humanities' decline. Their argument amounts to a version of "go woke, go broke." According to this theory, ultraprogressive faculty coalesced around an unpopular liberal orthodoxy, turning off undergraduates (and the public) and accelerating the humanities' collapse. In short, Shakespeare was replaced by jargon-laden prattle about "settler colonialism," and students took their tuition dollars to more sane, less shrill corners of universities.

But this tale places too much of the blame on humanities professors, overestimating their actual power within institutions. More important, the went-woke-went-broke hypothesis does not account for the ways that economic transformations within higher education have accelerated the trends that conservatives lament. Specifically, the right-wing theory of the case gets the causal arrow wrong. The humanities aren't broke because they went woke. The humanities went woke in large part because they were broke. As other donors, the government, and universities themselves all but abandoned these fields, Mellon became a lifeline. But the foundation has proved to be--as Jacques Derrida might have said--a kind of pharmakon: a Greek word that the philosopher noted could be translated as either "remedy" or "poison," depending on your perspective.

Tyler Austin Harper: The humanities have sown the seeds of their own destruction

The 1964 report failed to anticipate that, in the 21st century, one of the most substantial challenges to the intellectual and political autonomy of the humanities would come not from a government agency, but from a private organization. American humanists now find themselves in a position that the report's authors would have considered a nightmare: A multibillion-dollar politicized grant-making entity has a stranglehold over humanities research and teaching, and is using that power to push them in a direction that blurs the boundaries between scholarship and activism, pedagogy and politics.

Under Alexander's leadership, even as it has cut back on funding for less political projects, Mellon has disbursed enormous sums of money to hyper-liberal academic initiatives at institutions both public and private. These have included grants to Portland State University to help its Women, Gender, and Sexuality Studies Department become more "ungovernable," creating "spaces where activism is encouraged" and "queer and feminist resistance" takes place; to Texas A&M at San Antonio for the Borderlands Shakespeare Colectiva (a group of academics and activists who "use Shakespeare to reimagine colonial histories and to envision socially just futures in La Frontera"); to Northwestern University for a project that explores how "Black dance practices" work to "instantiate Black freedom"; to Northeastern University for its Digital Transgender Archive to establish a new "lab" on the West Coast; and to UC Davis's Department of Gender, Sexuality and Women's Studies to create a working group on "Trans Liberation in an Age of Fascism."

One may feel a variety of ways about the worldview that Mellon has chosen to promote through its grant-making. But the salient question is not whether its politics are laudable or lamentable, or even whether the projects it funds are beneficial. The real questions are: What are the consequences when eye-watering sums of money are put behind the idea that the purpose of American arts and letters is not wisdom but advocacy? What happens when the humanities are seen not as having intrinsic worth, but as valuable only insofar as they can be of service to a cause? And what happens when the "choice" of whether to accede to this vision of the humanities becomes--when there is only one real funding game in town--a matter of survival versus collapse?

The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation was established in 1969, when two siblings--Ailsa Mellon Bruce, a socialite and an art collector, and Paul Mellon, an art collector and a racehorse breeder--decided to combine their personal charitable outfits in honor of their late industrialist father. Their new organization would fund American arts and letters, eventually including foreign-language programs, university special collections, tenure-track positions for new humanities professors, graduate fellowships for Ph.D. students, archival research, and more.

Even before its recent pivot, Mellon tended to tilt to the left, perhaps as a kind of compensation for, or a distraction from, the unseemly reality that it is a multibillion-dollar foundation created by the patrician offspring of a robber baron. But although some of its endeavors through the years were expressly social-justice-oriented (such as a 2016 grant for Columbia's "Facing Whiteness" project, an interdisciplinary study of how white Americans think about their racial identity), others were more traditional (a long-standing relationship with the Folger Shakespeare Library, for example).

In many ways, the role that liberal politics and social justice should play in higher education has been a preoccupation of the country's colleges and universities since the mid-20th century. Like cicadas, controversies tend to pop up every decade or so. There was William F. Buckley Jr.'s panic about "collectivism" in the Ivy League, documented in his 1951 book, God and Man at Yale. There were the campus free-speech and civil-rights movements of the 1960s, many of which led to the establishment of identity-focused humanities departments. Then came the fights over political correctness, multiculturalism, and the literary canon in the '80s and '90s associated with conservative intellectuals such as Allan Bloom and Roger Kimball. Christopher Rufo's "critical race theory" dissension kicked off the 2020s, giving way to disputes over wokeness and anti-wokeness. Lately, American campuses have been dominated by the debates around decolonial theory and free speech that emerged from the Gaza crisis.

From the November 1951 issue: A review of William F. Buckley Jr.'s attack on Yale

The cumulative effect of these skirmishes has been to weaken the humanities' already vulnerable stock with the public. American culture treats the arts, ideas, and literature as luxury goods that can be cast aside during moments of belt-tightening, and post-2008 austerity measures have hit the humanities hard, resulting in budget cuts, vanished tenure lines, dwindling research funds, and diminished federal dollars. In a 2024 article for an academic journal, the literary scholar Christopher Newfield showed how few resources are allocated to basic humanities research in the United States. "Of the $54 billion or so in research that the federal government funds in U.S. higher education, $69 million goes to the humanities," he wrote. "That is, the humanities receive 0.13% of the federal total."

These economic woes have been exacerbated by the fact that, especially after the Great Recession, students and parents have placed even more emphasis on "practical" college majors that offered a strong "return on investment." Unable to compete with STEM or business-adjacent fields in the hallowed category of "Making a Ton of Money After Graduation," the humanities gradually settled into a sales pitch to justify the expense of a degree: The English or history or philosophy department will help turn you into A Good Person. The ROI of a humanities degree was not economic, the thinking went, but political and moral. This was the context in which Elizabeth Alexander became Mellon's president, in 2018.

Alexander's pedigree made her a natural choice to lead the foundation. Born to Clifford L. Alexander Jr.--a Kennedy-administration official and the first Black secretary of the Army--and Adele Logan Alexander, a noted historian, she has spent a lifetime in elite institutions: Sidwell Friends. Yale. Boston University to study poetry with Derek Walcott. A Ph.D. in English from the University of Pennsylvania. A stint as an assistant professor at the University of Chicago. Followed by Smith. Followed by Yale (again). Followed by reciting her own poetry at Barack Obama's first inauguration ("In today's sharp sparkle, this winter air, / any thing can be made, any sentence begun. / On the brink, on the brim, on the cusp"). A stint as the Ford Foundation's director of creativity and (ironically) free expression after that. Then Mellon.

Benjamin Schmidt: The humanities are in crisis

Alexander reportedly said in her interviews for the role that she planned to pivot the foundation's attention to social-justice work, and she has kept her word. "There won't be a penny that is going out the door that is not contributing to a more fair, more just, more beautiful society," she declared in 2020.

To better understand the impact of Mellon's agenda, I spoke with about 20 people who have had close dealings with the foundation. Some are professors; others are senior administrators who act as middlemen between their institution and donors and grant-makers. Several have been interacting with Mellon for a decade or more. They are employed at a variety of institutions, some public and some private, some generously endowed and others more threadbare. Most agreed to speak with me on the condition of anonymity. "I don't think I want to go on the record," a historian told me, "because Mellon is very powerful."

One scholar described a relationship with Mellon that was as personal as it was professional. Decades ago, a Mellon fellowship paid for her to pursue a Ph.D. in 19th-century literature. "It changed my life," she said. Later, when she was a new faculty member, a second Mellon grant enabled her to conduct research for her first book. The sort of work she did was traditional, historically minded, and apolitical, and she noted that she benefited from Mellon's old approach to funding, in which "classic subjects were the norm."

When I asked her how she felt about the organization's turn toward social-justice work, she seemed ambivalent. She was open to Mellon's new direction, but she also worried that the focus on progressive issues in academia had become "all-encompassing" and made the humanities a target of political criticism. I heard similar concerns from others.

A director responsible for grant administration at a small college said that humanities professors at her institution were distraught by Mellon's new focus, which they saw as coming at the expense of areas of inquiry without obvious social-justice relevance. She characterized some of the reactions she's heard: "Are you saying that it's no longer valuable that I'm doing research on these texts from this time to see what I can learn about them? Is that not valuable anymore to anyone?"

This director described a difficult conversation with a religious-studies professor who was excited about a new project. She told him that it had little chance of getting funding from Mellon, because, as the director put it, "it was purely research. It had nothing to do with community partners or racial justice." She tried to let him down gently, but said it was like watching the air go out of a balloon.

I became a tenure-track humanities professor in 2020, and I remember Mellon's shift being greeted with some quiet concern that funding in more traditional research areas would lapse. I saw an example of this several years ago, when a senior academic I know well was seeking research funding for a book project that had nothing to do with social justice. Forced to choose between forgoing an opportunity to win a badly needed grant and twisting his research into a social-justice pretzel, he opted for the pretzel, amending the project to focus on race in an unsuccessful bid to win the foundation's favor. Another humanities academic I spoke with confessed that, like my acquaintance, he had reimagined his work to focus more squarely on race; he did win a grant. I suspect that this may not be a rare occurrence.

One professor told me that, after he and his colleagues were turned down for various Mellon grants, a representative from the foundation began helping them draft a new proposal that would more likely be approved. "We were pretty tightly coached," he said. "It certainly felt like we were being told, 'Do this, this, and this in order for it to work on our end.' " Ultimately, he said, a fair amount of social-justice jargon was tacked on to the proposal, "in consultation with, or perhaps at the insistence of, the representative from Mellon." His team won the grant. (Asked to comment on this, Mellon responded in a statement to The Atlantic, "We firmly support intellectual and academic freedom." The foundation also said that, "as a private charitable organization, we exercise our freedom to support projects in alignment with our mission.")

It is hard to see how an incentive structure that pushes scholars to fake or fudge an interest in social justice helps produce a more just academy. If anything, this seems likely to further entrench higher education's tendency to confuse performative preening with real societal improvement. It also effaces the difference between serious scholarship on race, colonialism, or gender and gaseous buzzword-mongering.

When I was pursuing a Ph.D. in comparative literature in the 2010s, Mellon's Dissertation Completion Fellowship program provided essential financial support to graduate students finishing their studies. There were no substantive constraints on the subject areas that could be covered; awardees worked on topics as diverse as 15th-century women's devotional literature, Descartes' conception of infinity, temporal clauses in linguistics, and hacking culture in contemporary Mexico. In 2022, however, that program was eliminated.

Mellon's newer Dissertation Innovation Fellowship focuses on "supporting scholars who can build a more diverse, inclusive, and equitable academy." The guidelines list "thoughtful engagement with communities that are historically underrepresented in higher education" as one of the primary criteria used to evaluate the strength of an application; by my count, all 45 of the 2025 awardees work on issues of identity or social or environmental justice. The fellowship is explicitly "designed to intervene" before a student's research direction is finalized, which means, in practice, that Mellon can steer students who are just beginning to settle on a dissertation topic toward its preferred areas of inquiry.




In an alternate universe, with ample humanities funding for less politically salient work, one might see the fellowship program as an unalloyed good, providing support to projects that have not historically enjoyed sufficient resources. But in the funding landscape that actually exists, the reality is zero-sum. Every dollar that Mellon spends on this work is a dollar that it cannot spend on "non-applied" humanities research--in other words, scholarship for scholarship's sake that has no aim except to expand knowledge.

Some may argue that this trade-off is prudent. From my perspective, however, the gift of the humanities is that they liberate us from the tyranny of present opinion and the views of those in power--including those who sit atop multibillion-dollar philanthropies. A version of the humanities that sees its chief mandate as finding solutions to pragmatic problems doesn't ultimately seem all that different from the accounting department or business school.

I asked multiple times over the course of several months for an interview with Elizabeth Alexander, but through a spokesperson she refused to talk with me, a decision that highlights a broader set of problems within elite academic culture: a disinclination to be accountable to laypeople. A sense that private institutions, regardless of how much they influence the public, are entitled to push whatever ideologies they want. And a belief that it is perfectly natural for higher education to have a liberal slant because everything good and decent has a liberal slant. (Alexander sent along a handful of comments through a spokesperson shortly before this issue went to press. "At Mellon, grantmaking is guided not by ideology," she wrote, "but by the powerful ideal that the rich fabric of America's cultural and intellectual contributions must be broadened to convey the full scale of our nation's histories, surface new ideas, and challenge long-held assumptions.")

Alexander's appointment to Mellon also speaks to another trend I've observed within wealthy liberal institutions, in which people of color from unusually privileged backgrounds are anointed as standard-bearers for a radical cultural worldview that many working-class minorities do not share--even as the former are ostensibly intended to "represent" the latter. Of course, it is not Alexander's fault that she is the daughter of illustrious parents. Or that she is a descendant of the Logan family, a famous lineage of highly educated Black elites whose influence stretches back to the 19th century. Or that she is a longtime personal friend of the Obamas, or that her brother served on Barack Obama's transition team ahead of his first inauguration, where she read her poem "Praise Song for the Day."

But these facts are also not irrelevant to her elevation at Mellon, by whom she was paid $1.53 million in direct compensation and $672,785 in other compensation in 2024. I have no objection to poets making rookie-NFL-player money--though her 2024 salary is the equivalent of about 16 average tenure-track professors' annual pay--but it does make all of the social-justice posturing a little more comical.

Various people I spoke with said that Alexander has remade Mellon according to her values, pushing the foundation to become ever more devoted to a narrow conception of progress. A senior official in charge of grant administration at a small private college noted that Alexander has brought a new style of leadership to the foundation, wielding more top-down bureaucratic control and pushing more sweeping changes than past presidents have. Others agreed with this characterization.

This is a significant departure from the nonprofit's past approach to managing relationships with the institutions it funds, in which Mellon officials would try to balance a college's or university's particular--often less political--needs against its own ideological priorities. In 2023, the foundation allotted $1 million to "deepen the ongoing conversation in Transgender Studies" at the University of Kansas--specifically, to "establish a cohort model for scholar-activists" and "create a more trans-liberatory local and regional landscape." Another $1 million went to classics professors at Princeton and Brown for a project called Racing the Classics, devoted to encouraging early-career scholars to implement "critical race approaches and curricular experimentation." In 2024, Loyola Marymount University won a three-year, $431,000 grant to "bridge AI practitioners and disability justice scholars and activists." And MIT received $500,000 for something called Engaging With Music and Musicking Through Engagement, aimed at correcting its curriculum's "Western European biases."

Whether or not these programs and projects are serious, significant contributions to humanities scholarship and teaching is somewhat beside the point. Even assuming that the undertakings are all worthwhile, the volume of financial support directed at the "scholar activism" model, at a moment when other, more time-honored varieties of humanities education are withering away, is cause for concern. Majors such as English, philosophy, and theater belong to an ever-shrinking number of fields that are not squarely devoted to job-market preparation or "skill building," fields that aspire to do something loftier than clearing the brush from students' career pathways. The merging of humanistic work and activism represents a surrender to the utilitarian logic that measures the worth of knowledge by its direct impact on "the real world."

Mellon itself disputes this notion. A spokesperson connected me with Phillip Brian Harper, the foundation's program director for higher learning, who said, "Social justice is a fuzzy term that people invest with a range of different meanings that don't necessarily apply to the way we do grant-making." He argued that Mellon's focus is on emerging fields that have not received grant money in the past, regardless of their particular political bent. "Now, it does so happen that a lot of historically underfunded fields entail scholarly work that itself has social-justice objectives in mind," he conceded. "But that's a separate thing."

This is quite obviously nonsense. Harper himself published an opinion article in 2022 titled "Studying Humanities Can Prepare the Next Generation of Social Justice Leaders." "The country's next generation of leaders is pushing for racial equity, economic equality, disability justice and gender and sexual liberation," he wrote. "To succeed they will need the observational and analytical skills that can be developed by studying ideas, historical events, aesthetic works and cultural practices"--in other words, by studying the humanities. In this context, it seems clear that "social justice work" does indeed mean "activism."

Some of Mellon's recent grants have the potential to remake liberal-arts education entirely. The foundation's Humanities for All Times project, launched in 2021, is premised on the notion that "today's humanities undergrads are tomorrow's social justice leaders." Over the past several years, the foundation has regularly invited small cohorts of liberal-arts colleges to apply for grants--up to $1.5 million each--that support social-justice-aligned curricular development. The application guidelines note that "submissions oriented toward revising an institution's entire general education program are especially welcome." That is to say, college administrators and academics are encouraged to submit proposals for projects that would overhaul their core requirements for all students, in every major, in the service of a progressive political program.

A 2021 Humanities for All Times grant proposal from Colorado College reads like conservative satire: "We recognize the myriad ways in which white supremacy has shaped our institution and have been taking steps to work our way out of its grip," it confesses near the beginning. The application promises the introduction of "at least 50 new and relevant courses" to "empower students to be changemakers." Mellon gave the college $1 million to carry out this work.

In the summer of 2023, Colorado College hosted a conference based on this prompt: "How do the humanities contribute to anti-oppressive work, and how can humanities methods--from inquiry and critique to creative production and performance--dismantle systems of oppression, create and sustain community and solidarity, and advance liberation?" It does not seem to occur to those asking such questions that the humanities may not be especially well equipped to "dismantle systems of oppression." Nor do they seem to consider that what might in fact be most valuable about fields like English, history, and philosophy is that they aspire to stand above the flotsam and jetsam of our immediate circumstances, and instead set their sights on what the classicist Leo Strauss called the "permanent problems" that have troubled human beings from time immemorial.

As easy as it is to point to cartoonishly progressive things that Mellon has funded, it is also true that, under Alexander, the foundation deserves credit for working to create a more economically just landscape within higher education. Before Alexander's arrival, Mellon tended to disburse lavish funding to institutions that were already rich. Now, as part of Mellon's commitment to equity, it is making a conscious effort to provide funding to public and less selective institutions. It has also increased funding for university-led prison education programs.

In 2024, Mellon spent $25 million to fund paid internships for undergraduate humanities students at five public colleges and universities. These internships can be in any field, with no particular ideological or social-justice strings attached. Renata Miller, a dean at the City College of New York, was effusive about the $5 million internship grant it received. She told me that the money helps provide support for child care, commuting costs, and other obstacles that can prevent working-class students from taking internships.

Elizabeth Spiller, the arts-and-sciences dean at the University of South Florida, wrote in a press release that she was stunned her school was even asked to apply for a similar program. USF ultimately received a $4.8 million grant, which can fund up to 900 students a year to take otherwise-unpaid internships.

Ironically, programs like this illustrate the bind in which both Mellon and the humanities writ large find themselves. It is hard to argue that the tens of millions of dollars that Mellon is putting toward internships for working-class kids at public colleges and universities would be better spent financing dusty archival research on 16th-century France. But this calculus also says something about the deeper structural problems of a model that pits various social goods--programs for humanities undergrads, resources for Ph.D. students, traditional humanities research, support for emerging fields and endowment-poor universities--against one another.

Read: If the University of Chicago won't defend the humanities, who will?

When I asked Harper how he feels about Mellon's role as the country's preeminent humanities funder, and the difficult choices that necessitates, he took issue with my characterization. "Serving in this way, that is not Mellon's role," he said. "Given the situation that we're in, Mellon is accidentally in the position of being the primary large funder." His point was that safeguarding the health of the humanities was not the foundation's raison d'etre, even if the decisions it makes affect that health directly.

This distinction helps shed light on the implicit question that underlies the entire debate about Mellon's new focus. Namely, should the foundation be blamed for damaging the humanities by directing nearly half a billion dollars a year toward a social-justice-ified vision of American arts and letters, or should universities, the federal government, and other donors instead be blamed for not providing a healthier funding ecosystem to begin with, to say nothing of the anti-woke conservative billionaires who complain endlessly about the humanities and champion "the classics" without ever spending a single penny to support them?

"The sector needs to be taken by the collar and shaken very hard until resources that are adequate to the support of humanities doctoral students are jarred loose from higher-ed institutions themselves," Harper said, growing animated. "The role of the Mellon Foundation is to catalyze that sort of change. It's not to serve in perpetuity as the piggy bank for research." Mellon, he said, was never supposed to be a panacea for the humanities.

But with the academic humanities in their death throes, Harper's distinction between role and position may be largely beside the point. No, it is not Mellon's job to be the humanities' piggy bank. Yes, Mellon is the humanities' piggy bank. The resulting situation is dismal, and the Trump administration's funding cuts will only make things worse.

Yet the president's attacks on the National Endowment for the Humanities and the canceling of federal humanities grants might not have the effect that conservatives hope for. Howard Husock, a fellow at the American Enterprise Institute, recently warned that gutting the NEH would simply expand the power vacuum for Mellon, and is likely to give the progressive organization even more sway over American arts and letters.

Some will no doubt feel that it is irresponsible to criticize Mellon at a moment when higher education is under assault from the federal government. That point of view is fair enough, I suppose, though I think it's also misguided. The humanities' problems began well before Donald Trump ever ran for office. The fantasy that we can put off these uncomfortable discussions--about Mellon, about the humanities, about the relationship between scholarship and activism--until some imagined time when higher education is in a healthier place strikes me as just that: a fantasy.

Read: American higher ed never figured out its purpose

The humanities are in the mess they're in because of federal budget cuts, and because of administrators who care more about the football team than about William Faulkner, and because of the toxic pragmatism of an American culture that has a hard time valuing anything that is not immediately, aggressively useful. But the humanities are also in this mess because those of us who care about them have often preferred hunkering down in a defensive crouch, rattling our donation jars and begging for scraps, to serious soul-searching about the real purpose of American arts and letters. We have been too reluctant, or perhaps too ashamed, to consider whether we have betrayed the humanities' very spirit in our mad, ever more futile quest to keep them financially solvent.

I often wonder what, exactly, we think we're saving. Are the humanities as they are currently instantiated in the American university system actually worth the Faustian bargains we are forced to make to keep them? At their best, the humanities remind us that our problems are petty not because they are small, but because they are born of the same questions that have plagued all humans since our species lowered itself down from the trees and traded monkey chatter for wisdom-seeking: How to live virtuously? How to exist together peaceably? How to die with grace?

The humanities predate the modern university by millennia, and they will surely outlast it. But a higher-education system that can no longer keep them safe from the vulgarities of the market, the siren song of cultural warfare, or the decidedly sublunary work of furnishing political propaganda is one that has not just failed the humanities, but failed entirely.
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Why the U.S. Hasn't Yet Struck Iran

Diplomacy meets <em>The Art of the Deal.</em><strong><em> </em></strong>

by Nancy A. Youssef, Vivian Salama

Thu, 12 Feb 2026




Late last month, President Trump took to social media to issue a not-at-all-veiled threat to the theocratic rulers of Iran: Come to the negotiating table and agree to "NO NUCLEAR WEAPONS," or risk the same type of swift and violent response that plucked Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro and his wife from Caracas in the middle of the night. "Time is running out, it is truly of the essence!"

Two weeks later, it suddenly isn't. There is now "no rush" to make a deal, Trump said on Friday while speaking to reporters. Usually, threats of war come after talks fail, not before they have even started. But this time, the United States and Iran appear to have reset the clock just as the administration was at its most bellicose. So what happened?

The Trump administration had been considering its military options, which ranged from targeting leaders to hitting Iran's nuclear program. But officials discovered that the U.S. could not conduct a major offensive as quickly as they had hoped without real risks to American forces, support from allies, and regional stability, two U.S. officials told us. Even though Trump has boasted about a "massive Armada" sprinting toward Iran, the U.S. does not have enough ships and planes in the region to conduct weeks of strikes, the officials said. It also does not have clear targets: The White House has yet to outline to military commanders what it would want to achieve through strikes, the officials said, suggesting that the use of force is not imminent.

Instead, the U.S. held direct talks with Iran over the weekend for the first time since last year. Admiral Brad Cooper, the top commander for Central Command, which is responsible for operations in the Middle East, was among the American officials present for the negotiations in Oman. The discussions allowed Iran to gauge U.S. interest in reaching a deal, a spokesperson for the country's foreign ministry said. The Trump administration publicly expressed optimism. But one official involved told us that the United States walked away with questions about whether Iran was "serious about negotiations or simply pursuing this course to buy additional time."

Beyond a reprieve from military action, Iran wants relief from economic sanctions, but without constraints on its regional militias and giving up its right to enrich uranium and its arsenal of ballistic missiles. Trump wants to eliminate any future potential for an Iranian nuclear facility that he said was "obliterated" during strikes in June, but that could still be revived.

The biggest unknown looming over the talks is how much patience the president has for negotiating before turning to strikes. Trump said on Tuesday that the U.S. will "have to do something very tough" if a deal is not reached soon.

Trump's latest threats against Iran began last month, near the height of protests inside the country, when it appeared that the regime could fall and U.S. military strikes could finish it off. Since then, the Iranian government has cracked down on protesters, killing thousands and arresting political figures who have promoted reforms. The country is the weakest it has been in decades: Its economy is in a downward spiral, and its proxies, particularly in Gaza, Lebanon, and Syria, are stretched thin, making asserting power across the region more difficult.

But just because a regime is fragile politically doesn't mean it is weak militarily. A strike against Iran would be a daunting, complex operation for the U.S. military, defense officials told us. The brutality with which the Iranian government quashed protests suggests that it is not in immediate danger of falling, and the nation's security apparatus (notably its Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps) did not defect or fracture during the uprisings. The country has long-range ballistic missiles that can reach every corner of the Middle East and hundreds of cruise missiles and drones that could easily strike countries in the Gulf. These assets remain functional after the U.S. bombed the Fordow nuclear site and Israel damaged air defenses over the summer.

Read: What are the chances Trump attacks Iran?

An operation aimed at regime change or the weakening of Iran's nuclear program would be "highly complex because of Iran's capabilities," one official told us. Iran would respond, the official said, potentially striking U.S. forces and allies.

The operation would also be difficult to sustain. The "Armada" that Trump said is moving with "great power, enthusiasm, and purpose" is insufficient to mount a major weekslong offensive, the officials told us, and does not include the needed air defenses. The United States has enough military assets in the region to conduct a narrow mission over several days--one that could, for instance, involve targeted strikes on key Iranian leaders or military assets. The Pentagon referred questions about the need for more military firepower in the region to the White House. The White House reiterated Trump's view that the Iranian regime must abandon its nuclear program and "make a deal."

The U.S. strikes against Iran over the summer--a more limited operation than what Trump is now signaling--originated from two aircraft carriers in the region. A larger offensive would require at least two carriers that could bring in enough planes to, for example, strike many of Iran's ballistic-missile launchers. (Only one carrier strike group, the USS Abraham Lincoln, is currently in the region.) On Tuesday, Trump told Axios that he was considering deploying a second carrier. Doing so would require one of the Navy's existing carrier crews to cut their preparation or rest time. Getting the carrier there--the USS George H. W. Bush is next in line--would take at least two weeks.

If Iran's ultimate goal is to preserve its regime, compromises on its nuclear program and regional proxies will be needed, defense officials told us. Trump met with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu for more than two hours yesterday. Netanyahu has been clear that he worries that any negotiation will give Iran too much leeway. "There was nothing definitive reached other than I insisted that negotiations with Iran continue to see whether or not a Deal can be consummated," Trump posted on Truth Social after the meeting with Netanyahu.

Read: The U.S. military can't do everything at once

Israel would likely support the U.S. in targeting Iran, officials told us, but the rest of the region is eager to avoid hostilities. Officials from Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates--neither of which is at all sympathetic to Iran--told administration officials that they do not want to be involved in and would not support a regional conflict, according to Arab and U.S. officials. Countries hosting U.S. military bases--specifically Kuwait, Qatar, and Bahrain--are particularly vulnerable because Iran has warned that it could retaliate against those bases. Any military action could shut down the Strait of Hormuz, a transit point for roughly 20 percent of the world's oil exports. Some countries fear that military action could rattle investors' confidence in a region that relies heavily on direct foreign investment. Gulf allies also fear catastrophic outcomes, such as radiation exposure resulting from strikes on nuclear facilities or cyberattacks on critical infrastructure. Iran's opposition, meanwhile, is disorganized and has little common vision for the country's future beyond a desire to get rid of the clerics.

Without regional support, the United States risks entering into a war without a coalition that would reinforce its military might. But there's also a risk in continuing to delay. Vali Nasr, a professor of international affairs and Middle East studies at the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies, told us that by putting military action on the table and then not seeing it through, "Trump has instead alerted Iran of potential war and given them time to prepare." Every day that U.S. forces are in the region without acting, they give Iran more of a chance to get ready.
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Iran Wants Him Arrested. He's Going Back Anyway.

After Jafar Panahi is done promoting his Oscar-nominated film, <em>It Was Just an Accident</em>, he plans to return to his home country--despite the threat of a prison sentence.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 12 Feb 2026




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

Late in Jafar Panahi's Oscar-nominated film, It Was Just an Accident, comes a confrontation. An Iranian woman looks into the face of a sadistic prison official and taunts, "You think this country belongs to you?" Panahi, who wrote and directed the film, describes it as an artificial fast-forward, set in a time when the violence has died down, the prisoners have been released, life has returned to normal, and the urgent open question is to forgive or to take revenge.

Of course, that time still feels far away. The Iranian regime has recently killed thousands of protesters and sentenced even moderate dissenters to long prison sentences. Panahi's co-writer Mehdi Mahmoudian was recently jailed after signing a letter objecting to the crackdowns. Panahi, who also signed the letter and has been touring the United States to promote his film, has been sentenced to one year in prison in absentia. His lawyer has said they plan to appeal the sentence. Still, he insists that as soon as Oscar season is over, he will head back home.

Like many of Panahi's other films, this one is improbably funny. The action mostly consists of four misfits driving around Tehran fighting about what to do with the man they've kidnapped, someone they believe to be their torturer. Also like his other films, he shot it in secret, with limited takes, natural lighting, and locations chosen to evade the authorities (nearly a third of the film is shot from inside a van). Panahi has been ducking censors long enough that he seems to have cracked the code of how to make rich, sarcastic, brutally critical movies despite the regime's relentless repression. And in the case of It Was Just an Accident, he made a movie that offers empathy even to the torturer.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk to Panahi about his characters, his film's enigmatic ending, and what he's hearing from friends in Iran. Panahi was in the U.S. when American protesters were shot and killed by federal agents in Minneapolis, and we talk about parallels he sees between the U.S. and Iran.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: Iranian director Jafar Panahi's latest movie, It Was Just an Accident, shot in secret in Tehran, is nominated for two Oscars. In it, a group of misfits roam around in a white van trying to figure out what to do with the person they just kidnapped.

[Clip from It Was Just an Accident]

Rosin: One of the women is wearing a wedding dress the whole time. One of the men is a hothead, perpetually at 11. They bicker about what to do with their victim, who is sedated and locked in a box.

[Clip from It Was Just an Accident]

Rosin: It's the setup for a caper, and lots of ridiculous things do happen. But at its core, the movie is driving towards the country's real open wound.

The man locked in the box is someone they all suspect to have been their torturer in prison, a sadistic agent of the regime named Eghbal, who ruined each of their lives in distinct ways.

The dig at the Iranian regime is not subtle.

[Music plays over clip from It Was Just an Accident]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Today, we're talking to Panahi. He's in the U.S. in the lead-up to the Oscars, and he joins us at a moment when Iran is seeing some of the largest protests in the country's history, met by some of the most violent government crackdowns. Estimates of protesters killed range from the thousands to the tens of thousands.

In recent days, the government has started arresting even moderates and extended the sentence of an activist and Nobel Peace Prize winner to 17 years in prison. Panahi's co-writer was recently arrested, and Panahi himself has been sentenced to one year in prison in absentia. His lawyer has said they intend to appeal the sentence.

It seems like once again Iran, still potentially a nuclear power, has the world on edge.

Rosin: Does he like to be called by his, like--Jafar or Panahi or ...?
 Sheida Dayani: (Translates in Farsi.)
 Jafar Panahi: (Answers in Farsi.)
 Dayani: Whatever you're comfortable.
 Rosin: Okay. (Laughs.) All right, well, Jafar--


Rosin: We talked to Panahi about all of this and his film It Was Just an Accident earlier this week, through his interpreter, Sheida Dayani.

[Music]

Rosin: But what did you want an audience, either Iranian or international, to understand or be thinking about when they're watching this movie?

Panahi: Usually, these types of films are made after the fall, or the change of a regime, because then, that's when people go back to see what happened, and based on their understanding of the past, then they make a film. And it's also very important for people to make films in a secure fashion. But I wanted to make this film now because I wanted to have the audience think about the future and I wanted to prepare the audience about what is about to come.

Rosin: Oh.

Panahi: To me, it was very important to raise this question to the audience about whether the cycle of violence going to continue or if we can be hopeful that, at some point, it's going to end.

Rosin: Mm.

[Music]

News anchor (from BBC News): Shopkeepers and market stallholders began protesting against rocketing food prices on Sunday, and today, they were joined by university students demanding political change--


Rosin: Speaking of the cycle of violence, where were you when you heard about the protests in late December in Iran?

[Sounds of chanting]

Rosin: Who told you about them, and what were you hearing from friends and family?

Panahi: I have been outside Iran for some time because of the Oscar campaign for this film, but as I have said before, as soon as the campaign ends, I will return to Iran.

[Panahi's answer in Farsi]

[Music]

Panahi: When the protests broke, I was in Paris, and when they shut down the internet--

News anchor (from CNN): Iran is in a near-total internet blackout amid widespread anti-government protests--


Panahi: --my friends and I issued a statement and said, When they do shut down the internet, it means that they're going to commit a big massacre.

News anchor (from BBC News): One human-rights group based in the U.S. has now confirmed the killing of over 6,000 people. It's also investigating 17,000 more deaths--


[Panahi's answer in Farsi]

Panahi: Of course, with the complete telecommunications blackout, I also lost touch with my family members. My son, my sisters and brothers all live there, and I was not in touch with them.

After the internet came back--I don't remember how long it took--I was also in touch with close-by family members. My immediate family members are okay, but distant family members are not.

Rosin: Your co-writer Mehdi Mahmoudian was just recently arrested. How did you hear about that?

Panahi: When Mehdi got arrested, it was when the internet was more or less back, and we were sending messages to each other. I sent him a message around 3:30 a.m. Paris time, and the message was not seen, and it was not delivered either. And I waited until noon of the next day, and it still was not seen, and that's when I was suspicious that something has happened, so I started contacting my friends. And it was around 4 or 5 p.m. that I heard through BBC Persian that he has been arrested.

It seems that they arrested Mehdi because of a statement that we co-signed together with other activists, human-right lawyers, and, in total, 17 of us, among whom we have people who have won the Nobel Peace Prize; we have people who have won the Sakharov Prize. And these were all acknowledged and known Iranians inside Iran, and some of them were outside.

After that statement, they arrested Mehdi and a few other people, and it's a statement that puts the fault and the blame of the massacre on [Iranian supreme leader] Mr. [Ali] Khamenei.

Rosin: And when someone is arrested, do you know what happened to him? Does your imagination fill in the blanks? Sort of what happens next when a friend is arrested?

Dayani: Does he know, meaning can he imagine, or does he have information?

Rosin: Well, I guess, does he have information? And if he does not, does his imagination fill in the blanks?

Dayani: Mm-hmm. (Translates in Farsi.)

Panahi: They usually never announce in the beginning who has taken these people, where they have been taken to, and for what reason. We have to wait for the person who has been arrested to contact the family members.

Mehdi was able to contact his family after two or three days, but only for one minute. And he had only one minute to say that he is alive, and he is okay, and he has been arrested, and then the phone got shut off.

Now we know that he is in Nowshahr city. And he is kept in a cell of 17 by 17 meters with 30 other prisoners, none of whom are political prisoners--they have crimes of drugs, drug trafficking, and murder.

Rosin: Oof. I'm asking because this movie is so much about what happens to people after they get arrested.

Panahi: At different times, prisoners have been treated differently, but of course, with every movement, when people take to the streets, with every protest, things become much harder inside the prisons. And especially this time, with the number of dead and wounded and arrested, they have become extremely harsh inside.

[Music]

Panahi: This time, the protests were peaceful, but then the trolls of the regime penetrated the protests, and they started committing acts of violence in order to make the protests violent. And that gave the agents of the regime, and the regime itself, an excuse to crack down violently and commit the atrocities that it did.

When the protests first began, because they were peaceful, family members went with their children, even babies in strollers, because there was not going to be anything violent happening. But the government could not even tolerate that, and in about 10 hours, only 10 hours, within two days--the first day, four hours, and the second day, six hours--they started killing the protesters blindly, and the number of the dead has now risen to over several tens of thousands of people.

[Music]

Rosin: Is there anyone that you're especially worried about?

Panahi: Now you cannot think about individuals. You cannot think about specific people, because the numbers are so high and the pain is so strong that people feel that they're each other's family members. So when one person is dead, one person is killed, one person is made disappeared, everyone feels the pain, and everyone is in mourning.

Rosin: Mm.

[Panahi's answer in Farsi]

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, Jafar Panahi has a warning for America. And he breaks down the meaning of the end of his film.

[Break]

Rosin: You haven't been to the U.S. in 20 years or so. As an Iranian, what do you notice that's different now?

Panahi: Well, in fact, the atmosphere here is also very different than what I had seen before. Sometimes I see signs speaking to the fact that here too things are becoming very difficult.

The U.S. is different. When the political atmosphere changes in this direction in the U.S., it will also be contagious in the rest of the world.

Rosin: What do you mean "contagious"? What do you mean?

Dayani: (Translates in Farsi.)

Panahi: Whether we accept it or not, what happens in the world is affected by the great powers, including the U.S.

The more repressed the greater powers are, the more you see its effect in the other countries.

Rosin: Mm.

Panahi: It is as if it has been tested and then it's decided that it is now the time for the world to move in this certain direction.

Rosin: I wanna make sure I understand what he's saying so that I'm reading between the lines correctly. What he's saying is sort of we're moving in a more repressive direction and that can be a model for other countries?

Panahi: Not that they model themselves after the U.S., but that they get affected by it.

Rosin: Mm-hmm, mm-hmm. I mean, you've been on tour while the two American protesters were killed here by government forces. Two is not tens of thousands, but were you surprised? What were your thoughts when you heard that news?

Panahi: The killing of even one person anywhere in the world is too much.

As soon as this happens, you can be sure that there is a problem.

And that problem will grow, and one day, it will reach tens of thousands of people.

Rosin: I did not wanna hear that from an Iranian with experience. (Laughs.)

Dayani: (Translates in Farsi.)

Panahi: This is what I'm talking about when I'm talking about signs. Because we have seen and experienced these signs, we know exactly what happens. We know exactly what's coming at the end.

It is true that when it happens in certain countries, it's going to affect the rest of the world more, but it doesn't really matter where it happens. We, as people, have to stand against it.

With any kind of job, profession, work that we do--whether we're an artist or filmmaker or writer or doesn't matter what we do--if, in our own work, we cannot stand against repression, it's going to get out of control.

[Music]

Panahi: When they gave me a ban of not working for 20 years, I had two choices: Either I could just sit at home and do not work because they had told me not to work, or I had to look for solutions.

I remember back then, a lot of students would come to me and say that the situation is very difficult--they cannot work. And they were immersed in hopelessness.

I said to myself one day, Should I be like them and keep nagging and keep saying it's not possible? Or should I think of a solution and do something?

There was a time that when I wanted to make a film, everything was in the hands of the government. It was not as easy. But now, with all the technological advances, you could even make a film on a cellphone camera.

Because the authorities had told me that I cannot make a film, my friend and I started making a film in my home, and we said, This is not a film.

[Clip from This Is Not a Film]

Panahi: And then I thought to myself, What can I do if I cannot work in film? And I thought, There are a number of things, including driving, that I could do as a profession. But then, because I knew myself, I was sure that even if I start driving, I'm going to hide a camera somewhere in a taxi, and that's exactly what happened: I hid a camera and started making the stories of my passengers, and that became the film Taxi.

[Clip from Taxi]

Rosin: Hey, listeners, this is Hanna interrupting with a spoiler warning. If you remember, It Was Just an Accident is about a group of Iranians kidnapping a man they suspect to have been their interrogator and torturer in prison. My next question is about how the movie ends. If you wanna avoid hearing that, you can skip ahead four minutes.

Rosin (in interview): So I wanna ask about the end of this movie, It Was Just An Accident. It has a very hopeful moment, where it seems like everything's going to go back to normal, and it also, the end of the movie, suggests that the cycles of violence may continue. Is that how you feel?

Panahi: Happiness and sorrow are part of everyday work, and this is also part of the realism sense of the film.

I consider myself a socially engaged filmmaker, and I try to speak about the realities of the society. So first, my audience has to believe the film, and it has to believe that it's watching a semidocumentary. Omitting any of those elements can harm the sense of realism in the work.

The humor that you see in the film at some point was intentional, and I wanted the audience to move along quite comfortably throughout, at least up until the last 20 minutes of the film.

And then in the last 20 minutes, I intentionally took out the humor from the film.

Rosin: Yeah.

Panahi: And I wanted the audience to hold its breath and to think about the film.

[Clip from It Was Just An Accident]

Panahi: Under any circumstances, hopefulness will help people. It will help human beings to continue to live.

When you hear the sound of the footstep at the end of the film, it first shocks you, and you think that the interrogator is here to arrest him.

[Clip from It Was Just An Accident]

Panahi: And then there is some silence.

[Clip from It Was Just An Accident]

Panahi: And then the sound of footsteps goes away, as if it starts getting further and further.
 
 [Clip from It Was Just An Accident]

Panahi: So at some point, the audience can think that even the character of the interrogator could change.

The fact that the interrogator might have been moved, as little as it might be, is that point of hope and hopefulness that the cycle of violence could end at some point.

Rosin:  So that's why you wanted to capture the humanity of the interrogator.

Panahi: These people like the interrogator may be very different people in their family settings. Their family members may not even know who they are and what kind of work they do. These people, to their family members, are fathers, they're spouses, and they might look very different than what we see.

The problem is not with the individual. The problem is with the system, and it's with the situation and the conditions.

If we put the blame on these little parts of a system, then we lose our way into understanding what the fault is actually and who is to blame and what is to blame.

[Music]

Rosin: You have repeated that you are going back to Iran after award season, even though you've already been sentenced to a year in prison, even though you've been to prison before. Is that just because you can't figure out how to live anywhere else or just don't feel comfortable anywhere else?

Panahi: At the end of the day, I want to have the sense of living, and I know it's in a certain place that I can have a sense of living. I could come here in the U.S. and make a commercial film and make a film that could make a lot of money. But then, when it's me and myself in my solitude, I would ask myself if I am embarrassed by making that film.

This is not to say that commercial films are bad--not at all. The question is the calling of the director, and once a director makes up their mind, they have to be truthful to that decision.

I can easily say that, in my own solitude, I have not been regretting any of the films that I have made.

Rosin: This is a last question. This moment is so serious and dangerous around the world. Is there anything specific or even small that makes you feel like you're living, as you said, or brings you joy that you hold on to?

Dayani: (Translates in Farsi.)

Was your question only about what gives him joy, or was there another part to it?

Rosin: I hate that question, the joy question.

Dayani: (Laughs.)

Rosin: Because he said "living," I'm trying to pull out a thread of how he continues to pull through, you know what it is that he hangs on to, that has him--joy is a little much.

Dayani: Right, right, right, right, right.

Rosin: It's not quite the right word. (Laughs.)

Dayani: No, but I got it. But this helps.

Rosin: Yeah, yeah.

Dayani: (Translates in Farsi.)

Panahi: Because I have made my choice about what type of filmmaker I want to be and who I want to be, I will find a way around it, no matter what.

I'm not a captive of moments or days, because I see a greater future. I see from above.

Rosin: Jafar, Sheida, thank you so much for talking to us and joining us today.

Dayani: Of course. Thank you.

Panahi: Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by 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 Epstein Emails Show How the Powerful Talk About Race

The files reveal the disgraced financier's interest in "race science."

by Ali Breland

Thu, 12 Feb 2026




In February 2016, after exchanging email pleasantries with the left-wing public intellectual Noam Chomsky and extending an invitation to his private island, Jeffrey Epstein recommended an article. "On a different note, you have encouraged me to look at data, no holds barred," Epstein wrote before linking to "Race and IQ: Genes That Predict Racial Intelligence Differences" from the Right Stuff, an openly white-supremacist website and a pioneer of the online alt-right. The article argued that different races have differing levels of intelligence and that there is a genetic basis for the disparity.

The exchange was included in the Department of Justice's latest public release of the Epstein files and is one of the clearest examples of the disgraced financier's interest in "race science," the pseudoscientific practice of ascribing racial inequities to genetics. It is a way of thinking that has been refuted on multiple levels. IQ is a complex trait that results from a series of factors--many of them cultural and circumstantial--that are not neatly reduced to a specific gene or set of genes. Even if it weren't, the consensus among geneticists, biologists, and anthropologists is that race isn't a biological phenomenon. Race-science proponents tend to ignore all of this, as well as any other relevant context, and use correlations between race and IQ (and also things such as race and criminality) as evidence that racial stereotypes are in fact justified.

None of this mattered to Epstein, who recurrently expressed his interest in race science beyond this 2016 correspondence. The tranche of Epstein files also shows that in 2018, he repeatedly tried to get in contact with Charles Murray, a political scientist whose 1994 book, The Bell Curve, is one of the best-known texts to posit a relationship between intelligence and race. Epstein didn't specify why he was trying to connect with Murray, but he claimed that they had met previously. (Murray told me over email that he had never received an email from Epstein and that it was possible that they'd met in passing at a conference reception at some point. If this ever happened, though, Murray had no memory of it, he said.)

Promoting contemptible perspectives on race is probably nowhere near the most depraved things Epstein did; he was, after all, a registered sex offender charged with child trafficking. But Epstein's views are notable given his long-standing influence on some of the most powerful and influential Americans. His conversations from a decade ago provide clues as to how race science was picked out of the boneyard of history and reanimated into a force that's influencing U.S. politics right now.

Epstein received Murray's email address from his ideological fellow traveler James Watson, the late Nobel Prize-winning geneticist who was stripped of his titles in 2019 after he doubled down on comments he'd made to a British newspaper in 2007 about how he was "inherently gloomy about the prospect of Africa" because "all our social policies are based on the fact that their intelligence is the same as ours--whereas all the testing says not really." He told the paper that he wished that all races were equal but that "people who have to deal with Black employees find this not true."

Epstein liked to collect relationships with high-profile academics, but the emails suggest that he may have been drawn to Watson specifically because of his ideology. In his 2016 exchange with Chomsky, Epstein appears to endorse the perspective that improving the world "might require accepting some uncomfortable facts" about race and intelligence. Chomsky, who sustained his association with Epstein even after accusations that the financier had sexually abused children became well known, disagreed with Epstein on race science in their email exchange. (He did not respond to a request for comment.) Epstein references Watson in other emails, and he and Watson appear to have met several times.

The same year that Epstein tried to put Chomsky onto pseudoscientific racism, he was having similar discussions with Joscha Bach, an AI researcher. In one exchange, Bach told Epstein that Black children in the United States "have slower cognitive development" and "are slower at learning high-level concepts." In another email to Epstein, Bach wrote that "given average brain size difference" between men and women, "the small difference in average IQ is surprising."

Read: The far right is becoming obsessed with race and IQ

Bach appears to have since changed his mind. In a recent Substack post explaining his emails with Epstein, Bach claimed that he has never said "that people of different races have different cognitive abilities" and wrote that "every ethnic group contains highly capable individuals" and that no one "should be discriminated against because of their ancestry." Over email, Bach further clarified to me that "the concept of race is not suitable to capture cognitive and behavioral differences between individuals." He said that "scientific discussion about the heritability of traits can be important for the creation of a more fair and equitable society, it is important to understand the nature and limitations of our minds, but they are very complicated and not my area of research."

Other names that pop up in Epstein's emails: He reached out to Steven Pinker, a Harvard professor who has written about research that argues that Ashkenazi Jews are innately intelligent. (Pinker has disavowed Epstein and denied that he ever visited Little Saint James, Epstein's island. He attended at least two events that Epstein was also present at. "I only had one conversation with him, and found him to be not only odious but intellectually deeply unserious, despite the praise from so many of my colleagues, and his own pretensions," Pinker told me over email. He also said that he doesn't believe that there is "good evidence that average racial or ethnic differences have a genetic component.") Epstein also tried to meet with Richard Dawkins, who has made comments claiming that race is a biological reality; Dawkins did not respond to a request for comment.

In the past several years, race science has gained traction on the right and in parts of Silicon Valley's elite circles. Elon Musk, for example, has repeatedly replied to the @cremieuxrecueil account, run by Jordan Lasker, an independent researcher who has been credited by a right-wing publication for tracing "the genetic pathways of crime, explaining why poverty is not a good causal explanation." Musk has also engaged with an account that posted statistics supposedly illustrating the inferiority of Black people. In November, The Guardian reported that perspectives defending race science were embedded in Musk's Wikipedia competitor, Grokipedia. Musk and his representatives did not respond to a request for comment.

Read: Elon Musk updated Grok. Guess what it said? 

In 2023 and 2024, respectively, Charlie Kirk and Tucker Carlson interviewed Steve Sailer, a prominent race-science proponent. President Trump--who once considered Epstein a close friend and is referenced in many emails--has toyed around with the concept for years. In a November 2024 interview with the right-wing radio host Hugh Hewitt, Trump said that some of the migrants coming across the southern border were genetically inferior. "How about allowing people to come to an open border, 13,000 of whom were murderers? Many of them murdered far more than one person, and they're now happily living in the United States," Trump told Hewitt, citing an incorrect number. "You know, now a murderer--I believe this--it's in their genes. And we got a lot of bad genes in our country right now." When I reached out to the White House, the spokesperson Abigail Jackson told me in an emailed statement that "President Trump is right--dangerous criminal illegal aliens exploited Joe Biden's open border and flooded our country."

Read: Donald Trump flirts with race science

Meanwhile, Trump's deportation campaign appears to target people from countries and cultures that he seems to think are inferior. During a Cabinet meeting in December, Trump said of Somalis, "I don't want them in our country, I'll be honest with you," adding that the U.S. will "go the wrong way if we keep taking in garbage into our country." He said this while the Department of Homeland Security was targeting Somalis in Minnesota.

Arguing that intelligence and adjacent traits are biologically determined served a clear function for a man like Epstein, who treated women as disposable and subordinate. And it's equally unsurprising that the powerful people with whom he cultivated relationships might attempt to come up with a natural, objective explanation and rationale for their perch at the top of society.
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Howard Lutnick's Epstein Story Doesn't Make Any Sense

The commerce secretary has no answer for his misleading statements about his dealings with the sex offender.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 11 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.

"I have nothing to hide. Absolutely nothing," Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick told a Senate committee yesterday. Perhaps that's true--but given his recent history, don't bet on it.

During a podcast interview this past fall, Lutnick talked about an unsettling encounter he and his wife had with the late sex offender Jeffrey Epstein, who used to be his next-door neighbor, in 2005. After Epstein offered them a house tour and showed them his infamous massage table, Lutnick recalled, he was creeped out and left. "My wife and I decided that I will never be in the room with that disgusting person ever again," he said. "So I was never in the room with him socially, for business, or even philanthropy."

Only that wasn't true at all. Documents in the Epstein files released by the Justice Department show repeated, if more cordial than chummy, conversation between the two men, as well as some shared business dealings. That's okay, you might think--they never hung out socially again. Right? He seemed to confirm that, recently telling The New York Times, "I spent zero time with him."

Well, about that: Yesterday, testifying before Congress, Lutnick reiterated, "I barely had anything to do with that person." Then he admitted to having visited Epstein's private island in 2012.

"I did have lunch with him, as I was on a boat going across on a family vacation," Lutnick said. "My wife was with me, as were my four children and nannies. I had another couple; they were there as well, with their children. And we had lunch on the island. That is true. For an hour. And we left with all of my children, with my nannies, with my wife."

Lutnick seems understandably eager to show that he was not involved in sexual misconduct, and as Senator Chris Van Hollen noted, there is no evidence that he was. But he has no answer for his misleading statements about his dealings with Epstein, and his previous lies make it harder to believe him now. So much for having nothing to hide.

The Trump administration has always been tied to the Epstein scandal--the president himself was once a close friend of Epstein's--but these new details drag his allies still further into the spotlight. Even before his testimony, Lutnick was facing calls to resign from Democrats as well as from renegade Republican Representative Thomas Massie of Kentucky. The secretary, whose penchant for putting his foot in his mouth was already well established, seems to have held on to his job this long only because he is personally friendly with Donald Trump and because the president refuses to give his political adversaries satisfaction by firing anyone. (This stands in contrast to many other organizations and institutions that have been eager to create distance from Epstein by separating themselves from individuals who were connected to him.)

But Lutnick isn't the only top Trump aide to come up in the new tranche of documents. Navy Secretary John Phelan, a reported billionaire Trump donor who was appointed despite lacking any military or naval experience, was listed as a passenger on flights between London and New York on Epstein's private plane in 2006. (The flights took place before Epstein was first indicted later that year; Phelan has not been accused of any wrongdoing and has not commented on the revelations.)

One reason the Epstein files have created such a stir is that they have revealed the elaborate social and financial ties among so many people in positions of power. It's not that most or even many of the big names who appear in them were pedophiles or sexual predators, but rather that their dealings with him demonstrate that there's a wealthy, powerful, globe-trotting club, and the rest of us ain't in it. Lutnick inadvertently reinforced this image with his mentions of his "nannies," plural. These glaring markers of privilege are what Senator Jon Ossoff, a Georgia Democrat, was talking about this past weekend when he called the Trump administration "a government of, by, and for the ultrarich. It is the wealthiest Cabinet ever. This is the Epstein class ruling our country."

The defense that people connected to Epstein--from the billionaire financier Lutnick to the leftist intellectual Noam Chomsky and his wife--have offered is that they didn't grasp Epstein's abuses when they socialized with him and were appalled once they did. One problem is that this is sometimes demonstrably false: Lutnick visited the island four years after Epstein's conviction for sex crimes, and emails show Chomsky offering Epstein public-relations advice after accusations became public.

Another problem is that many of them should have known. You don't have to take my word for it. Take Trump's. In 2019, he declared his surprise at the Epstein allegations: "No, I had no idea. I had no idea." But the Palm Beach police chief at the time recalled that Trump commended him in July 2006, when charges first became public. "Thank goodness you're stopping him; everyone has known he's been doing this," Trump said, as reported by Julie K. Brown of the Miami Herald.

(Trump may have had his suspicions for some time. In 2002, he told New York that Epstein is "a lot of fun to be with. It is even said that he likes beautiful women as much as I do, and many of them are on the younger side.")

The Epstein revelations are starting to sink in for members of Congress. "Well, initially, my reaction to all this was, 'I don't care. I don't know what the big deal is.' But now I see what the big deal is, and it was worth investigating," Senator Cynthia Lummis, a Wyoming Republican, told NewsNation. (One reason Lummis may be willing to say so is that she is retiring, which insulates her from Trump's wrath.)

These revelations about Trump's close allies could affect the GOP's electoral chances if enough voters become aware of them, but at the same time that members of the Trump administration are popping up in the newly released files, coverage in conservative media outlets has dropped significantly, CNN's Aaron Blake reports. The result is that Democratic voters, who already dislike and distrust the president, are hearing a great deal about Epstein, but Republican ones, who might be swayed, are not. When MAGA pundits such as Dan Bongino talked about a media cover-up of the Epstein scandal, they were onto something--they were just wrong about the media outlets in question.

Related:

	The president's most annoying buddy
 	America will be reading the Epstein files for decades.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Mark Leibovich: The Democrats aren't built for this.
 	Scientists figured out the problem with Johnson & Johnson's COVID vaccine.
 	What is Kari Lake trying to achieve?
 	Five basic truths about America's most polarizing policy debate




Today's News

	Attorney General Pam Bondi testified before Congress amid questioning over the Justice Department's release of files related to Jeffrey Epstein that revealed sensitive victim information; Bondi defended the department's actions.
 	Federal officials offered conflicting explanations for an overnight closure of airspace over El Paso, Texas, that briefly grounded flights before it ended early today. The Federal Aviation Administration initially cited "special security reasons" when it ordered what was originally supposed to be a 10-day halt; a U.S. official confirmed to Fox News that the stoppage was prompted because the U.S. military had shot down a party balloon that it had suspected was a cartel drone.
 	The House is set to vote to overturn President Trump's tariffs on Canada after several Republicans broke with party leaders to allow Democrats to advance the measure.




Evening Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



AI Is Getting Scary Good at Making Predictions

By Ross Andersen

To live in time is to wonder what will happen next. In every human society, there are people who obsess over the world's patterns to predict the future. In antiquity, they told kings which stars would appear at nightfall. Today they build the quantitative models that nudge governments into opening spigots of capital. They pick winners on Wall Street. They estimate the likelihood of earthquakes for insurance companies. They tell commodities traders at hedge funds about the next month's weather.
 For years, some elite forecasters have been competing against one another in tournaments where they answer questions about events that will happen--or not--in the coming months or years. The questions span diverse subject matter because they're meant to measure general forecasting ability, not narrow expertise. Players may be asked whether a coup will occur in an unstable country, or to project the future deforestation rate in some part of the Amazon. They may be asked how many songs from a forthcoming Taylor Swift album will top the streaming charts. The forecaster who makes the most accurate predictions, as early as possible, can earn a cash prize and, perhaps more important, the esteem of the world's most talented seers.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Michael Powell on what Mamdani doesn't know about tenants
 	The David Frum Show: How Trump could break the 2026 elections
 	People who don't understand downtowns are destroying downtowns.
 	Matteo Wong: I went to the March for Billionaires.
 	The grim paradox of the Nancy Guthrie case
 	Hussein Ibish: Trump's Gaza plans are profoundly unserious.




Culture Break


Alex Goodlett / The New York Times / Redux



Explore. The Sundance Film Festival, which once helped turn small movies into blockbusters, is losing its Hollywood pull, Shirley Li writes.

Reflect. Spencer Kornhaber on what happened to the great American protest concert.

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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Scientists Figured Out the Problem With Johnson &amp; Johnson's COVID Vaccine

Rare but dangerous blood clotting associated with that vaccine as well as AstraZeneca's had a genetic cause, according to a new paper.

by Roxanne Khamsi

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




In 2021, just months after the first COVID vaccines debuted, concern was growing about an exceedingly rare but sometimes deadly outcome of certain shots. Two related vaccines--one from AstraZeneca and the other from Johnson & Johnson--were linked to dangerous blood clotting.



Out of almost 19 million doses of Johnson & Johnson's version given in the United States during the first two years of the pandemic, at least 60 such cases were identified. Nine of them were fatal. In the United Kingdom, where almost 50 million doses of the AstraZeneca shot were given, 455 cases occurred; 81 people died. In Germany, at least 71 cases were identified, also linked to AstraZeneca. By late spring, use of both the AstraZeneca and the Johnson & Johnson vaccine was paused, and ultimately both were pulled from the market. But the mystery surrounding the rare blood clotting caused by these vaccines lingered.



Now researchers believe they have cracked the case. They have hard evidence for how the blood clotting happened, and they believe that their findings could help make similar vaccines even safer. Understanding the blood-clotting problem is important, they say, because vaccines of this type could be essential in protecting people during future pandemics.



The team that initially gave this condition a name--vaccine-induced immune thrombotic thrombocytopenia, or VITT--included Andreas Greinacher, a blood expert at the University of Greifswald, in Germany. Back in 2021, as the cases of VITT emerged, he and others were unsure of what precipitated them. One theory was that they were caused by the body's accidental reaction to the type of virus used in both the AstraZeneca and Johnson & Johnson vaccines: adenoviruses, which had been engineered to prompt the body to recognize the pandemic coronavirus but were unable to replicate and considered harmless to people. Scientists had noticed that patients with VITT had telltale markers in their blood--antibodies that bind to a chemical signal released by platelets. Maybe a reaction to the adenovirus was causing immune cells to mistakenly go after a blood component and precipitate clotting. An alternative theory was that the body was reacting to a portion of the coronavirus called "spike protein," which showed up as part of the immunization.



In a study published today in The New England Journal of Medicine, Greinacher and his colleagues show that the first theory was correct: VITT was a response to the adenovirus gone awry. And they discovered a further twist: This immune overreaction happened in people who were genetically prone to it.



In the study, Greinacher and his colleagues looked at the antibodies in stored blood from 21 patients with VITT. Among those antibodies, they found a subset that could glom on to a portion of the adenovirus and to one of the body's own molecules, PF4, that can influence blood clotting. A person who received one of the adenovirus vaccines but did not have a reaction also had antibodies against that same part of the adenovirus. But, crucially, that person's antibodies did not cross-react with PF4.



Those antibody molecules also offered clues about the immune cells that made them. And the scientists were able to link the immune cells responsible for VITT to patients who had two specific DNA variants. A wider survey of 100 VITT patients found that all of them had immune cells with one of these genetic types--which are far from universal. This signaled to the researchers that having these particular variants is a strong risk factor for blood clotting following an adenovirus vaccine.



But the study also showed that this genetic background on its own was not enough to cause VITT. The immune cells that made the dangerous antibodies had experienced an additional small genetic change, and that extra mutation had prompted them to produce those cross-reactive molecules.



In the past, scientists have suggested that genetic predispositions might explain some adverse events that happen after vaccination. For example, some data have indicated that certain people were genetically prone to developing narcolepsy following a version of swine-flu vaccine that was briefly used in Europe. But the new study from Greinacher and his team is the first to provide concrete evidence of how people with a particular DNA variant can develop self-sabotaging antibodies following a vaccination. Arnold Lining Ju, a biomedical engineer at the University of Sydney who has studied blood clotting, told me that the paper was a landmark finding in part because of how elegantly it explains the way a specific genetic trait, combined with a particular chance mutation in certain cells, creates VITT. And because the study shows that multiple genetic changes are involved, it finally explains why this immune reaction is so rare, he said.



This discovery will help guide researchers more than it will influence vaccination choices for individual patients. Most vaccine recipients will not know their genetic predisposition to an adverse event, Jennifer Juno, a vaccine researcher at the University of Melbourne, points out. But this type of work will help improve vaccine design--particularly in the field of "precision vaccinology," in which vaccines are tailored to individual traits, Joanne Reed, the director of the Centre for Immunology and Allergy Research at the Westmead Institute in Australia, told me.



These results also mean that adenovirus-based vaccines could be made safer if they can be designed without the protein region that triggered the dangerous antibodies in VITT. "Instead of abandoning an entire vaccine platform because of a rare problem, we can engineer around the specific issue, and that's the power of this kind of science," Joann Arce of the Precision Vaccines Program at Boston Children's Hospital told me. The hope is that understanding the biology of a rare event like VITT, and then addressing it, helps bolster public trust in vaccines too. Greinacher told me that adenovirus-based vaccines remain vital, including for the development of vaccines for diseases that affect mostly low- and middle-income countries. The shots could also be useful in a future pandemic, because they can be scaled up in production relatively quickly.



Still, this one study may not have entirely answered the question of why adenovirus-based COVID vaccines caused clotting. A study published last year from Ju's group suggested that a separate biophysical mechanism might cause a viral component found in the AstraZeneca vaccine to directly aggregate platelets, independent of the immune reaction identified in VITT. And a bigger mystery remains open too--why infections themselves are sometimes associated with dangerous blood clotting. Rushad Pavri, an immunologist at King's College London, told me that the new study--because it shows how similarities between a virus particle and an innate protein involved in clotting can confuse the immune system--can shed light on that question. Ultimately, understanding why viruses can provoke immune overreactions might help limit damaging complications from sickness to begin with.
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Winter Olympics Photo of the Day: Starting Speed

A skeleton racer gets off to a fast run.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




Austin Florian of Team USA begins a run at a skeleton men's training session at Cortina Sliding Center, in Cortina d'Ampezzo, on February 11, 2026, during the 2026 Winter Olympic Games. Skeleton athletes, wearing spiked shoes, sprint for up to 100 feet at the beginning of a race, propelling themselves into a slide that can reach speeds of more than 90 miles per hour.

Previously:

	February 10: Wipeout on the Ice

	February 9: A Midair Celebration

	February 8: Sliding Beneath the Mountain

	February 7: Drone Chase

	February 6: Dynamic Cauldrons
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Where Does the Other 0.01 Percent Live?

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




Updated with new questions at 3:45 p.m. ET on February 11, 2026.

You won't find this in Cortina d'Ampezzo over the next few weeks, but for several decades of the Olympics' history, the contest awarded medals not just for sport but for art too.

In the Summer Games from 1912 to 1948, musicians, painters, and plenty of other aesthetes went brain-to-brain in events such as lyric poetry and chamber music. "Town planning" was even contested one year under the umbrella of the architecture competition.

Lest you think the arts' inclusion odd--one wonders what muscles need stretching before going for gold in watercolor--the submissions had to be at least about sports.

The Olympic committee ought to bring these events back. Well, maybe not town planning--but add trivia to the mix instead. Organizers can throw in a few sports questions for good measure, but with trivia, if you're not working up a sweat thinking, you're not doing it right.

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

Wednesday, February 11, 2026

	Years before founding a humanitarian organization, what battlefield nurse helped establish a cemetery for soldiers who died at the Confederate prison camp in Andersonville, Georgia?
 -- From Drew Gilpin Faust's analysis of a new book on the Civil War's atrocious prisons
 	The United States' 924 richest people would feel right at home living in the luxe three-block length of San Francisco known by what nickname shared with a similar stretch of New York's 57th Street?
 -- From Matteo Wong's dispatch from a topsy-turvy protest defending the ultrawealthy 
 	The inverted-pyramid shape of Dallas City Hall was designed by what Chinese American architect more famous for a right-side-up pyramid in Paris?
 -- From Henry Grabar's article on the atrophying of Dallas's city center




And by the way, did you know that the Andersonville prison popularized the word deadline? Before it came to mean "due date," the word had a gory, literal meaning: Prisoners at Andersonville and camps like it who crossed a certain boundary marked on the ground--the deadline--would be shot without warning. As dispatches emerged from Andersonville toward the end of the Civil War, understanding of (and horror at) the term quickly spread.

By the 1920s, newspapers had taken up the "do not cross" meaning to describe the time by which they had to finalize their next edition, and the rest of the world took the papers' lead.

Until tomorrow.



Answers:

	Clara Barton. From the book, Faust pulls out the detail that three times as many Union soldiers died at Andersonville as at the Battle of Gettysburg; nearly 13,000 men, Faust writes, are buried in the cemetery set up by Barton, who went on to found the American Red Cross. Faust traces how the prison camps' cruelty led to the creation of international humanitarian law. Read more.
 	Billionaires' Row. This was the starting point of a recent protest demanding better treatment for billionaires, writes Matteo, who spent considerable effort making sure the whole thing wasn't a hoax. Sincere demonstrators showed up, he writes, but by the end of their march, their chanting had practically converged with the slogans shouted by those mocking them. Read more.
 	I. M. Pei. Whereas the Louvre's glass pyramid is in no danger of disappearing, Dallas leaders have said that Pei's pioneering City Hall "is in such bad shape that the city might be better off tearing it down," Henry reports. He writes that it is a textbook example of a downtown being destroyed by people who don't understand downtowns. 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 10, 2026

	The inaugural Golden Globe for Best Podcast was awarded last month to Good Hang, hosted by what comedian (and four-time Golden Globes emcee)?
 -- From David Sims's review of the first episodes of Pete Davidson's new podcast
 	At the opening ceremony of this year's Winter Olympics, the musician Giovanni Andrea Zanon played a 300-year-old violin built by what master famed for his long-lasting string instruments?
 -- From Ellen Cushing's article on the retro feel of the Olympic kickoff
 	In the capital city Ashgabat, a 40-foot-tall golden statue honors Saparmurat Niyazov, former president of what country?
 -- From Gal Beckerman's essay on President Trump's monuments to himself




And by the way, did you know that--well, where to begin with Ashgabat? The massive statue of Niyazov is, like, the ninth thing you notice about the city.

All the marble hits visitors first. The capital has nearly 550 buildings clad in white marble, the highest concentration anywhere in the world. Combine that with the desert setting and the wide avenues that international visitors report as spotless and eerily empty, and you get an otherworldly effect.

Hoping to get around the ghostly city? Enjoy your ride in a white car; darkly colored cars are outlawed. You can head to the airport modeled on a flying white falcon, or to the world's largest enclosed Ferris wheel, made of white steel. There is also the massive (white) Palace of Happiness, which can accommodate seven weddings at once. And in case you were wondering, brides in the country typically wear--got you here!--red.



Answers:

	Amy Poehler. To begin with, David isn't really sure that Davidson's new project is a "podcast": You can watch it only on video and, then, only on Netflix. But if we're judging it as a podcast, then we should judge it a failure, David says--too slack, too slouch. Celebrities hanging out does not always a hit podcast make. Read more.
 	Antonio Stradivari. His instruments--each of which is known as a Stradivarius--are a core part of Italy's heritage, which skews very, very old; Ellen writes that Italy is "a country whose best-known cultural influences lived during the Renaissance." But she imagines that's not the sole reason this Games' opening show was so focused on the past. Read more.
 	Turkmenistan. If the size of the statue that Niyazov built doesn't telegraph his opinion of himself, consider that it used to rotate 360 degrees every day so that it always faced the sun. Likewise, Gal writes, Trump's instinct to monumentalize himself is clarifying--and alienating--for anybody watching. Read more.




Monday, February 9, 2026

	What is the name--all too familiar to athletes--of the knee ligament between the femur and tibia that acts as a stabilizer for pivoting motions?
 -- From Sally Jenkins's essay on Lindsey Vonn's Olympic spill on the ski slopes
 	The tradition of crotch-related controversies at the Super Bowl halftime show can be traced to the 2007 performance by what artist (or "the artist formerly known as" what)?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's article on Bad Bunny's buoyant performance
 	Despite its name, what beverage actually contains only 3.25 percent fat, rather than the full 4 percent or more that naturally occurs?
 -- From Sarah Zhang's article on what happens to all that extra fat




And by the way, did you know that humans have a bone that does not connect to any other? We think of the skeleton as pretty contiguous, but in the middle of the neck, the hyoid bone, which supports the base of the tongue, is articulated only distantly to the rest of the skeleton by muscles and ligaments. It is, as scientists call it, a "floating bone."

Because it's not readily attachable, the hyoid is often left off of model skeletons. High-end ones hang it with string or wire.

You know how to select a good avocado (squeeze) or watermelon (slap); now, next time you're skeleton shopping, you'll be able to pick a winner.



Answers:

	ACL. Vonn, the American favorite in this Olympics' downhill-skiing competition, tore her left ACL just more than a week before competing. But, as Sally writes, the 41-year-old who had spent decades pushing her body to the limit was never going to bow out rather than risk further injury. Read more.
 	Prince. Spencer writes that the sight of (and scattered pearl clutching over) Bad Bunny's crotch grabs is actually refreshing--that amid the suffocating "fascism discourse" elsewhere, some sexy gyrating feels "subtly throwback-y and weirdly wholesome." Read more.
 	Whole milk. As Sarah reports, the milk that cows produce hovered for decades around 3.65 percent fat by weight, but selective breeding in recent years has pushed it as high as 4.24 percent. This has led to a great butterfat glut; cheese makers find the milk too rich to work with, and dairy farmers selling whole milk at 3.25 percent fat have to figure out where to put all the excess. Read more.
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Five Basic Truths About America's Most Polarizing Policy Debate

Lawmakers need to acknowledge these<strong> </strong>realities about immigration<strong> </strong>if they want to implement policy that is both popular and in the nation's best interest.

by Conor Friedersdorf

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




"If Liberals Won't Enforce Borders, Fascists Will."



So warned my colleague David Frum in the headline of an April 2019 article about America's failure to control mass immigration. "Demagogues rise by talking about issues that matter to people, and that more conventional leaders appear unwilling or unable to address," he wrote. "If difficult issues go unaddressed by responsible leaders, they will be exploited by irresponsible ones."



That thesis looked shaky in 2020. Voters declined to reelect Donald Trump; for the first time in more than 50 years, Gallup found that Americans who wanted immigration to increase outnumbered those who wanted it to decrease--a seeming rebuke of Trump's cruel family-separation policy and attacks on Mexicans and Muslims--and that 77 percent said immigration is a good thing for the United States. Then Joe Biden failed to control the southern border and presided over record surges in unlawful entries. By 2024, a majority wanted less immigration, Trump won the presidency while promising the biggest mass deportation in U.S. history, and an analysis of why voters rejected Kamala Harris found that "too many immigrants crossed the border" was nearly tied for the top reason.



Today, Frum's warning seems prescient: The Trump administration has deployed a force of aggressive masked officers onto American streets while promising "retribution." They've detained, pepper-sprayed, assaulted, shot, and killed Americans. And high-ranking officials have repeatedly gotten caught lying about events captured by citizen video footage.



A majority now disapproves of Trump's handling of immigration. Perhaps Democrats will prevail in their current efforts to force ICE officers to take off their masks and get warrants, or even win back Congress as a result--the MAGA coalition is no less vulnerable than the left to voter backlash. But a Democratic victory in 2026 is not likely to end this cycle, in which majorities hate how both parties handle immigration and ping-pong unhappily between them.



I have covered immigration politics and policy for 25 years; here's my sense of five basic truths that lawmakers need to acknowledge if they want to implement immigration policy that is both popular and in the nation's best interest.

1. Even many of those Americans who say that they want to deport all immigrants who are here illegally would likely not stand by that position in practice.
 
 Lots of MAGA supporters insist that deporting all immigrants in the U.S. illegally is a prudent goal. Some argue that conserving the rule of law requires doing so. "I don't care if it's a grandma who's been here for 23 years and sits quietly on her porch all day long," the populist-right pundit Walter Curt wrote. "We either have laws or we don't, we either have borders or we don't, there is no middle ground."
 
 Although superficially seductive, that logic is monomaniacal. In the real world, federal laws are enforced by presidents in a manner that predictably fails to catch anything close to 100 percent of lawbreakers, because resources are scarce, trade-offs are real, and maximalist outcomes are simply incompatible with limited government.

Consider the example of tax law. Most Americans abhor tax cheats. But they, and especially most conservatives, would oppose deploying thousands of masked, armed IRS agents into whatever American neighborhoods the president fancies and allowing them to search houses, workplaces, and private papers to catch all the tax cheats.



Yes, lots of Americans tell pollsters that they want every immigrant who came here illegally deported, but how many would stick to that position if told that it would require house-to-house raids, or that the federal government must choose between spending limited funds on apprehending undocumented grandmothers who stayed after their work visas and spending on other societal needs, such as finding a cure for cancer or paying down the national debt?

2. A majority of Americans support some level of immigration enforcement, particularly for unauthorized immigrants who commit violent crimes.



If excessive immigration enforcement is incompatible with liberty, insufficient immigration enforcement is incompatible with representative democracy--Republicans are correct that our immigration laws were duly enacted, and every plausible read of election results and polling data confirms that Americans favor some meaningful level of immigration enforcement.



Americans' preferences are clearest on the question of immigrants in the country illegally who have been convicted of violent crimes: According to an Associated Press poll, 83 percent of Americans strongly or somewhat favor deporting them, a position that is also held by 79 percent of Democrats. The persistence of contrary policies in some Democrat-controlled jurisdictions is harmful to public safety and the political interests of that coalition.



I support sanctuary cities insofar as that means that local police don't enforce immigration law, because they want residents to cooperate with law enforcement. But it doesn't follow that jailers should refuse all cooperation with deportations. If you favor any immigration enforcement at all, who better to focus on than incarcerated bad actors, who can be found without spending any money on searches or deploying federal officers among the public?


 3. Refugee crises will happen--and every response likely to satisfy the public requires prior planning.



Perhaps the most difficult challenge on immigration is what to do with large, sudden surges of people. The future will bring wars, natural disasters, regime collapses, famines, and more. Barring entry to desperate refugees seems cruel, but letting in large, unanticipated flows of foreigners can cause voters in democracies to feel overwhelmed and empower authoritarians. Escaping this dysfunctional cycle is in the interests of restrictionists and inclusionists alike. All potential solutions come with challenges, but none is more formidable than the status quo. The future will confront us with many such crises. We need a plan.



4. Even many Americans who argue for a stricter immigration policy find the demonization of immigrants concerning.



It is one thing to deport people and another thing to vilify them while doing so. In my youth, the Republican Party was explicit about the goodness and humanity of most immigrants--see, for example, the way that Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush talked about the issue in 1980. Bush noted that "honorable, decent, family-loving people" were in violation of the law.
 
 Today, in an America where there are many more immigrants, lawful and not, and where violent crime is lower than it was for the entire 1980s and '90s, data suggest that unauthorized immigrants commit felonies at lower rates than U.S. citizens and immigrants who are authorized to be here. Obviously, some do commit murders and other serious crimes, but it is misleading and incendiary to talk about the entire class as if a large share are violent criminals, or to treat particular ethnic groups as scapegoats for citizens' financial struggles. Many Americans find such talk unnerving and distasteful.



That is not mere political correctness. It is rooted in the fact that U.S. history is rife with examples of the demonization of ethnic-minority groups preceding mob violence against them. I hope America is beyond atrocities like the Los Angeles Chinese massacre, the World War I-era lynching of ethnic Germans, and the Zoot Suit Riots. But humans today are no more evolved than the perpetrators of those atrocities. Insofar as we're less likely to participate in mob attacks, it's because of the existence of cultural guardrails--the very ones that the MAGA coalition is dismantling.



5. Every high-immigration country has citizens who fear immigration and immigrants. They are least likely to sow dysfunction when their predispositions are understood and to some degree accommodated.



The United States has no choice but to tolerate people who fear immigration and immigrants. Although many humans enjoy diversity, a percentage of people in all countries and racial and demographic groups are psychologically uncomfortable with difference. Their discomfort may be to some degree innate, and they are either unable or unwilling to change.



America should never allow its xenophobes to persecute immigrants or violate their rights. But people who hold anti-immigrant views are fellow citizens who influence our culture, politics, and public policy--and we can influence whether they do so in ways that are better or worse for immigrants.



In The Authoritarian Dynamic, the social psychologist Karen Stenner explains how people with a latent predisposition to authoritarianism get triggered, and how best to respond to preserve a pluralistic society. Her work suggests that liberals should stop framing immigration as a celebration of multicultural difference and instead emphasize ways in which immigrants are just like the rest of us: people who seek safety, opportunity, and a better future for their family. These framings can better assuage the fears of those with xenophobic tendencies, she argues. Stenner suggests that countries implement practical assimilationist policies, such as encouraging and assisting with English fluency. She argues that immigration is most sustainable--and backlash against it least likely to succeed--when inflows of new immigrants are controlled, and subject to known limits rather than unlimited in a way that feels unpredictable.



As she puts it in her book, insisting on unconstrained diversity "pushes those by nature least equipped to live comfortably in a liberal democracy not to the limits of their tolerance, but to their intolerant extremes." And once a society's authoritarians are activated, the outcome depends in part on how its conservatives react. If they side with authoritarians, repressive policies follow. But under the right conditions, conservatives can be counted on to rally behind pluralism and tolerance. One condition is that they feel reassured "regarding established brakes on the pace of change, and the settled rules of the game," Stenner writes.



If Democrats or Republicans hope to create sustainable immigration policy, that policy must roughly reflect the public will. Instead of efforts to alter public opinion through persuasion, we've seen a succession of fringe factions forcing extremist positions on majorities that hate them. Politicians from both parties should moderate according to what voters actually want. Otherwise, endless political failures risk causing many to lose faith in all politics--which is an existential danger to our democracy.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/02/five-basic-truths-about-americas-immigration-debate/685962/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



How Trump Could Break the 2026 Elections

Stephen Richer on President Trump's 2020 election denial, standing up to threats, and the Fulton County raid. Plus: Trump's racist Obama meme and<em> The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.</em>

by David Frum

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




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

On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, David opens with his reaction to the racist AI video of Barack and Michelle Obama that was posted and quickly deleted by President Trump's Truth Social account. He argues that when the president engages in this behavior, it undermines his administration's other actions that resemble those of a normal presidency.

David is then joined by Stephen Richer, a former Republican county recorder of Maricopa County. They discuss Stephen's experience navigating Trump's 2020 election denial, standing up to pressure from the president, and confronting election denialism within his own party. They also examine the Trump administration's current activities in Georgia and how they could set the stage for more election denialism in 2026.

Finally, David reflects on Edward Gibbon's The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire as the series marks its 250th anniversary. Though the monumental work remains essential to understanding the fall of Rome, David explores how Gibbon's moralizing of history can lead modern readers to dangerous conclusions.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome back to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Stephen Richer, formerly recorder of Maricopa County, Arizona, the chief election official in the city of Phoenix in the swing state of Arizona, and we'll be discussing election integrity and the threats to election integrity--the conspiracy theories and lies that are told about elections past, and that present a threat to the integrity of free and fair elections in 2026.

My book this week is The [History of the] Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, which I choose because this month, February 2026, marks the 250th anniversary of the publication of the first volume of that famous book in February 1776. There are six volumes altogether, the last published in 1788, but February 1776 announces the arrival of this tremendous achievement of historical research and English literary triumph.

Before turning to either the dialogue or the book, I wanna begin with some thoughts about a very upsetting thing that happened over the past few days, and that is the posting on the social-media account of the president of the United States of a scurrilous, racist, insulting, and stupid video about the past president of the United States President Barack Obama and his wife, former First Lady Michelle Obama.

I'm sure many of you have seen the video or images of it; you know what I'm talking about. You've heard the many stories that the Trump White House has told, many contradictory stories about how this came to be. I'm not interested in decoding which of those stories is closest to the truth or furthest from a lie, and I'm not interested in adding my voice, one more condemnation to this offensive and stupid act. The whole country has reverberated with condemnation, which is right and just, and I'll say I agree. What more can be said?
 
 But there is a deeper thing going on here that does deserve some comment. Race, of course, is the fundamental chasm, a fundamental wound in American society, and moving toward a more just racial constitution of the United States has been the work--oh, well, it's been a work that you cannot date when it begins and you cannot date when it ends. It goes on and continues to this day. But the society is changing, and a new racial constitution has been coming into being. Right now, about 93 million Americans are either immigrants themselves or the children of immigrants; that's almost a third of the country. It's a different country than it was when the Civil Rights Act was passed or when the affirmative-action programs of the 1970s began to be devised. In the half century since those affirmative-action programs have come to be devised, the racial fabric of America has been reinvented in many ways. And one of the questions that we're all left [with] in the 2020s is whether these programs of racial restitution continue to make sense in a country that is so different from the country that existed when these programs were put into place.

Now, it has fallen in the Trump administration's time to respond to these changes. The Supreme Court of the United States has ruled, in important decisions, that it is more and more skeptical of programs of racial preference to correct for past racial injustice. In 2023, a pair of cases ruled that preferential treatment of undergraduates seeking admission to colleges is probably almost always illegal. And the Trump administration, in one of its more normal actions, something that you would expect from a more normal kind of government, has followed up, or responded to this, the lead of the Supreme Court, by issuing executive orders rolling back preferential treatment in many areas of employment and hiring. And many American companies have responded by changing their approach to equal opportunity. They're ending the practice of trying to ameliorate past injustice by having preferences in the present and moving toward an approach that treats all applicants more equally than they have been treated in the recent past.

I must say, I regard this as progress. I think this is the right way to go. I think it's the only way to go in a country where, as I say, 93 million people are immigrants or the children of immigrants to whom America's tortured racial history was something that happened before their families arrived on these shores, and they don't understand why their life chances should be abridged or artificially boosted because of something that happened in a past that was not their own familial, personal past. It's not sustainable in such a country to treat people from certain backgrounds more favorably and people from other backgrounds less favorably. It's not sustainable, and it will only inflame feelings that are already touchy enough. But the administration that has the job of bringing us to a more perfect union, of restoring more equal treatment, of finding some way forward from the preferential programs of the past, it is absolutely indispensable that such an administration show itself in every respect to be animated by ideals of equal treatment, racial fairness, justice for all.

When the president is acting like some kind of internet troll, some kind of Klansman with access to an AI machine, he discredits everything that his administration is doing that looks like something that another administration might also do. He ratifies every allegation of every critic of that administration, of every critic of the Supreme Court, of every critic of anyone who has ever held out for equal treatment under law by saying, You know what? The president is obviously motivated by racial animus. He's overseeing these acts of racial profiling by a paramilitary force that is masked and poorly trained and poorly led; and that is apprehending people because they don't like the way their accent sounds, they don't like the look of their face, and sending them to prisons, where they're held without due process for weeks and months; that is sending children under the age of 10 to similar kinds of camps--in every way that this administration tries to prove that it is indeed motivated by the worst, ugliest, most primitive kinds of prejudice. And then it asks Americans to trust it as it dismantles outdated correctives to the prejudices of the past. This isn't sustainable either.

If you are going to attain equal justice, you have to do it by treating people equally; I believe that. I think the Supreme Court, its decisions on these matters have been broadly correct. I think it's going in the right direction. And I think that the critiques of past diversity programs, maybe they were not as powerful at the beginning as they are at the end, but by the 2020s, they remain very powerful. And there are 93 million people to whom all of this has to seem oppressive, unfair, and none of their concern. But if we're going to get from here to there, we can't be poisoned by the kind of talk that comes off the president's social-media page and comes from the lips of the people around him. The people who lead the government must be seen to be just for anyone to believe in the justice of what they do. And this is one case of so many where even the parts of the Trump administration's agenda that some people might like, that even I might like, are disqualified and discredited by the Trump administration's own actions and by the president's own personality.

It's so tragic. It's so unnecessary. It's so ugly. It's so stupid. It's so shameful. It just makes you wince and say, Why does it have to be like this? Why can't it be better? Why can't we be having a politics that is productive? Why can't we be talking about things that matter? Why do we have to have people who act like children and adolescents at their worst when we are discussing the things that matter most, or should matter most, to us all? 

And now my dialogue with Stephen Richer. But first, a quick break.

[Break]

Frum: Stephen Richer was elected recorder of Maricopa County, Arizona, in November of 2020, and served in that role from the 1st of January 2021 to the end of December 2024. Maricopa, of course, is the county around the city of Phoenix, the biggest city in what has become a crucial swing state, and the recorder is the most important election official in that county.

Richer, a Republican, held firm against President [Donald] Trump's conspiracy theories and wild allegations against the election of 2020, and then faced another round of such allegations in 2022 and another round again in 2024, when Kari Lake was on the ballot, first for Arizona governor and then for the United States senator from Arizona. Richer now writes, teaches, and practices law. He's a native of the state of Utah, a graduate of Tulane and the University of Chicago, from which he holds both his law degree and also an M.A.

I got to know Stephen as a regular contributor to my Frum Forum website in the 2010s. He's a man of steadfast courage, and it's a pleasure to welcome him to The David Frum Show at a time when the Trump administration is mounting a renewed attack on the independence and integrity of the American voting system.

Stephen, welcome to The David Frum Show.

Stephen Richer: Thank you very much. Thanks for all you taught me previously, and it's good to be back. My wife keeps saying, When do you think these invitations are gonna dry up? And then President Trump does something related to elections, and I get another round of interviews and invitations, so it's good for business.

Frum: So long as he's crazy, you'll be employed.

Richer: (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) Or you'll be busy anyway because you have a new life away from all of this madness. But let's start with your first exposure to the madness. So you take office on the 1st of January of 2021, minutes before the attack on Congress, in the throes of all of these denunciations of the integrity of the vote, especially in your state. What was that like in 2021?

Richer: It was surreal because so many people were asking things about the 2020 election, and I was just getting into this office. I was still figuring out, basically, how to dial out of the office, who works in different spots in the office. COVID's going on. It's an office of 160 people; I'm just trying to get to know everyone's faces. And meanwhile, we have January 6 that happens, and then we have protesters outside of our facility. We have some of my erstwhile allies saying that my office had participated in stealing the 2020 election. And then, by my second week, I had been subpoenaed from the Arizona Senate for all of the materials relating to the 2020 election, and that began the whole endeavor known as the Cyber Ninjas forensic audit. And (Laughs.) boy, we spent a whole year going over 2020, and it was a lot.

Frum: Because you were a Republican and always have been a Republican, people in the president's camp were looking to you to agree with their story, however farcical it was, and you didn't.

Richer: That's right. Well, I was very patient with it, and a lot of the people who were coming to me with these allegations were people who I considered friends, they were supporters, and so they were people who I presumed to have good-faith questions about election administration. And I thought that if I dug in, if I researched them, and if I got them answers, and I did it in a way that was polite, and if I did it in a way that was factual, that this would just be a scientific process, and we would have questions, and we would have answers, and we would move on. It took me a while, but maybe a year into the process, I realized that was not going to be the case.

Frum: Yeah. I'll say here, as someone who's known you for a while and then watched you or observed you in your public presence, in these public interactions, you're a very nonfiery personality. You are very patient and low-key, and you agree to take seriously a lot of things that--people will say, I had a vision. It came to me in a dream. The ballots are hidden in a vault underneath a lake. And you would say, Okay, can you give me the GPS location of the vault and the lake? (Laughs.) And you never lost your cool, but the allegations just got wilder and wilder, didn't they?

Richer: They did, and more than that, they seemed adverse, they seemed stubborn to getting any answers, and eventually, I just realized, You don't want answers from me. You don't want me to investigate. You just want me to affirm what you want to believe to be true. And that was very saddening to me because I come from a world in which the epistemological process is highly valued, in which man is a rational creature and things can be scientifically discovered. And so why did I try to be nice? I tried to be nice because I don't think anyone has ever persuaded somebody else by telling them that they're an idiot, even though it might be satisfying to say. And I tried to be nice just so that when I look back on my actions throughout this whole affair, I can hopefully at least feel good that I wasn't too terribly mean to people. I've had a few moments where I've slipped, but I think I've done pretty well.

Frum: Now, you make the point that what was especially frustrating about these allegations was it was not one allegation that people would dig in and stick to, no matter all the contrary evidence. It was a series of contradictory allegations, and each time one fell apart, another would manifest itself, and then it would fall apart, and then there would be another, and it was just a wild series of mutually contradictory--always the same answer, but never the same explanation.

Richer: That's right, and you're on the internet, I think, a healthy amount, but you're on the internet enough to see that a lot of these claims keep popping up. It's like Whac-a-Mole. And weirdly, the burden of proof always seems to be on those of us who won all the court cases, those of us who won all of the audits, and yet it's on us to disprove every single wild-eyed allegation. I really hate that framework--I think it should instead be on the movant, so to speak, on the people who are alleging the thing, to have to bear the burden of proof. But what I do is: Somebody throws out a claim, I investigate it, and then I disprove it, and then they move on to another one. And it's frustrating, and it's exhausting, and again, it just goes to the fact that a lot of these people aren't looking for facts; a lot of these people are just looking for affirmation of their beliefs. But my mentality is that if there's still people out there who are looking for facts, then I wanna give it to them.

Frum: Let's bring this forward to the present because the reason all of this is suddenly so very, very urgent is not just that we've had this ever-continuing claim by Donald Trump, where he says things like, I won the state of Minnesota three times, when he won it no times. And you might think, Okay, well he's just a deluded old man who happens to be president, and that's probably not even the most harmful, untrue thing he believes. He is president now--no one doubts that--and he wasn't president for the four years after the election he lost, and that's history. But right now, the president and his supporters, including the director of national intelligence, are engaged in an attack on the voting system in Georgia in 2026, with an eye to what looks like some scheme to distort or twist the elections that are expected in November of this year. You have written about what you think may be going on. What's going on?

Richer: We don't know. I think we're gonna find out more in the next 48 hours because the affidavit for the warrant in Fulton County, Georgia, is going to be unsealed, and that could give us a better idea of what motivated this FBI search, what allowed the judge to be convinced that they had probable cause that a crime had been committed. But I don't know to what ends. Is it really just to pursue one or two people and try to charge them with a crime? Is it with the goal of claiming that the 2020 election should be, I don't know, undone for--sort of like when they find out that a football team had actually used drugs or had paid players and they strike off the championship from the historical records, and this way, they'll strike off Joe Biden's 2020 victory from the historical records? Or is it for stuff moving forward? I'm not sure, but this is unprecedented territory. Sure, Donald Trump and others have done a lot to cast doubt on our election system, but this is the first time where the entire machinery of law enforcement of the federal government has mobilized and has gone into a county.

Frum: Well, one thing that you hear said that they may be thinking of is, in the wilder precincts of election denialism in 2020 and 2021, there was a fantasy that the government of Venezuela, not a known technological leader, but that somehow had magic technology, which allowed it to change the outcome of votes in the United States. And now there has been the Trump raid into Venezuela, which a lot of us hoped would be some effort to restore Venezuela democracy, but, no, it's just a kidnapping of one of the thugs who runs Venezuela, leaving all the other thugs intact. But the election aspect is, some people speculate that what Trump has in mind is take Nicolas Maduro, former dictator, put him in front of an American court, and have the prosecutors--the ones who have not resigned because they have integrity, but the ones who remain who don't--have them say, Dictator Maduro, you can either spend the rest of your life in an American jail, or we can let you go, if you just affirm this crazy idea we have that magic Venezuelan technology changed the results in 2020. Does any of that sound like something that could happen?

Richer: So some of your listeners might be like, What the heck is David talking about? What is he making up? This is so facially ludicrous that nobody would believe this. But people do believe this. This is born out of a theory from the 2020 election that two election technology companies, Smartmatic and Dominion Voting Systems, had connections to [former Venezuelan President] Hugo Chavez, who had somehow gotten in cahoots with those companies to rig future elections, and that this tabulation equipment flipped votes from Donald Trump to Joe Biden. And I should say that we know this isn't true because 98 percent of Americans vote on paper ballots and those paper ballots can't be hacked and they are hand-count audited after the election. Nonetheless, people believe this, and so some people think that, Oh my gosh, the reason we went to Venezuela, the reason that we extracted Maduro isn't because of narcoterrorism, isn't because of opioids in American streets, isn't because of wanting to get their oil, but is because finally, the plot will be uncovered to steal the 2020 election.

And so if you're Nicolas Maduro and you're sitting there in, I think, presumably not the nicest conditions, I think he's gotta be thinking about this as potentially a golden ticket out because you and I know, and many [who] are surrounding Trump know, that the one way that you can get in his good grace, no matter what misdeed you have committed in the past, is that you can tell him that he certainly has never lost an election and that the 2020 election was stolen from him. This has just been a path for so many people to get appointments, a path for other people to get pardons, a path for people to get business negotiations. Even right now, Tina Peters, the Mesa County clerk who committed a number of felonies under state law in Colorado, but they were done in the name of Donald Trump winning the 2020 election, he's pulling out all the stops to try to get her out of prison in Colorado, and I think it could even extend to a mass murderer like Maduro.

Frum: Well, Trump let out the former president of Honduras, who's one of the biggest drug dealers in the world. That wasn't about the election. By the way, in the Tina Peters case, she was convicted under state law, correct? So Trump can't just pardon her--he has to muscle the state of Colorado into somehow releasing her.

Richer: But it's extraordinary what he's doing right now. He's pulling funds from Colorado. He vetoed a water bill that was very important to the residents of Colorado. He's calling [Governor] Jared Polis a terrible person on a regular basis. And so he will leverage whatever power he has. And in the instance of Maduro, he does have much more power than he has over Tina Peters.

Frum: Now, let's go to the forward-looking part of this. Are we seeing in Georgia some kind of dress rehearsal for using the muscle of the federal government and the military or other assets to intervene in state-run elections in 2026, and try to stave off what otherwise looks like a likely Republican defeat if the elections are allowed to be free and fair? And the scheme seems to be: Find some way, by looking backwards to 2020, to prevent the elections of 2026 from being free and fair.

Richer: Yeah, I don't know. I don't know how much of this is about Trump's ego and about looking backwards. You had the president of the Brennan Center on previously. He's somebody who has said that this is about looking forwards--this is about the 2026 election; this is about the 2028 election. But your guess is as good or better than mine, and so is this a dress rehearsal for involving the federal government in ways that never would've been before contemplated?

And I'll say that, over the last few months, I've ordinarily been pretty reluctant to embrace any sort of theory that Donald Trump can manipulate the 2026 elections. People normally talk about stationing ICE at a few voting locations, or they talk about him pulling federal funding from cybersecurity programs. And to those allegations, or to those concerns, I usually say, Well, at the end of the day, the counties run elections. They're run by bipartisan teams. They have a lot of checks and balances built into the process. And they're gonna be administered. But this is the first instance in which I could begin to believe that something truly spectacular is going to happen in which our 2026 midterm elections are not administered like past elections have been.

Frum: Well, let me ask you because you sat in the chair; you ran the office. You know the very minute details of how elections are administered, something most of us don't pay attention to, because we just think we'll go vote. The votes get counted. We believe what they say. Sometimes the one we want wins, and we're happy. And sometimes the one we want doesn't win, and we say, Wait 'til next time. But going inside the box, supposing you--I'm not going to ask you to say anything that, probably, the people who would abuse this information don't already know--but you're at a tabletop exercise, and you're invited, in the name of election-hardening, to say, We want you to play the other team. We want you to play the leader of the team that is trying to cheat in 2026. On the basis of your knowledge, what would be your scheme for interventions to sway the result against the will of the people in 2026 if you had to tabletop that exercise?

Richer: Yeah, so we do a fair amount of this, actually, within a number of different election communities, and I always fall back on where I think President Trump is most potent is still in the post-election procedures, still in sowing doubt in the minds of enough Americans that they don't think the elections are legitimate and, therefore, I don't know, they don't have to recognize the new elected officials, or the Congress doesn't have to seat its new members. That's certainly a popular theory that's floating about: that Speaker Mike Johnson, the outgoing speaker, will choose not to seat the new members, because they're in allegedly disputed elections.

I find that to be much more plausible than, We're gonna go in, and we're gonna tip over every single tabulation machine so that those can't be used, and then there's just pandemonium because they have to do hand-count auditing. Or: We're going to try to send the FBI to run the 9,000 different voting jurisdictions in the United States. Our election system is just so disaggregated, so driven by state law, so driven by local nuances, that I think it would be very, very challenging for the federal government to really take over here.

Frum: Well, a lot depends on whether the '26 elections are close or not close. If we're in a true wave, and 40 seats are changing hands, and the Senate is changing majority, probably, at that point, if you try to send the FBI to do something, it would be both hopeless, but it would also look obviously illegitimate. But if it's not 40 seats that are changing hands but just six, and you have an idea in the week before the election which those six are likely to be, could you do something then? Could you send Tulsi Gabbard and the FBI to Charlotte and Tucson and a few chosen jurisdictions and seize machines there? Would that have any positive outcome for them, or is it still hopeless?

Richer: Yeah, so I think that is a scenario that's been discussed, where you don't go to every 9,000 voting jurisdictions. You don't go to all the precincts. You certainly don't go to all the polling places. But you do go to the competitive swing races for the United States House, and you do something to disrupt them. And perhaps, in that instance, you could present law enforcement on such a significant level that election administrators would just have to throw their hands up and say, We can't operate in this environment, or We can't operate without our machinery, such that you can never get a conclusive result. I still don't know how, at the end of the day, you make the ballot say something different than what they said. But just seizing everything and not even allowing the process to go on, that would be pretty extraordinary, but that would have, obviously, a disruptive effect, and then I guess we would never really know who won those contests.

And I think that this is especially vulnerable in California, where California usually takes about two weeks to complete their count because almost everyone votes by mail, and a large percentage of people either drop off their mail ballot on Election Day or they even mail it, they postmark it, on Election Day and then it doesn't even arrive until several days later. And so if the administration already knows that it's gonna come down to just a few swing districts in California, moves in there--California, of course, is already ready to be seen as sort of the liberal boogeyman, and so maybe the narrative writes better there.

Frum: Based on your experience in Arizona, how far down this highway will other Republican officials go? When Donald Trump and the people around him and Kari Lake were saying these crazy things about the elections in your state, did most Republican officeholders sort of shrug wearily, or did they say, Well, it may not be true, but it's our team that's saying the thing that is not true, so we have to be full throated?

Richer: Do not underestimate the importance of politics for a politician. David Mayhew said politicians are "single-minded seekers of reelection," and I learned that when I got into office. And Republicans care about the opinion of Donald Trump because he is uniquely powerful within the Republican Party. And so almost every single Republican that I spoke with after the 2020 election, in terms of elected Republicans, knew that there was very little to Donald Trump's allegations of a stolen election. At best, they stayed quiet. At worst, they went full-throated along with it because they knew it was a path to political riches, whether higher office or fundraising and so on and so forth. And so I was just consistently disappointed at how few people there were who were willing to stand up and say, No, two plus two still equals four, even if the president doesn't want it to be so.

Frum: How robust are the state courts and the federal courts in election administration?

Richer: So I do think that this is one thing that we can take some solace in and that was very consistent and strong from 2020 onward, is that--I know that people take issue with courts of appeals and with the United States Supreme Court on some highly politicized issues, but in terms of election denialism, in terms of saying that, for instance, again, that Dominion tabulation was connected to Hugo Chavez, there was not a single state or federal court that indulged those fanciful lies. And so still, I think that if there's one place where we consistently win because we have all the facts and we have all the law, it's in the courts. And so I still have put great faith in the courts, I still have a lot of confidence in the courts, and I do think that that is one of the bulwarks against anything that might happen in the 2026 election.

Frum: Can you decode the role? How is it that the director of national intelligence has any role in anything to do with an election?

Richer: Well, I think all the formalities and lines have been blurred quite a bit in the Trump administration, and even this one is a bit confusing because President Trump said that he had no idea why Tulsi Gabbard was there. And then the next day, at the National Prayer Breakfast, he said, Well, Pam--being Pam Bondi, the attorney general--had asked her to be there. And then a number of other people have had shifting analysis as to whether or not she was supposed to be there and what she's been doing there. But I think Tulsi Gabbard realizes, as many have realized before her, that Donald Trump cares deeply about this and less important than coloring within the lines, or only doing what is within your purview, is showing Donald Trump that you care about this and doing "something about it." And so I think that, for her positioning within the Trump administration, it was a smart move. Now, will he eventually expect her to produce something? There, I think, she could be in a little more challenging position because I think that most of this is being done by the Justice Department and the FBI, and they would say, maybe, This is our stuff; butt out. But I think being there certainly helped her in Trump world.

Frum: Yeah. The FBI is an institution that is being broken before our eyes as well, and good officers are being driven out; bad officers are being hired. The FBI is being turned into an arm of very, very partisan justice. How much confidence do you have in them? And you've seen them in Arizona--what do you think is likely to happen in 2026?

Richer: I have a lot of confidence in the FBI and the Department of Justice as it previously existed, and I still have a lot of confidence in a lot of the people there. These people are amazing. They really believe in the role of the agencies. They believe in doing justice. They're highly professional. They're highly skilled. Unfortunately, as you said, those people are leaving. And if you look at The New York Times story, I think, just a day or two ago about what's going on with the applications to the Department of Justice, it's very telling. One, the number of applications is way down, and they're struggling to recruit the same high-quality, high-caliber people that they were previously. And two, as part of the application process, applicants have to answer questions about which parts of the Trump agenda they like most, how they will advance the Trump agenda, and this is just so anathema to anyone who really believed in the Justice Department's mission and the FBI's mission that I do think it will have a corrosive effect. I just don't know how long it will take to get to the tipping point where those are the types of people who are running ops.

Frum: What is the SAVE Act, and why do the Republicans care about it so much?

Richer: Yeah, there's a few pieces of legislation right now that Republicans are trying to put forward to supposedly close gaps in problems that they see with election administration. One's the SAVE Act, one's the SAVE America Act, and one's the Make Elections Great Again Act.

The SAVE Act is aimed primarily at proof of citizenship when registering to vote. So under the National Voter Registration Act, the NVRA, which was passed in the '90s, if you wanna vote in elections in the United States under federal law, you just have to attest under penalty of law that you are a United States citizen--you don't have to show documented proof of citizenship. The Republicans wanna change that such that you have to show either a passport or a birth certificate when registering to vote. Now, I actually think that there's something to that idea. I don't think that's an unduly onerous burden. But the way in which they've drafted it is problematic, the way in which they're trying to impose it is problematic, and there's also a lot of states' rights people who say, Well, I actually think that this should be best left to the states.

Frum: And there is also something about this that is a little, like, politicians are older than they used to be--like, not dealing with the present-day America. If the vote were restricted to people who have a valid passport for international travel, wouldn't that skew the electorate much more toward the Democrats than toward the Republicans? In 1996, having a passport probably did indicate you were a Republican leaner, but not in 2026.

Richer: So I should first say that this is predicated oftentimes on a false notion that there are large numbers of noncitizens who are participating in American elections, and that's simply not true. It's not true both by the number of people who have been prosecuted for this, but it's also not true because a number of states, even in recent weeks, have affirmatively investigated the number of noncitizens on their rolls--I wrote about this in The New York Times--and just, simply, the numbers aren't there.

And then, secondly, yes, I'm not even sure that the political calculus is right. As you've noted before, the demographics of the Republican Party have materially changed, even from where they were in 2016. Republicans are no longer the disproportionately educated, disproportionately affluent country-club party that maybe we once envisioned them [to be], and they are actually potentially less likely to have passports because they're not living in coastal cities and taking those international trips. And so I do think that that's another curious wrinkle to the SAVE Act. Now, maybe Republicans would say, Well, that's not our goal here, and Our goal is just to further secure elections. I would say we need to clean up how it's being done technically, and I still don't think that there's a great justification for it.And a lot of people say, Well, Stephen, voter ID polls really well, and I say, It does--this is not voter ID. Again, voter identification is what you do when you show up to vote, and you take, usually, a driver's license, and you say, I am the person who is registered to vote. SAVE Act is about, when you first register to vote, whether or not you have proof of citizenship, which might, as David said, be a passport, or it might be a birth certificate.

Frum: So what are the other acts that the Republicans are interested in?

Richer: So the MEGA Act does things like--it's this whole laundry list of sort of things that the Republicans have talked about in the elections context for a while, stuff like banning ranked-choice voting, stuff like banning states from sending out mail ballots to all registered voters, things like banning states from allowing mail ballots to come back after Election Day if they've been postmarked on Election Day. So my complaint against this isn't necessarily policy item for policy item, but it is very much a federalization of election administration. And if there's one thing that separates sort of the Trump camp from the [Senator Mitch] McConnell camp is the McConnell camp would say, It was wrong when Democrats tried to do it with H.R. 1 in 2021, it was wrong when I probably looked at this way back earlier in my political career, and it's wrong now. And the Trump people would say, We want to change election administration. We wanna do it through executive order, even. And if we can't do it through executive order, then we wanna do it through federal legislation.

Frum: Well, I think there are also Republicans that are in the group of: We remember a world where Republicans were more likely to have a passport than Democrats were, but that was a world of long ago; we're mad about mail-in ballots because they helped Biden in 2020, because, in 2020, there was a special circumstance where people who took COVID seriously were more likely to vote by mail than people who didn't take COVID seriously and Democrats were more likely to take COVID seriously than Republicans. But what also seems weird about this, for Republicans to make such a fetish of it now, is in normal times, who is most likely to vote by mail? Active-duty military personnel and older people. So you'd think, Well, gee, if I'm a Republican, why do I wanna make that more difficult?

Richer: Well, this is an irony, and in Arizona, it was the "[John] McCain machine" that we used to call it that really, really got mail voting down to a science for a while. And it was all the people, we like to say, in Sun City or out in Gilbert, which are sort of towns further removed from the central core of Phoenix, who didn't wanna go into a voting location, who didn't wanna get out of their 55-plus communities, who wanted to mail in their ballots, and so a lot of these narratives have flipped. It's interesting to somebody like me, who's been watching this for a little while. It's not always rational. But I'm trying to meet it where it is.

Frum: Yeah. These are things--you can debate the SAVE Act, you can debate these other measures, in a way you can't debate someone who believes that Hugo Chavez, from beyond the grave, is tampering with American voting dials.

Richer: That's right. And again, my complaint with the SAVE Act is often about the predicate, the false predicate, which is that large numbers of noncitizens are voting in our elections. And that, again, that has been demonstrated time and time again to be false. Now, absolutely, we can have a public-policy debate about what's the appropriate amount of documentation for proof of citizenship--public-policy debate. But too often in the Trump world in election administration, we're debating facts that shouldn't have to be debated.

Frum: Let's wrap this up with--take us back to what happens on a voting day in most of America. So you show up, you stand in line, you execute your vote however your county does it, and then you leave. And then you don't think about it until you turn on the TV. What happens after you leave that room?

Richer: So if you vote at a voting location, you'll either fill in your ballot with a hand mark--you'll hand mark it with pen, and you'll fill in the ovals--or you'll have a touch screen, and then it'll print a piece of paper. And then you'll feed it into a tabulator at the voting location.

Frum: Let me pause you right there. So even though you've used a machine to generate the ballot, the ballot remains a paper ballot.

Richer: Correct. Again, so 98 percent of Americans have a paper ballot of some form, whether that's filling it in yourself by hand, or whether that's touching ovals on a screen and then printing it off and still having a paper ballot.

Frum: Right, and here in my precinct in Washington, that's what we do: We touch the screen. We get a piece of paper. Then what happens?

Richer: And then you're going to go, as the voter, and you're going to make sure that it has all of your selections as you intended. So it would say, For this race, you voted for this person. For this race, you voted for this person. For this race, you voted for that person. And then you're gonna feed it into a little mini tabulator that is at a voting location. At the end of the night--

Frum: Wait, stop--who supervises this?

Richer: County or city workers who have been trained to do this, who are bipartisan teams. Oftentimes, depending on the jurisdiction, they've been offered up by the county Republican Party or the county Democratic Party. But these are almost, in most circumstances, a bipartisan team of paid temporary county or city employees.

Frum: So they're not full-time city or county employees; they're people who have been specially recruited for that one-day service.

Richer: Correct. For working a voting location, those are ordinarily temporary workers.

Frum: And there'll be someone named by the Republicans, someone named by the Democrats.

Richer: That's right.

Frum: Okay. And they're watching what's going on.

Richer: That's right. And there's a whole bunch of procedures. Usually, you have to document a whole bunch of different things. But at the end of the day, you're going to take all of the ballots that have been run through that tabulator, and you're going to take the memory device from the tabulator itself, and you're gonna wrap that memory device in tamperproof packaging, make sure that it can't be damaged, make sure that it can't be tampered with. You're gonna give it to a bipartisan team, and they're going to take both those ballots and that memory device to a central count facility--so that will be either within your county or within your city--where all of the different voting locations go into in order to aggregate the results. And when they aggregate the results, not only will they load that memory device into this main server to add to the other votes that have come in, but they'll make sure that the number of votes that it recorded is the same as the number of ballots that were returned from that voting location, such that if the memory device reads, 1,123 ballots have been read on this, there better be 1,123 ballots that are in the drawer where they went after they were tabulated.

So that's one component of it. There's a whole bunch of other components because, obviously, some people vote by mail; some people get a mail ballot, and they drop it off. But an important part of this is we don't just load those into the elections-management server, print the results, and then say, Well, hope everyone enjoyed their election. There's always going to be post-election audits that are going to be open to public observation and are gonna be done in a bipartisan manner. So here, we really get to the core of the Hugo Chavez claim, which is that the tabulation equipment itself took votes that were for Donald Trump and it awarded them to Joe Biden. And we know that's not the case because what we do is we select random batches of ballots, we see what the machine count was on them, and then we give those physical paper ballots to bipartisan teams of Republicans and Democrats, who hand-count them and they make sure the machines got the count right.

Frum: One of the complaints that the Trump people had was they couldn't bring their bands of enthusiasts into those counting rooms.

Richer: Yeah. So, one, every county differs in terms of how many observers it allows, but in terms of people who actually work the process, we, in Maricopa County, we welcomed all types. If you were somebody who didn't believe in the validity of elections, that's fine; we still took you in. But we didn't just take you and your five buddies and just send you off to one voting location. We take you in, we train you, we talk with you, and then we integrate you into other teams--teams of people from different backgrounds, teams from people of different politics, teams from people who have been doing this different lengths of time--and there is a little bit of that sort of almost watchfulness over each other. And I think one of the really beautiful things about election administration is that, in almost all instances, the people who come in and are part of this process develop a camaraderie with the people that they work with, and they develop a sense of pride in the results, and they develop a sense of defensiveness in that they were part of this process. And so I say to anyone who is still questioning how these things work, either go and get a tour of your elections facility, or better yet, figure out how you can be an observer for your political party, or figure out how you can participate in at least one part of the election process.

Frum: You mean convert cheap cynicism on Twitter into actual civic participation, and maybe not only will you have a better understanding, but you might be a better person at the end of the process.

Richer: Yeah, and there's some great social-science studies about people who serve on a jury walk away with a better perception of the criminal-justice system. And while this hasn't been as studied in the election-worker context, from my anecdotal experience, I firmly believe that is true, and it is something that is constructive, and it's something that'll actually teach you, rather than just retweeting or resharing the Rumble video or the Truth Social post or the Twitter post.

Frum: In Maricopa County, how many people are involved in the process in a big year, like in a presidential year?

Richer: Yeah, so for the 2024 presidential election, we had about 2.6 million registered voters in Maricopa County, and we had over 3,000 temporary workers helping with that process. That's everything from the people who are working at a voting location, to people who are driving box trucks, to people who were working in our warehouse, to people doing signature verification, to people who were actually taking the ballots out of their return mail envelopes in bipartisan teams and smoothing them out and making sure there aren't rips or gum on the ballots before we put them into the tabulators. And so, really, it's a very time-intensive process, it's a very redundant process, but it's a pretty remarkable process, and there are lots of ways to get involved, and I think that you'll find that, far from being complicit in a grand international scheme that seems fitting for a Mission: Impossible movie, I think that you'll find that it gets a little boring, tiring after you've been doing it for hours and hours and hours. But it's important because that is how we can affirm the validity of the election.

Frum: So in just your one county, in just Maricopa, we need to get 3,000 people to be involved in the conspiracy.

Richer: And so that is really another reason why our system is hardened against broad-scale attacks because, I mentioned, there are about 9,000 different voting jurisdictions in the United States, and each of those voting jurisdictions, they're not as big as Maricopa County--Maricopa County is only smaller than Los Angeles County in terms of elections jurisdictions--but they have a number of people working. And so to have a conspiracy, you would have thousands and thousands of people in on it, and my experience with most political secrets is as soon as more than three or four people know about it, it's probably getting out.

Frum: Stephen, thank you so much for joining me today. I learn so much from you every time we speak. I'm grateful to you for speaking to me today.

Richer: Thanks, David. I really appreciate it.

Frum: Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Stephen Richer for joining me today on The David Frum Show.

Now, as I mentioned at the top, this month, February 2026, marks the 250th anniversary of the publication of the first of six volumes of Edward Gibbon's [The History of the] Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Now, I won't claim to have read every word of all six volumes, nor have I listened to all 126 hours of the audiobook, as recorded by Charlton Griffin, who is an incredible hero. I've listened to a lot of them, and I strongly recommend the audiobook; it is a fascinating way to spend time. But it's a lot either way, whether you read the six volumes or listen to the 126 hours. But I've dug deeply enough into the book to have absorbed its message for our time, and that's what I wanna talk about today, because this series of books remains not only a tremendous monument of history, not only a great milestone in intellectual development, it continues to shape discourse in our own time in ways that are powerful, but also sometimes a little misleading. So let me explain what I mean, why this book is so relevant and why I'm talking about it today.

Edward Gibbon was a man of the Enlightenment. He was a secularist. He was someone who had what we would call a broadly liberal--the word would not have been used that way in his time--but a broadly liberal view of politics. He was a man of great tolerance. He was an easygoing man, the opposite of a persecutor, the opposite of an advocate of any kind of arbitrary or absolute authority, so in that sense, a very modern figure. But in another way, as an historian, he was quite an old-fashioned figure, a backward-looking figure. His book, begun in 1776--the last volume was published a dozen years later, in 1788--is very much under the imprint of the ideas of Niccolo Machiavelli, who lived 250 years before Edward Gibbon, and through Machiavelli to the classical literary tradition of the Romans and the Greeks.

When Gibbon is explaining the decline and fall of the Roman Empire, he, again, is a very modern man--he uses not only literary evidence; he uses coins and inscriptions and all the techniques that were made available by archaeology as it existed in his time--and many of his ideas, as I say, are very strikingly modern, but his central explanation of what happened to the Roman Empire is backward-looking. It's the Machiavelli explanation. What he thinks happened was that there was a decline in the civic virtue of the Roman people, and this decline in civic virtue was the key culprit of the collapse of the Roman Empire. What did he mean by civic virtue? What he meant was a kind of self-denying, materially austere commitment to active citizenship, active participation in public life. There was more of that early; there was less of that later. As that civic participation declined, so did the Roman Empire. And many people who read his book, in 1776 and after, took from that reading a message that was, in some ways, very helpful to building modern societies--we all should be active citizens--but also misleading because it created an idea that people are more virtuous at one period, less virtuous at another. It made the story of the success or failure of societies very much a matter of individual behavior and less of institutional success.

Now, again, Gibbon was in no way a naive person; he understood the importance of institutions. One of the big villains of his book is the rise of the Christian Church, which, in his telling, diverts Roman attention from this-worldly to otherworldly activities, from being willing to work on behalf of the commonwealth in the here and now to looking for some kind of reward in heaven, for being less willing to use weapons to serve in the military and more inclined to privatize their life. And there's obviously some truth to this. Christianity did change the way the Roman civilization worked. But it's not clear that there was any less involvement in civic life in Roman life in the 400s or 500s than there was in the 100s, when he begins his story. But what he did introduce--and this is really the thing we need to be cautious of--was a kind of biologization of history, an idea of decline and decadence. Decline makes sense when we talk about individual creatures. After a certain point in our lives, we are all on the path of decline, leading to extinction. And he brought concepts from the idea of art and science, the idea of decadence, into history in a way that biologized the development of societies. And this is an idea that, in our time, can lead to some pretty sinister complexes, this hunt for decline and decadence, and this desire to reaffirm society by somehow purging us of the things that make us freer, that give individual life more scope--again, not blaming Gibbon for that, but these are ideas that, through, Gibbon have haunted the discussion of political science and economic development and historical development.

I think, as we return to this mighty work from 250 years ago, there's a lot to benefit from, including, above all, the extraordinary labor that went into producing this giant work that is still so fascinating to read, still so eminently quotable, in a literary style that resonates to this very day. But the reason the Roman Empire declined and fell was not because the Romans were virtuous at one time and less virtuous at the other. They were met with concrete problems of the here and now, problems of climate change, problems of plague, problems of the faster military development of their neighbors. Romans started with a big organizational advantage over the less-organized societies on their borders. As the Romans developed, as the world developed, those neighbors caught up and equalized the military balance, and the Romans were not up to the task. The Romans also developed problems of succession. They couldn't provide orderly ways that didn't involve coups and assassinations and civil wars, of making sure that executive power flowed in continuous ways through bureaucratic systems. Partly, that was because of the material primatism of the time. Partly, that was because of just the scale of distance on which they had to work. But partly, that was an institutional failure that was inherent in the way they organized the world and that we can learn some lessons from.

The world is always old and always new. Human beings age, but societies don't. And if there's a lesson to be learned from The [History of the] Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, it is to think less about decline and fall and think more about: How do we preserve and maintain the success of the society that modern-day people have, Americans and people in other democracies? How do you preserve what you have as institutions? How do you keep alive the incentives to maintain the act of citizenship that Gibbon taught as so important?

Anyway, those are my reflections on [the] 250th anniversary of this amazing work. But go read some of it, more of it, all of it if you can, yourself and see what you think.

Thanks so much for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As always, the best way to support the work of this program, if you want to do so, is by subscribing to The Atlantic and supporting the work of all of my colleagues. Please share and subscribe to the program and share it on social media if you're so minded. And you can follow me on social media as well: @DavidFrum on X (Twitter) and on Instagram. See you next week on The David Frum Show--oh, and one last word: I wish a very meaningful Valentine's Day to all who celebrate this often difficult but potentially very rewarding holiday. Thank you so much for joining me this week on The David Frum Show.
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What Is Kari Lake Trying to Achieve?

The Arizona politician has wasted millions of dollars while blocking U.S. efforts to bring reliable news to repressive countries.

by Anne Applebaum, Yvonne Wingett Sanchez

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




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

She wanted to be governor of Arizona. She wanted to be a senator from Arizona. She wanted to run Voice of America, to be MAGA's broadcaster to the world. Then she wanted to shut down Voice of America, after Donald Trump and Elon Musk turned against it. She wanted to play a big role in the MAGA movement, to live up to the phrase she's used to describe herself: "Trump in heels." But Kari Lake has achieved none of those things.

Instead, during her 11 months as the de facto leader of the U.S. Agency for Global Media, Lake has done profound damage to America's foreign broadcasters, and to America's ability to communicate with the world. USAGM runs Voice of America and gives grants to, among others, Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, Radio Free Asia, and the Open Technology Fund, which helps people access information in places including Russia and Iran. During her tenure, Lake has ceded influence to Chinese and Russian state media all over the world, as their broadcasters have taken over slots from canceled U.S. programs. She has hampered the U.S. government's ability to inform foreign audiences in times of crisis. She blocked RFE/RL from using USAGM's transmission equipment, which meant that during mass street protests and an internet blackout in Iran recently, the broadcasters' Persian-language service, Radio Farda, had to rent from commercial contractors. Voice of America's Spanish-language service, which once reached tens of millions of people in Latin America, was unavailable during the U.S. military's intervention in Venezuela because it had been shut down months earlier.

Anne Applebaum: The U.S. surrenders in the global information wars

But even while Lake presided over the destruction of an agency vital to U.S. national-security interests and the squandering of taxpayer dollars--more on this later--she often seemed to be focused on other things. Throughout the past year, she has posted on X constantly, sometimes many times a day, about Arizona politics ("Arizona elections are theater. Everyone knows it"); Somali immigration; Ashli Babbitt; Melania Trump's movie; even former Ohio Governor John Kasich, whom she called "a pussy." Although head of an agency whose broadcasters are mandated by law to be nonpartisan and editorially independent, she has four photographs of President Trump at the top of her X feed, where she has also pinned a long, wild screed about unspecified electoral fraud ("Why is NO ONE talking about this during a week when a lot of people are TALKING??? I think I know--because there is BIG money in keeping the corrupt, rigged elections going").

Yet if Lake's intention is to win Trump's favor by broadcasting conspiracy theories, she is failing at that too. In October, she was spotted waiting in a White House lobby, hoping to see Trump, according to two GOP operatives. "Kari has been here for hours," a White House aide told one of the operatives that day. "She's going to run, and she's asking for the endorsement." Lake, who was rumored to be mulling a run for Congress in Arizona, eventually shared her pitch with a low-level aide who conveyed no enthusiasm for a third Lake candidacy, the same person said. The other Republican operative offered a similar account. When asked for comment on the episode, Lake responded in a statement that "every shred of this question is incorrect" and added, "The President has always been very gracious and generous when I have requested time with him."

Whatever she does next, Lake will leave behind immense damage, as well as a legal quagmire, not least because the legal basis for her current position is peculiar. Because Trump removed most members of the bipartisan, Senate-confirmed board that oversees USAGM, depriving it of a quorum, Lake could not formally be appointed head of VOA. The head of USAGM has to be confirmed by the Senate, but for whatever reason, Trump didn't want to go through the process. That's why Lake arrived at USAGM with the title "special adviser." She was promoted to "deputy CEO"; later she began calling herself the "acting CEO." During a sworn deposition in two lawsuits brought by fired employees, she admitted that she had no documentation confirming her appointment to the latter position.

Once in place, several current and former staffers told us, Lake made little effort to understand the agency, its mission, or even the point of journalistic independence. A television-news anchor in Phoenix for more than two decades, she had a very limited background in international journalism, and during congressional testimony revealed that she did not know, for example, what language is spoken in Armenia, although VOA had an Armenian service. During her deposition, she could not think of any countries in Asia, other than China, that might not have adequate sources of free information; apparently North Korea did not come to mind.

Although she had no experience working with any of the institutions before, she did not initially consult with senior officials at the broadcasters. Rohit Mahajan, the chief communications officer for RFA, said that leaders of all of the broadcasters had approached Lake, and continue to do so, but to little effect. Michael Abramowitz, the director of Voice of America, said he tried unsuccessfully to engage Lake both directly and through intermediaries. In the end he met her twice, once by accident in a hallway and once when he came to hand her a briefing book prepared by his staff. She took it and indicated she would read it, but he never heard back. (Lake declined to comment on these specific allegations due to ongoing litigation.)

But that was not unusual; she kept her distance from others as well, multiple current and former staffers said. One VOA staffer reckons that she wasn't in that building "more than a couple of times" in a six-month period. In the deposition, Lake said she primarily spent time at the State Department, where she was eventually given an office. But she didn't ask many people to meet her there either. In her statement, Lake defended her commitment to the job, saying, "Frankly, most of your 'sources' probably wish I didn't work so hard."

The VOA staffer also said that new appointees then working with Lake seemed "distrustful of federal employees, as part of the so-called deep state." Among these appointees were John Zadrozny, an anti-immigration campaigner and DHS official in the first Trump administration; Mora Namdar, who contributed to the Heritage Foundation's Project 2025; and Frank Wuco, a former talk-radio host known for promoting birtherism and several other conspiracy theories.

A former USAGM executive nevertheless said some employees were initially hopeful about Lake, given her television experience. Perhaps, some thought, the outlet could have found an on-air role for her, or even created her own show. Another former employee said they had prepared proposals for institutional reform. But whatever plans Lake had originally made for the broadcasters ended in mid-March, when Trump signed an executive order designed to close the entire agency. Lake admitted under oath that this decision caught her by surprise. Nevertheless, perhaps egged on by criticism from the Trump aide Ric Grenell and from Musk--who described the broadcasters, collectively reaching hundreds of millions of people, as "radical left crazy people talking to themselves"--Lake instantly rushed to demolish the institution, even denigrating VOA as "rotten to the core."

With the help of DOGE, she immediately began trying to cut grants to RFA, RFE/RL, and other agencies, forcing them to make emergency cuts in staff and programming. USAGM also fired about 500 VOA contractors, many of whom were journalists with unique language skills and contacts in difficult parts of the world. Because they are what Abramowitz described as "the guts of the language services," people with years of experience and deep knowledge of their countries, their departure meant that many VOA programs became impossible to produce. Eventually most were shut down.

In addition, about 800 full-time employees were placed on paid administrative leave. During the following months, Lake and her team repeatedly tried to fire the agency staff, including journalists, editors, and tech support. But because Lake's authority to discharge employees was uncertain, and because she and her aides did not comply with strict rules about so-called reductions in force in the federal government, Lake's team kept running into legal hurdles that they seem not to have anticipated.

Even as Russian and Chinese state media were replacing American news reporting, USAGM was obligated to pay salaries and benefits to hundreds of people placed on leave. A minority report from the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations estimates that from March 15 through July 18 alone, USAGM paid hundreds of people more than $69 million not to work, and that cost has continued to grow. As of August, more than 500 people were still on administrative leave, still receiving salaries and benefits, and still barred from performing their duties. In September, a judge blocked another attempt to fire them. Since then, the federal government has likely paid them about $50 million more--an estimate based on average salary levels at the agency--while still preventing them from doing their jobs. Lake's statement did not refute these numbers but instead blamed an "activist judge" for obstructing her plans.

Lake has taken the position that she is required by law to maintain merely a statutory minimum service at VOA, something far smaller than the broadcasts previously produced in 49 languages. Lake initially preserved service in only four languages (Mandarin, Dari, Pashto, and Farsi) but later added a few more, including Korean and Kurdish. Yet even as she continues to pay hundreds of experienced journalists and federal workers to remain on administrative leave, sources at VOA and USAGM told us that she is hiring more and more contractors. This may be because, as she has testified, she truly believes USAGM and its broadcasters are "rotten to the core."

Toluse Olorunnipa: Kari Lake's attempt to deport her own employees

Regardless, she seems to be replacing some journalists with propagandists. By law, all of the broadcasters are supposed to be nonpartisan, with a firewall between the journalists and the U.S. administration. The State Department puts out the administration's views; the broadcasters are meant to be reporters, a distinction particularly important in places that don't have any other independent media. But some of VOA's newer material doesn't appear to meet that standard. One recent article, originally published in Chinese, echoed the false claims that Trump likes to make about his own record: "Trump combined his dealmaking ability with diplomacy based on the concept of 'peace through strength' to secure agreements halting and restraining eight global conflicts in 2025." VOA's Mandarin-language Instagram feed recently began posting heroic, Photoshopped images of Trump with misty American flags and helicopters in the background.

In practice, this is another kind of waste. Trump did not halt or restrain eight global conflicts, and obvious pro-Trump puffery isn't going to have the same kind of influence among Mandarin-speaking audiences as, say, the extraordinary reporting once done by Radio Free Asia's Uyghur-language service, which had to be shut down when funding to the broadcaster was cut and only recently reopened with a limited service. In 2017, RFA broke the story of the Chinese government's mass arrests of Uyghur people in Xinjiang, part of a crackdown that has since forced some 1.8 million people into concentration camps. This story also had an impact on international perceptions of China in a way that fictional tales of Trump's diplomacy will not.

Lake's decisions about USAGM property have also taken their toll. Before Trump returned to office, the agency had begun to move into new quarters. Its old building, constructed in 1939 for the Social Security Board, needed expensive renovations; reportedly had ancient, faulty wiring; was far too big; and was generally unsuitable for modern journalism. After an extensive search and a lengthy negotiation, the service contracted to lease a smaller office building on Pennsylvania Avenue. Although the total price tag of the 15-year lease was more than $200 million, a number that looks large, the annual cost was reportedly lower than that of the agency's former quarters. The owner gave USAGM two years' free rent, as well as an additional nine months without rent to move into the building; the previous leaseholder threw in office furniture as well. According to USAGM's previous CEO, the savings from the deal would have come to more than $150 million over the course of the lease. Renovations had begun, and some staff had already moved in.

In March, Lake abruptly canceled the lease. The former USAGM executive and another person with knowledge of the transaction say that she and her team did not follow the specified termination procedures. Lake's team did not want to reimburse the owner's costs, which the people close to the deal said initially came to about $16 million. The executive believes that this is because any payment undercut their argument that "it's cheaper to get rid of these things than to keep them." Theoretically, the building's owner could add to the list of lawsuits against Lake, and a court could now hold USAGM, and thus U.S. taxpayers, liable for the entire 15-year lease. (In her statement, Lake maintained that canceling the lease reduced the agency's costs and will save more than $225 million over 10 years.)

Meanwhile, office leases and other contracts around the world have been canceled, sometimes incurring additional costs, by VOA as well as the other broadcasters, staffers said. Further losses are mounting. USAGM also continues to pay to update and maintain its transmission capabilities in multiple countries around the world, even though they are now being used less often, and even though Lake has prevented some of the services from using them. Lake is also engaged in a series of lawsuits, some of which she appears to have made only minimal effort to fight. RFE/RL has won several cases that have allowed it to remain open. Employees of VOA, RFA, and the Middle East Broadcasting Network have also received favorable court rulings.  One federal judge, Royce Lamberth, a President Ronald Reagan appointee, has pointed out that when Congress appropriated $260 million to VOA for 2025, it did not intend the money to be used to cut programming and keep employees at home. "The legal term for that is 'waste,'" he said, "and it is precisely what federal appropriation law aims to avoid."

No one can say Lake lacks enthusiasm for the cause of shutting down the agency. During the course of the year, she has railed against USAGM, baselessly accused Voice of America of taking instruction from the Chinese Communist Party, and canceled visas for the foreign employees of the broadcasters, forcing them to leave the United States immediately and, in the case of some from repressive countries, scramble to find somewhere safe to live. "There was no caretaking to deal with that issue at all," said Kathryn Neeper, director of strategy at USAGM, now on administrative leave. Lake did take time to make a slick video about the new VOA building whose lease she canceled, describing it as luxurious and overpriced.

More recently, after congressional appropriators began talking about bringing the agency's funding back, she switched tack. She visited the Miami headquarters of Radio Marti--which is part of the Office of Cuban Broadcasting, beloved by Cuban American politicians, the broadcaster least affected by her purge--and even met staff last week at the main headquarters of RFE/RL in Prague.

She has lauded the work of the skeleton VOA services in Persian and installed a new leader for them--albeit a controversial, seemingly partisan one--even as she continued to prevent RFE/RL's Radio Farda from accessing transmission services. Lake asserted in her statement that RFE/RL leaders "were putting out a message that was counter to US policy" and that she was helping them "align their messaging with American foreign policy and national security strategy." But that assertion again reflects a deep misunderstanding of what RFE/RL is supposed to do. According to long-standing statute, the broadcaster has "professional independence," providing not American messaging but real journalism in places where there are few alternatives.

Lake herself never pretends not to be partisan, keeping up a constant stream of praise and adulation for Trump, the "Trump Kennedy Center," Charlie Kirk, and other MAGA heroes. But the Lake era at USAGM might look very different, even to Republicans, once the costs and losses of her year in charge are counted. Not only has she wasted money; she hasn't won many arguments. In recent weeks, Congress rejected Lake's requests to cut funding to a bare minimum and allotted USAGM something approaching previous levels of funding. Lake will retain the ability to undermine the broadcasters, but her expensive, monthslong, legally dubious attempt to destroy them has so far failed.

Tom Nichols: They're cheering for Trump in Moscow--again

The uncertain future of her role might explain why Lake was said to be sitting in a White House waiting room in October, trying to get the president's endorsement for a congressional race. But even if she had his blessing, a return to Arizona politics will be difficult. The Republican consultant and pollster Paul Bentz told us that MAGA voters in Arizona have moved on from Lake: "MAGA's got other people that they've put at the forefront," Bentz said. "They've got better candidates that they like more." In October, a "war room" account on X affiliated with her past campaigns accused Fox News and Bret Baier of blacklisting her.

In her statement, Lake did not directly answer a question about whether she would seek a congressional seat, saying only, "If and when I decide to run for office, The Atlantic will be the very last to know." Soon after allegedly being turned away at the White House, Lake also bought a condo in her native Iowa, according to MS Now, perhaps to try her luck in politics there. She can then explain to Iowa voters how much damage she did to American interests and communications around the world, as well as what happened to the hundreds of millions of dollars she squandered on their behalf.
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What Happened to the Great American Protest Concert?

The war in Gaza has inspired lots of angry activism, but not in music.

by Spencer Kornhaber

Wed, 11 Feb 2026


The Artist for Aid benefit concert in Los Angeles last month (Ronaldo Bolanos / Los Angeles Times / Getty)



In early January, at the Shrine Auditorium in Los Angeles, a concert benefit for Palestine and Sudan conjured all the fury of an acoustic night at the local coffee shop. Musicians played stripped-down songs on a stage decorated with rugs, floor lamps, and couches. Members of the audience, mostly 20-somethings and teens, leaned in and filmed intimate performances by their favorite cult artists.

But the quiet broke late in the evening when a woman with a mane of red curls walked onstage. Shrieks and screams rang out as people recognized the surprise guest: the 27-year-old superstar Chappell Roan.

I'd come to watch precisely because no one of Roan's stature had been slated to play what have been, to date, the American music world's only major communal performances in response to the conflict between Israel and Palestine. The concert, titled Artists for Aid, featured a 20-artist lineup of if-you-know-you-know types--such as the buzz band Geese and the TikTok-beloved Ravyn Lenae--plus Shawn Mendes, a recovering pop heartthrob who hasn't had a hit in years. The previous two installments of Artists for Aid, which took place in 2024 in New Jersey and London, had received scant media attention. I wanted to find out why a war that has sparked intense outrage worldwide had inspired relatively low-wattage and under-the-radar efforts in American music--and whether that might be changing.

Music is the art form most associated with protest, and its history is full of united actions against war and humanitarian crises. Think of Woodstock-era sung-and-spoken condemnations of the Vietnam War, the 1980s megaconcerts and charity singles inspired by famine in Ethiopia and apartheid in South Africa, and the Rock Against Bush compilations that challenged America's invasion of Iraq. Only a few years ago, pop music overflowed with sloganeering lyrics and concert rallies related to Black Lives Matter, #MeToo, and Donald Trump. But in the 2020s, much of that energy has mellowed--or at least been dispersed into individuals' scattered statements and social-media posts.


Chappell Roan performs at the Artists for Aid benefit in Los Angeles. (Ronaldo Bolanos / Los Angeles Times / Getty)



Gaza is a big part of why. The 2023 Hamas attacks that killed some 1,200 people in Israel, including 378 people at the Nova music festival, spurred a military response that has decimated Gaza and resulted in at least 70,000 deaths. Among countries historically allied with Israel--prime among them the U.S.--the fallout has inflamed tensions over free expression. Though polls show that a majority of Americans now have an unfavorable view of Israel--an 11-point increase from before the war--the ensuing protests have faced unusual social and legal consequences. Universities whose students demonstrated against the war have been subject to sweeping government investigations and sanctions justified as efforts against hate speech. Activists have been targeted for deportation on the basis of protests they've been involved in or, in at least one case, because of an op-ed they'd written.

A confluence of factors have made Gaza a particularly risky situation to speak out about. One is the clear and rising tide of anti-Semitism worldwide. Defenders of Israel have often argued that a critique of Zionism is an attack on all Jews--thereby collapsing the distinctions among, for example, the bigoted conspiracy theories of Louis Farrakhan, the extremism of fringe activists who cheer for Hamas, and the moral objections levied by mainstream voices for Palestinian rights (many of whom are Jewish themselves). The bloody history of the conflict has made it so that some people interpret the language of Palestinian liberation as a call for the wanton murder of Israelis. These dynamics have been leveraged by lobbyists for Israel and by politicians of both major U.S. parties to subject the broader pro-Palestine movement to a level of scrutiny way beyond what other contemporary causes have been subject to. Cultural institutions and businesses looking to avoid controversy are motivated to embrace that scrutiny.

The music world has learned this a number of times. Last April, the R&B singer Kehlani was disinvited from a concert at Cornell after a pro-Israel student group flagged her history of strident anti-Zionism, including a music video of hers featuring the phrase "Long live the intifada." Intifada is an Arabic word for "uprising" that many hear as a call for violence against Jews. Her concert in Central Park was later canceled after the office of New York City's then-Mayor Eric Adams raised concerns about public safety. In a video message prior to the second cancellation, Kehlani called herself "not anti-Semitic" but rather "anti-genocide." She also alluded to losing other career opportunities because of her criticism of Israel.

Kehlani, a singer known for her queer sex jams and fixation on astrology, hardly fits the stereotype of a militant. Some of music's most headline-grabbing advocates for Palestine have been more extreme and faced more extreme consequences. The Irish band Kneecap is a rap trio steeped in the history of Irish republicanism--one member wears a balaclava. They had signaled admiration for terrorist groups--"Up Hamas, up Hezbollah," shouted one member at a November 2024 concert--before controversy erupted over their pro-Palestine statements at Coachella 2025. After U.K. police opened a terrorism investigation (resulting in a charge against one member that was eventually dropped) and the group lost its visa sponsor in the U.S., Kneecap said they have never supported Hamas or Hezbollah, and that they "condemn all attacks on civilians, always."

Another example: Last year, the front man of the rap duo Bob Vylan chanted "Death, death to the IDF!" at the Glastonbury Festival in the U.K. Following condemnation from British Prime Minister Keir Starmer and the revocation of their visas by the U.S. State Department, the band put out a statement saying: "We are not for the death of Jews, Arabs or any other race or group of people. We are for the dismantling of a violent military machine." Later, when one of its concert crowds tried to get a "Death to IDF" chant going, Bob Vylan's vocalist encouraged them to instead say "Free Palestine," lest the band get in more trouble.

Performers who flirt with murderous rhetoric and ideologies hardly make ideal mascots for the pro-Palestine movement, or for anyone else who advocates to end, not intensify, violence in the Middle East. Even so, these controversies have demonstrated that what artists say about this issue is not treated with the deference that creative expression is traditionally afforded in democracies. Hip-hop, rock and roll, and even country music are full of revolutionary rhetoric and bloodthirsty threats. As First Amendment advocates have had to repeatedly point out lately, a legal distinction exists between making statements and committing or materially supporting violence. When government officials weigh in on what's acceptable to say onstage, it not only limits the definition of free speech but sends a cautionary message to all kinds of cultural figures: artists, labels, venues.

The music industry wrestled with tensions related to Palestine before October 7. Boycott campaigns against Israel, which have been under way for decades, garnered support from artists including Elvis Costello, Patti Smith, and Questlove. In 2012, pro-Israel forces in the entertainment industry formed the anti-boycott activist group Creative Community for Peace, which was supported by industry figures such as the famous artist manager Scooter Braun and the Atlantic Music Group CEO Elliot Grainge.

Since October 7, many pro-Palestinian artists have said that they feel at odds with prevailing attitudes in their industry. Brian Eno said on Instagram that one of the biggest regrets of his career was that "so many of us have remained silent about Palestine. Often that silence has come from fear--real fear--that speaking out could provoke a backlash, close doors or end a career." Last year, the trip-hop group Massive Attack formed an alliance intended to support pro-Palestinian artists in the face of "intimidation" from within the industry. More than 1,000 artists and labels have backed a new boycott effort to geo-block their music from being streamed in Israel.


The audience at the Shrine Auditorium in Los Angeles, a concert benefit for Palestine and Sudan in January (Ronaldo Bolanos / Los Angeles Times / Getty)



But signing a petition is one thing, and organizing a show is another. The storied benefit shows and protests of music history were logistical undertakings that involved many parties--booking agents, promoters, venues, multiple artists. When it comes to Gaza, pulling off such an effort might be especially complex, given how viewpoints and appetites for blowback will vary from party to party. Nevertheless, Eno helped put on a benefit, Together for Palestine, in London last year. And Artists for Aid has emerged as America's primary musical response--cautiously.

The Artists for Aid shows are benefits, not protests. They have paired advocacy for Palestine with advocacy for the people of Sudan, where a civil war has raged since 2023 and cost at least 150,000 lives. In Los Angeles, $5.5 million were raised for the Palestine Children's Relief Fund and the Sudanese American Physicians Association. The model Bella Hadid, one of the two hosts (the other was the actor Pedro Pascal), spoke about "families living through unimaginable loss, displacement, hunger, violence." The Palestinian American poet Noor Hindi and the Sudanese American poet Safia Elhillo described the devastation of their homelands. But none of the speeches named a protagonist--a state, a leader--responsible for the destruction they mourned.

This circumspection was by design. "I'm trying to be really careful about the way that I present these concerts to the world," Mustafa, the 29-year-old singer-songwriter who'd organized the venture, told me the day after the concert. Although he anticipated that some critics would find Artists for Aid to be too soft-focus, too vague in its objectives, Mustafa intentionally discouraged political callouts from stage. The shows were meant to give musicians an opportunity to "communicate their solidarity through song," he said. "Because that is the thing they practice their whole life. That is the language that they know."

The circumstances we met in reminded me that the Palestinian cause isn't without behind-the-scenes support. Mustafa, formerly known as Mustafa the Poet, was staying at a stunning mansion in Bel Air that a donor had rented in order to house a few of the artists who played the show. Pizza boxes were strewn about from the night before, and a few straggling musicians and associates were puttering around, dipping their feet in the infinity pool. Mustafa's 2024 debut album, Dunya--a folk memoir about growing up as a devout Muslim in a violent Toronto housing project as the son of immigrants from Sudan--was wildly acclaimed. He's a pop insider who's had a birthday dinner thrown for him by Drake and who has helped write songs for Justin Bieber, The Weeknd, and the Jonas Brothers.

Despite that industry clout, he told me, he had trouble securing a venue for the benefit. Mustafa said he and his team had approached multiple locations in the Los Angeles area, but most declined the booking without explanation. At one point, after the show had been announced but before a stage had been confirmed, he considered canceling it and releasing "the list of all of the venues that refuse to accept me." The problem wasn't demand: The show had sold out within minutes, and scalpers listed tickets online with exorbitant markups. Mustafa had wanted to book an arena that could fit tens of thousands of people. Instead, Artists for Aid ended up in the 6,300-person Shrine Auditorium. "We weren't in the Shrine by choice," he said. "Really we were in the Shrine by circumstance."

Confirming performers wasn't simple either. According to Mustafa, he secured most of the evening's lineup himself, coordinating with artists directly via text message, sometimes to the surprise of their managers. But it didn't seem to be the full bill he'd hoped for. A number of artists who'd signed on to perform backed out just before the show's announcement, offering what he felt were flimsy excuses. One musician--"I swear to God, one of the bigger artists in the world," Mustafa said--declined by saying that they didn't want to invite "the sting of the establishment."


Mustafa, the 29-year-old singer-songwriter who'd organized the venture, intentionally discouraged political callouts from stage. (Taylor Hill / Getty)



Still, some of the bigger artists in the world did pop up. Roan had called the singer-songwriter Lucy Dacus, who was on the bill, a few days before the show and asked to duet with her. The two ended up playing a wistful cover of the Magnetic Fields' wry ballad "The Book of Love." Backstage, Olivia Rodrigo posed for photos. (A few weeks later, Rodrigo announced that she'd covered that same Magnetic Fields song for a compilation album to raise money for War Child UK, a charity helping kids in conflict zones worldwide.)

Read: Students yelled at me. I'm fine.

The presence of these Gen Z icons seemed to reflect a generational divide when it comes to musical activism. For years, the most famous mainstream benefits have been headlined by a class of musicians associated with the Democratic establishment--Bruce Springsteen, Katy Perry, Alicia Keys. Over the past year, many in that class have continued to work in the familiar mode of anti-Trump resistance, as with Springsteen's new song about the turmoil in Minneapolis. But Gaza has defied the dynamics of party politics; Roan rejected calls to endorse the Democrats in 2024 because of the party's support of Israel, among other issues (though she said she voted for Kamala Harris anyway). Artists for Aid was for and largely by the generation that upended American political discourse after October 7 with campus sit-ins, the generation that hardly seems daunted by the crackdowns against them.

Some in the audience wore keffiyehs or T-shirts indicating their activist bona fides. But most just looked like fashionable music fans, flaunting boots and baggy denim while taking selfies. They screamed out wildly for Dacus, Daniel Caesar, Clairo, Faye Webster, and Omar Apollo--young gods of the bedroom-pop pantheon that has flourished in the streaming era. Many of those musicians are among the more than 600 people who've signed on to the Artists4Ceasefire effort that began in 2023.

Those artists largely sang their own songs, but certain lyrics and sounds took on a special resonance. The show opened with the Geese front man Cameron Winter, the current It Boy of indie rock and a 23-year-old Jewish person whose music is filled with references to war and God (he played another, smaller Gaza benefit in Ridgewood, Queens, not long after). He sang a gorgeous rendition of an unreleased track called "If You Turn Back Now." Its fluttering piano runs sent a message: Settle in; focus; feel something.

Is it enough to let the music speak? I'd gone into the concert suspecting it to be a tragically late and modest effort--coming, as it did, after a cease-fire had been brokered and, despite continued violence in the region, a host of other crises had grabbed the public's attention. And the show itself hardly turned out to be bold in its presentation. But as I watched artist after artist, from a variety of genres, step up, play, and hand the mic on to the next singer--as other performers watched, swaying their heads, from couches around the stage--my cynicism faded. The overlap between an artistic scene, a demographic wave, and a political movement was being made visible and tangible. Many of the musicians and audience members belonged to a generation that's often stereotyped as languishing in apathy and isolation--but whose indignation about the suffering in Gaza has far outpaced that of other generations. And given all the ambient discouragement against speaking up about this particular cause, solidarity isn't just a buzzword. It matters that so many of music's rising guard have gone on the record.

In the weeks since then, I've thought back to Artists for Aid's conscientious approach while a broader thaw has taken place in America regarding protest. The pushback against immigration agents in Minneapolis has been peaceful, coordinated, and focused--and, it seems, has gotten results. At least some of the politicians, celebrities, and business leaders who have fallen into silence or acquiescence during the past year of multifront overreach from the Trump administration are finally saying that something's amiss in America, if in measured language. Gaza showed how power brokers from the White House on down seem eager for pretexts to punish dissent in ways that create a chilling effect, and that the hottest rhetoric from activists can be exactly that pretext. The effective protest movements to emerge from these circumstances will show wisdom in choosing when to shout and when to communicate by other means.
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The Indie-Cinema Dilemma

The Sundance Film Festival, which once helped turn small movies into blockbusters, is losing its Hollywood pull.

by Shirley Li

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




Jonathan Dayton and Valerie Faris arrived at their first Sundance Film Festival feeling worn down. Making their debut feature, Little Miss Sunshine, had taken much longer than they'd anticipated; financing hiccups had forced the pair to spend years rescuing the film from development hell. But by the time Dayton and Faris left Park City, Utah, in January 2006, they were practically rock stars: Little Miss Sunshine, about a scrappy family trying to make it to a children's beauty pageant, had become a festival darling, prompting an all-night bidding war among distribution companies. Fox Searchlight, the victor, bought the film for a then-record-setting $10.5 million and immediately sent the couple on a tour of more than 20 cities to drum up interest in the movie before its summer release.

In the months following the festival, Dayton and Faris went from theater to theater, watching audiences absorb their work. They participated in Q&A after Q&A. Eventually they wound up at the Oscars, where Little Miss Sunshine was nominated for Best Picture. "It changed our lives, coming here," Dayton told me when we met at this year's Sundance.

Faris, sitting next to him, noted that the two didn't return to the festival in the 20 years since their film's premiere for a reason. "That experience was so monumental," she said, "that it was sort of hard to imagine coming back and not having that."

Throughout its 40-plus years in Park City, Sundance has earned a reputation for offering new filmmakers an unbeatable time. The festival, which spotlights independent films, launched the careers of directors such as Steven Soderbergh, Todd Haynes, and Richard Linklater; more recent alumni include Chloe Zhao, Ryan Coogler, and Celine Song. In the 1990s and 2000s, Sundance was an offbeat destination for Hollywood's creative talent, rejecting the glitz of European festivals and the solemnity of awards season in favor of strong movies that garnered word-of-mouth interest. (The Sundance Institute, the nonprofit organization behind the festival, also cultivates emerging artists through its series of labs and fellowships.) In 1999, the premiere of The Blair Witch Project ushered in the era of found-footage horror; five years later, Napoleon Dynamite won over festivalgoers, who later helped enter "Vote for Pedro" into the pop-culture lexicon. Sundance could anoint hits, dotting the industry's creative landscape with unlikely blockbusters.

Read: Ryan Coogler didn't want to hide anymore

Yet I had a hard time picturing that version of Sundance while at this year's festival, which concluded earlier this month. Main Street, without any screenings at the picturesque Egyptian Theater, wasn't particularly crowded. Nights were tame and quiet for the most part, other than the evening of the afterparty for The Moment (a mockumentary starring Charli XCX), which took place at a hilltop club. Plenty of showings around town were sold out, but few generated feverish headlines about bidding wars during the festival's run--a worrying development for the filmmakers who come to Sundance in hopes of finding a distributor for their work. Even the weather seemed off: Park City, usually blanketed in snow this time of year, was warm enough for some locals to walk around in just long-sleeved shirts.

Part of the muted atmosphere probably had to do with the fact that this year's Sundance was the final one held in Park City before the festival's move to Boulder, Colorado, in 2027--as well as the fact that this was the first edition since the passing of Sundance's founder, the actor Robert Redford, in September. But the downbeat mood also seemed to reflect the lackluster indie-film business that's been dogging the festival for years. The box-office success stories of the '90s and 2000s--The Blair Witch Project, Saw, Four Weddings and a Funeral, (500) Days of Summer--inspired distributors to pour tens of millions into acquiring projects at the festival over the following decade, in the hope of discovering a critical and cultural phenomenon that could also turn a profit. Yet only a few films ever offered a substantial return on the financial investment; the last major box-office hit to break out of Sundance was 2017's Get Out, which earned nearly $260 million. Last year, only two out of the 10 U.S. competition entries--Sorry, Baby and Twinless--grossed more than $1 million worldwide.

Of course, Sundance has always operated as a microcosm of Hollywood's wider shifts. This year's final rodeo in Park City seemed marked by the uncertainty generated by ongoing industry woes--massive studio mergers, job insecurity, and the growing use of AI during production, among others. While at the festival, I spoke with many filmmakers who were bringing their directorial debuts to Sundance. Having their work selected remains an achievement, but traveling to a popular, pricey ski destination such as Park City, many of them told me, feels riskier than ever. The cost of bringing a small movie there hoping to lock down distribution may not pay off, given buyers' dwindling interest. "Sundance was like that island on the horizon that I could never get to, that I applied to every year, to the labs, and never got in," Vera Miao, the writer-director of the contemplative ghost story Rock Springs, said. But, she added, "it's extremely expensive. You know, you want people here, and everyone wants to be here. It's just an incredible moment of celebration and community, and the tension of that has been a hard one."



Some films that played in Park City this year arrived with name recognition and instant buzz: a drama starring Channing Tatum, a black comedy from Olivia Wilde. The director John Wilson could also be considered something of a known quantity. As the creator of the irreverent HBO docuseries How to With John Wilson, he has gained a cult audience for his rollicking work built on seemingly prosaic subjects--including, in one notable short film, his own failed efforts to get his work accepted into Sundance. Almost 10 years later, Wilson's feature directorial debut was selected as one of Sundance's opening-night films. The History of Concrete, a documentary that captures the director's attempts to finance a project ostensibly about, yes, concrete, has been well received: The morning of our interview, we had planned to meet at the theater in which the film was being screened, but then had to find another spot--there were too many attendees crowding the cinema.

Several quality documentaries have emerged from Sundance in recent years; all five of this year's Oscar nominees debuted there. Yet as of this writing, The History of Concrete still hasn't found a distributor. Wilson, for his part, didn't seem to spend all of his time in Park City thinking about the film's chances of landing a buyer. Certainly he'd like to find a distributor, he told me, so he can pay back his collaborators. But as "existentially terrifying" as it is to think about how much steeper the slope has become for indie filmmakers, he said, "doing your best to not consider the market in a certain way is the strongest kind of start you can have." The movie's aim, he added, is to remind viewers that "people shouldn't be afraid to create."

Wilson isn't alone in shutting out the noise of the industry's upheaval. Stephanie Ahn, the director of the tender romance Bedford Park, told me that her film had taken almost 10 years to make--years she spent searching for financing and readjusting her goals depending on the resources available to her. "On the other side of it, the world that your film might encounter might be very different than what you expected," Ahn said, "and you just have to be okay with that."

Before being accepted into Sundance with Bedford Park, Ahn said, she had submitted her work what felt like hundreds of times. At the start of her career, she imagined the kind of reception she might get if she made it to Park City, her reveries riffing on the success stories she kept hearing about. (Little Miss Sunshine's trajectory--the word-of-mouth momentum, the bidding wars, the rock stardom--was once the standard.) "When I was younger and striving to be a filmmaker and striving at Sundance, I fantasized about what it would be like," she explained. "I think I let go of the fantasy some years ago." She added, "I think a lot of us have let go of the old way of success."




Bedford Park turned out to be a festival rarity: The film sold to Sony Pictures Classics, becoming one of just five narrative titles to land a buyer out of Park City so far. That statistic underlines just how hesitant companies have become to acquire indie projects. The internet offers various other distribution channels and ways to promote your film outside of a festival, some of the filmmakers I spoke with said. Sundance's core value, then, is to offer a venue to showcase work to an invested, film-loving viewership.

Elaine Del Valle, a writer and producer of the visually inventive documentary TheyDream and a director herself, is a Sundance veteran who has begun to rely on grassroots tactics. For her most recent feature, last year's coming-of-age drama Brownsville Bred, she skipped Sundance and reached out to theater chains before finding a distributor at a smaller film festival. By that point, Del Valle just wanted to share her work with an audience who cared. "It's not about the money," she told me. "It's about the value." These days, she does as much as she can on her own. "I say to myself, I run a studio," she said. "What part of my studio needs my attention most today?"

Sundance has long championed that indie sensibility, elevating work produced outside of the studio system off a shoestring budget. But in order to remain a meaningful platform for creative renegades, the festival needs to also take risks. At least, that's what the filmmaker (and Robert's daughter) Amy Redford told me when I spoke with her the night before screenings began. "More and more, I think what we will see is people finding a way to get their stories out there on their own terms, because they can," she said. In some ways, she pointed out, the festival's forthcoming move to Boulder may offer a chance for a reset. "Sometimes," Redford said, "you need to change your landscape to understand what you're made of," even if that change is as simple--or, as she put it, "exciting and messy and imperfect"--as relocating to a different town.
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People Who Don't Understand Downtowns Are Destroying Downtowns

A far-fetched plan to demolish Dallas's seat of government reflects the city's diminished role in the region.

by Henry Grabar

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




Countless American downtowns are struggling to find their identity, and their tax base, after the convulsions of the COVID-era remote-work experiment. But only one major city is poised to demolish its seat of government.

That would be Dallas, where leaders say the monumental I. M. Pei-designed City Hall is in such bad shape that the city might be better off tearing it down and relocating the government into vacant office buildings nearby. That could create an enormous plot for the Dallas Mavericks, whose casino-company owners, the Adelson-Dumont family, want to build what Mavs CEO Rick Welts calls a "full-blown entertainment district" around their new basketball arena. One of the team's owners, Miriam Adelson, has also been lobbying to legalize casino gambling in Texas, raising the possibility that Dallas City Hall might ultimately be razed for a casino--a perfect symbol for our era of civic impoverishment and gambling addiction.

This half-baked vision may be the nation's worst downtown-revival strategy, and not only because it would destroy the city's one-of-a-kind Brutalist colossus. The imagined payoff--a brand-new, suburban-style entertainment district--is based on a fundamental misunderstanding of what makes downtowns worthy of their designation in the first place.

No doubt City Hall needs some work. Dallas began deliberations over the building's fate this past fall, but the discussion was complicated by staff's varying estimates of the deferred maintenance bill: The high end was $93 million in 2018, so could it really be $595 million today? Could citizens trust estimates from a government that had just been forced to auction off a new building for its permitting department because it was not up to code? City Hall's defenders were suspicious to see the eye-watering tab arrive right as the Mavs came looking for a place to play.

The special tragedy of City Hall's fate is that the building was designed, not so long ago, to represent Dallas's growth and ambition in a different moment of uncertainty. After John F. Kennedy was assassinated in Dealey Plaza, Mayor J. Erik Jonsson envisioned a new building as part of reforms to repair Dallas's reputation as the "city of hate." After an extensive listening tour, the Chinese American Pei--a novel choice to design a public building in Texas but, notably, the architect of the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library, in Boston--concluded that Dallas needed something grand enough to match the pride of its citizens, and sturdy enough to represent the public sector across from the corporate skyscrapers nearby. He persuaded the reluctant city council to buy a huge block of land for a public plaza to properly orient the building toward the central business district.

Kaid Benfield: From concrete desert to oasis: Designing a better Dallas

The result, which took more than a decade to finance and construct, is a tremendous concrete anvil with its facade leaning at a vertiginous 34 degrees, 74 feet wider at its roof than at its entrance. Jonsson thought the building was a good reflection of the city. "It's strong, and the people of Dallas are strong people," he said. "Concrete is simple, and they are simple people--in the best sense of the word, plain people. So the monolithic structure was entirely appropriate." But the triangular profile wasn't just form for form's sake: Pei hoped that by concentrating the bureaucracy on the upper floors, he would offer arriving citizens a neat and clean experience of government. Mark Lamster, the architecture critic at The Dallas Morning News, has written that no building better exemplifies Dallas: City Hall was "forthright, brash, inventive, optimistic, futuristic and downright beautiful."

In the years since, not everyone has experienced the building as the city's welcoming front porch. In his 1990 biography of Pei, Carter Wiseman observed that the building could come across as unfriendly, standoffish, and even ominous: "It seems to frown under the load of municipal responsibility it contains." The writer Edward McPherson likened it to an "architectural bully, looming overhead, dwarfing the individual and threatening to crush all who dare enter the halls of civic duty." For Americans of a certain age, the building might be most famous for its role as the evil corporate headquarters in the 1987 film RoboCop. "It has more strength than finesse, Pei himself conceded: "There's a lot of brute force in this building." And some people think it's just plain ugly.

All of which has influenced the public conversation over whether the structure is worth the cost of repairs. Many architects have lined up to save the building, and the designer Steven Holl has written to the mayor that its demolition would be a "crime." Some locals do not see it that way. "The building has too many limitations and not enough of the assets that make for a functional hub of office work or civic pride," the developer Shawn Todd wrote in The Dallas Morning News last year. He is part of a chorus of real-estate developers saying that Dallas should tear it down.

Technically, the question of City Hall's viability is being considered in isolation: What are the costs of fixing the building, and what are the costs of leaving it? But well understood in Dallas is that should the government pack up and go, one developer in particular is on the lookout for a big parcel downtown. A Mavericks-arena district could occupy the vacated land, plus a bunch of empty blocks around it. And the conversation is taking place against a backdrop of more existential questions about the city's place in the larger, 8.3-million-person region.

On January 5, one of Downtown Dallas's largest employers, AT&T, announced that it would be moving its headquarters to nearby Plano. That will exacerbate a 27.2 percent office-vacancy rate, one of the highest in the country, according to CoStar data reported by The Wall Street Journal.

One reason for the relocation is particularly concerning for Dallas boosters: By moving more than 20 miles north of downtown, AT&T says it will be closer to most of its workers. It's common for suburban headquarters to be convenient for a company's CEO, but the fact that such a location is better for the majority of AT&T's workforce illustrates how far north the region's center of gravity has shifted. It's a mortal threat: What is downtown but the easiest place for the greatest number of people to get to? "To call downtown the center is no longer really true," Patrick Kennedy, a board member of Dallas Area Rapid Transit, told me. "If you look at the job center based on traffic volume, it's now some amorphous place up near 635 and the tollway. There's been so much growth to the north, and so little investment in the south."

That economic migration is one reason that Plano's mayor no longer wants to be part of DART, which connects Dallas to Plano by light rail and anchors downtown's place as the center of the region. Plano is one of five suburbs, with a combined population of 600,000, that will hold a vote this spring on whether to secede. (In its place, the suburban mutineers are proposing some kind of subsidized taxi service.)

Jonathan Chait: Democrats mess with winning in Texas

In Texas, the question of mass-transit funding is closely tied to the local hunt for corporations and sports teams. The state limits local sales-tax revenue to 2 percent. Every penny that goes to buses and trains is a penny that cannot be spent nabbing a company from a neighboring city--a strategy that feels newly relevant in Dallas's peripheral business centers, which are out of cheap land and fenced in by still-younger suburbs.

Irving, a suburban rival northwest of Dallas, will also hold a special election this year to determine whether to sever its transit connections to the city and pocket that tax money for other purposes. Last year, Irving rezoned 1,000 acres of land recently purchased by the Las Vegas Sands Corporation, whose COO, Patrick Dumont, is also in charge of the Mavericks, for a "high-intensity mixed use district" that would permit an arena with more than 15,000 seats. The Mavericks insist that's what they want to build in Dallas, but the suburban escape hatch gives them leverage.

The Mavs originally set their deadline for March, which happens to be right after the Dallas Economic Development Corporation will publicly present the results of its City Hall assessment.

Dallas is in a tough spot: No one likes to see a team move out. Texas has strict rules on the use of eminent domain for economic development, which limits the city's power to assemble a complex urban site for the team--unless it's on city-owned land. But trading City Hall for an arena would be short-sighted, overestimating the power of stadiums as engines of regeneration and underestimating the value of a public asset.

Many stadium-led developments disappoint, and students of those deals say that people who point to sports as the source of revitalization in San Diego or Baltimore, for example, mistake correlation for causation. Stadiums usually require huge amounts of public subsidy, in land or tax breaks. They tend to be islands of activity whose spillover effects end at the parking garage (casinos are even worse). They are good for some businesses (bars) but not so much for others (grocery stores, doctor's offices). They cannibalize jobs and spending that might have occurred elsewhere in the city, and hang the prior stadium and associated neighborhood out to dry--in the Mavs' case, the 25-year-old American Airlines Center, which is a mile away.

Stadium megadevelopments that entice the public's contribution with the promise of neighborhood renewal are under way in cities such as Nashville and Washington, D.C., but there is always a risk that economic conditions change and reality falls short of the plans. Such a scenario wouldn't be the first time a failure to launch led to another parking lot in Downtown Dallas: City Hall itself was designed to permit an extension in the back; now the site is parking.

The push to abandon City Hall is even more reckless. Tearing down the building would trade today's cost of repair for the cost of demolition, and tomorrow's maintenance for rent. It would forfeit a purpose-built structure with grounds for public protest, city-council chambers, soaring interior spaces, and a municipal garage for a few vacant floors of office space that no one else wants. It would sacrifice a symbol of the city at a time when downtown's sense of identity is wavering, to add one more empty lot to a neighborhood that is full of them. It would destroy an irreplaceable piece of America's cultural heritage to facilitate a real-estate project that could, by the Mavericks' own admission, just as soon be plopped down by the side of a highway.

Richard Parker: Seeing the real Dallas

For decades, a fatal assumption of American downtowns has been that, to compete, they must offer their best approximation of the big, blank parcels and ample parking of their suburban rivals. It's an impossible game to win. Dallas might instead try to be different. It's not hard to imagine a stadium district that enfolds City Hall, embracing the contrast and the uniqueness of the historic building in its midst. The jumble, juxtaposition, and surprise of parcel-by-parcel development can distinguish a downtown even when it has lost its claim as the economic center.

This is already happening in Dallas, where the residential population downtown has increased from a few hundred to more than 15,000 over the past two decades, in part thanks to piecemeal conversions of obsolete office buildings. A trio of Dallas architects has made the case that City Hall and the arena could have a symbiotic relationship in a renewed, resident-anchored downtown that would benefit from being busy at all times of day.

That means planning for something other than drivers from elsewhere, with safer and slower streets, local businesses, and redevelopment incentives for vacant lots. That kind of organic growth is what sets a city up to resist the lure of the suburbs and lowers the stakes of negotiations with giants such as AT&T and the Mavs. Nothing is terribly exciting about investing in shade trees or crosswalks, but at least a crosswalk never traded Luka Doncic.
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AI Is Getting Scary Good at Making Predictions

Even superforecasters are guessing that they'll soon be obsolete.

by Ross Andersen

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




To live in time is to wonder what will happen next. In every human society, there are people who obsess over the world's patterns to predict the future. In antiquity, they told kings which stars would appear at nightfall. Today they build the quantitative models that nudge governments into opening spigots of capital. They pick winners on Wall Street. They estimate the likelihood of earthquakes for insurance companies. They tell commodities traders at hedge funds about the next month's weather.

For years, some elite forecasters have been competing against one another in tournaments where they answer questions about events that will happen--or not--in the coming months or years. The questions span diverse subject matter because they're meant to measure general forecasting ability, not narrow expertise. Players may be asked whether a coup will occur in an unstable country, or to project the future deforestation rate in some part of the Amazon. They may be asked how many songs from a forthcoming Taylor Swift album will top the streaming charts. The forecaster who makes the most accurate predictions, as early as possible, can earn a cash prize and, perhaps more important, the esteem of the world's most talented seers.

These tournaments have become much more popular during the recent boom of prediction markets such as Polymarket and Kalshi, where hundreds of thousands of people around the world now trade billions of dollars a month on similar sorts of forecasting questions. And now AIs are playing in them, too. At first, the bots didn't fare too well: At the end of 2024, no AI had even managed to place 100th in one of the major competitions. But they have since vaulted up the leaderboards. AIs have already proved that they can make superhuman predictions within the bounded context of a board game, but they may soon be better than us at divining the future of our entire messy, contingent world.






Three times a year, the forecasting platform Metaculus hosts a tournament that is known to have especially difficult questions. It generally attracts the more serious forecasters, Ben Shindel, a materials scientist who ranked third among participants in a recent competition, told me. Last year, at its Summer Cup, a London-based start-up called Mantic entered an AI prediction engine. Like other participants, the Mantic AI had to answer 60 questions by assigning probabilities to certain outcomes. The AI had to guess how the battle lines in Ukraine would shift. It had to pick the winner of the Tour de France and estimate Superman's global box-office gross during its opening weekend. It had to say whether China would ban the export of a rare earth element, and predict whether a major hurricane would strike the Atlantic coast before September. It had to figure out whether Elon Musk and Donald Trump would disparage each other, in public, within a certain range of dates.

A few months later, the guesses from Mantic's prediction engine and the other tournament participants were scored against the real-life outcomes and one another. The AI placed eighth out of more than 500 entrants, a new record for a bot. "It was an unexpected breakthrough" according to Toby Shevlane, Mantic's CEO. Shevlane told me that he left a cushy gig as a research scientist at Google DeepMind to co-found the company. He wanted to celebrate the AI's triumph, but he worried that it had been the product of some lucky guesses. He and his team entered a new version of it into the Metaculus Fall Cup. That bot did even better. Not only did it finish fourth, another record, it beat a weighted average of all human-forecaster predictions. It proved itself wiser than the wisdom of a pretty wise crowd.

Mantic's AI engine is designed to make accurate forecasts in just about any domain. Shevlane wouldn't show me the engine's interface, and he was cagey about its precise construction. He described it only as a "scaffolding" that comprises several large language models with different inclinations. These individual LLMs are themselves getting much better at general forecasts, especially those made by OpenAI, Anthropic, and Google. That's partly because good forecasting requires reading and processing enormous amounts of information. To guess the winner of the Tour de France, for example, a human forecaster might spend hours building a basic regression model based on previous years' results, while also scouring injury and conditioning reports and reading commentary from fans and experts. AIs have a natural advantage here. They can read much faster than humans, and their cognitive skills don't break down after a string of all-nighters.

Last year, a team advised by Haifeng Xu, a professor at the University of Chicago, built a benchmarking service that evaluates AI's predictions on a continuing basis. Almost every day, it asks the major models new questions pulled from the betting markets on Kalshi. (It recently asked them who Apple's next CEO would be and also who would star in the upcoming season of The White Lotus.) Their accuracy scores continually update as the questions resolve. "They all have different forecasting personalities," Xu told me. The version of ChatGPT that the service evaluates is conservative, perhaps too conservative; on Xu's leaderboard, it currently trails versions of Grok and Gemini.

Mantic's prediction engine combines a bunch of LLMs and assigns each one different tasks. One might serve as an expert on a database of election results. Another might be asked to scan weather data, economic outcomes, or box-office receipts, depending on the question that it's attacking. The models work together as a team to generate a final prediction. Shevlane told me that Mantic is using its computing resources to experiment with more complex scaffoldings, which make use of even more models. I asked him whether they have sought AI's input on the general structure of these scaffoldings. Not yet, he said, but like almost everyone else, they are using it to help write the code for their prediction engines.

A company called Lightning Rod Labs has been experimenting with predictive models that are purpose-built for specific domains. They have even designed one to predict Trump's erratic behavior. Ben Turtel, the company's CEO, told me that his team presented to the model a set of more than 2,000 forecasting questions with known outcomes that were not included in its training data. Then the model checked its answers against the things that Trump had actually done, and learned from its mistakes. When the company had the small model forecast Trump's behavior on a new set of questions--whether he would meet with Xi Jinping in person, for example, or attend the Army-Navy football game--it outperformed OpenAI's most advanced models.

Read: Do you feel the AGI yet?

This year could be big for AI prediction. In January, Mantic entered its most recent souped-up engine into the Metaculus Spring Cup for 2026. It has already been asked how many Oscars Sinners will win and if the United States will soon attack Iran. By May, these questions will resolve, and we will see how the engine fared. If it moves up one spot from its most recent finish, it will become the first AI to medal in a major prediction tournament.

If the AI takes gold, that might signal a new era. Human beings--predictors of eclipses, theorists of cosmic heat death--may no longer be the best guides to the future. From this point on, for as long as we exist, we might be asking AIs what comes next. We won't always understand how they arrived at their predictions. This crystal ball may be like a black hole with an event horizon, past which the light of its insight cannot escape. We may just have to take it at its word.

So far, elite human forecasters have been pretty good sports about this possibility. When I spoke with Shindel, the highly ranked forecaster, he had nothing but admiring things to say about the AIs. "Their reasoning capabilities are very good," he told me. "They don't have the same biases that people have. They can find out about news right as it happens, and they don't become attached to their predictions." On Metaculus, a group of forecasters has taken to estimating when AIs will have the chops to out-predict an elite team of humans. Last January, they said there was about a 75 percent chance this would happen by 2030. Now they think it's more like 95 percent.
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What Mamdani Doesn't Know About Tenants

Fixing New York's affordable housing isn't as simple as going after bad landlords.

by Michael Powell

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




On New Year's Day, Zohran Mamdani completed his inauguration festivities and departed for Brooklyn. In the working-class neighborhood of East Flatbush, the new mayor stepped into the lobby of an old apartment building on Clarkson Avenue and met with tenants on rent strike. Their grievances were many: The building has 201 outstanding housing-code violations, including leaks, roach infestations, black mold, and that most perilous of winter derelictions, a lack of consistent heat and hot water.

The young democratic-socialist mayor had championed working-class tenants throughout his campaign, promising to freeze rents in rent-stabilized apartments for four years and even to seize control of buildings owned by slumlords. This trip could be seen as a down payment on his intent.

Mamdani faced reporters and photographers in the lobby. "Landlords have been allowed to mistreat their tenants with impunity," he declared. "That ends today." Cea Weaver, the new director of the Mayor's Office to Protect Tenants and, like Mamdani, a member of the Democratic Socialists of America, stood at his side. Her disdain for private-market landlords is no less fierce than Mamdani's; she has argued that no tenant should be evicted for not paying rent. A few days later, the mayor would announce "rental ripoff hearings" at which tenants could excoriate bad landlords. (A social-media promotion reads like a movie poster: "Mayor Mamdani & the Mayor's Office to Protect Tenants Present New Yorkers vs Bad Landlords.")

Michael Powell: The question-mark mayoralty

As it happens, in the early 1980s, I worked as a tenant organizer in the same neighborhood, including at a building a few doors down from the one where Mamdani spoke. I empathize with the mayor's fury and recall my own outrage as I spoke with hardworking tenants who ran their ovens with the doors open to stay warm and watched mice scamper across their floors. We confronted bad landlords and ventured into the chaos of housing court in search of justice that often proved elusive.

But over time the problems we were trying to address, and the solutions, began to look more complicated. Rage, I learned, was not enough. In my three years as an organizer, I received a bracing education in the economics of rent-stabilized apartments, the terrible cost that crime wreaks on struggling neighborhoods, and the delicate ecology of low-income housing. All of which shapes my view of Mamdani's promises: Rent freezes and promises for the city to take over neglected apartment buildings make for good, visceral politics but poor public policy.

I was born and raised in New York City, and grew up in a rent-controlled apartment. My family's sometimes-straitened finances meant that we would remain renters. I became a tenant organizer in my early 20s, working for the Neighborhood Stabilization Program, an offshoot of the city's Commission on Human Rights. My plan was to change the world, or at least my corner of it.

New York at the time was far more desolate and dilapidated than the expensive, albeit deeply unequal, financial capital it is today. In East Flatbush in the early 1980s, I found blocks of attached brick homes and boulevards with once-grand apartment buildings. But Church Avenue, the commercial spine of the neighborhood, offered a dreary run of boarded-up storefronts, interrupted here and there by diners, real-estate offices, discount shops, and bodegas, where you could score a nickel bag of weed along with your quart of milk. Farther east lay blocks with burnt-out apartment buildings, ghostly at night, and lots strewn with bricks and old bathtubs, mattresses, and cribs. To reach one tenant association I worked with, I had to navigate an open-air heroin market. (I was safe enough; dealers assumed I was just another white boy in need of a fix.)

One night, as I hustled along a deserted avenue to the bus, I passed a row of commercial garages and felt momentarily hopeful: Thank God these businesses remain. Then I heard the high-pitched whine of electric saws behind metal gates, and I realized these were chop shops, where men worked through the night to reduce stolen cars to marketable parts.

The city at that point had shed jobs and residents by the hundreds of thousands. Many white residents in East Flatbush had succumbed to racist fearmongering by real-estate speculators and sold their home for a fraction of the assessed value; the speculators sold those homes to Black buyers at exorbitant interest rates. As new arrivals tried to find their footing, a tide of homicides and drug dealing swept in. In 1976, an influential former local official wrote an essay in The New York Times advising that the city should withdraw services from degraded neighborhoods, even razing apartment blocks, closing subway stations, and leaving land to "lie fallow"; he called it "planned shrinkage." That did not happen, not exactly, but the neglect was real. The working-class West Indians, Haitians, and African Americans who poured into East Flatbush differed not so much economically from earlier white residents, but they had to fight mightily to obtain the most basic services.

Most tenants I worked with in East Flatbush hailed from the West Indies, Barbados, Guyana, Jamaica, and Grenada, and nearly all of them lived in rent-stabilized apartments. One building in particular comes to mind, on Cortelyou Road. The tenants lived in a 1920s-era four-floor walk-up with 25 rent-stabilized units. (Under New York's rent-stabilization laws, an appointed board sets maximum allowable rent increases citywide.) The landlord, a Jamaican-born insurance salesman, was not a bad guy; at best, he was a couple of steps up the income ladder from his struggling tenants. He had sunk his life savings into the building in hopes of turning a profit, and that was proving a very bad bet.

The old boiler wheezed and stalled, the roof sprang leaks, half-century-old pipes cracked, and the lobby intercom was defunct. The building needed intensive care. But the rent roll was puny, and few tenants could have paid more even if rent stabilization had allowed for it. One evening, the landlord told us that he could not afford to run the building.

Tenant leaders were sympathetic, but this was about survival. They persuaded a housing-court judge to push the landlord aside and appoint an administrator who was empowered to spend rent monies only on heat and emergency repairs. Tougher decisions followed. A young mother of two was well liked but fell months behind on rent; when the city welfare department gave her an emergency cash grant, she declined to use it to pay the rent. A mother of three was romantically entangled with a man who had commandeered a third-floor landing for his drug business and whose clientele sometimes broke into apartments. The tenant association voted to move to evict these women, their decision no less necessary for being sad.

The landlord walked away without a penny. There were no proletarian hearings to denounce a slumlord, who in this case did not really exist. Just deeply painful decisions. But the tenants managed to assure that the building would remain what it is to this day: rent stabilized, still of somewhat-precarious finances. I remember asking a tenant leader what she had prayed for during those tough times. "A good super who understands boilers," she replied.

East Flatbush is a much healthier place today. New, handsome apartment buildings have gone up, and you can see signs of that mixed blessing known as gentrification. Church Avenue is revived, nearly every storefront occupied, jazz clubs mixing with Haitian bistros, home-loan shops, day-care centers, and Jamaican fish shacks. But the neighborhood still feels fragile, acutely sensitive to any uptick in crime and any drop-off in city services.

The multifamily-housing stock in East Flatbush remains particularly vulnerable, as it does in all but the wealthiest of the city's neighborhoods. (New York has 1 million rent-stabilized apartments.) Today, even many well-run rent-stabilized buildings are still only marginally profitable. That is in part because of rent-law changes pushed through the state legislature in 2019, and advocated by Weaver. These changes include laudable protections for tenants, but the economic effects are more uncertain. Previously, when a tenant moved out of a stabilized apartment, the landlord could raise the rent by 20 percent. Landlords were also allowed to substantially increase rents if they rehabilitated an apartment or made major improvements to a building. Under the new law, they can raise rents by only minuscule amounts to cover rehabilitation costs. One need not weep for landlords--some of whom have prospered mightily--to note they no longer have much incentive to fix up apartments.

Roge Karma: Mamdani has a point about rent control


A pair of single-family homes surrounded by condo buildings on Lenox Road in East Flatbush, pictured in 2019. (Stefano Ukmar / The New York Times / Redux)



Meanwhile, operating costs are rising faster than rental revenues, according to the NYU Furman Center, which recently examined rent-stabilized housing. And rent collections in many working-class buildings in New York never fully rebounded after COVID. The result, predictably, is disinvestment: As managers have cut back on maintenance, the number of code violations has spiked--a 47 percent increase in the past five years in the rent-stabilized buildings that NYU examined. A study by Enterprise Community Partners, an organization that supports affordable housing, found that costs for affordable-housing operators--including insurance, maintenance, and administrative expenses--jumped 40 percent from 2017 to 2024; six of every 10 projects the group has financed are losing money. All of this is risky business for those who operate buildings that are 80 to 100 years old. These problems extend as well to rent-stabilized buildings run by respected nonprofits.

Even the Mamdani administration has acknowledged the near-impossible economics of rent-stabilized housing. After the mayor visited the building on Clarkson Avenue, the city's law department sued to delay the sale of the building and 92 others owned by the same landlord in a bankruptcy auction; the landlord, the Pinnacle Group, owed the city $12.7 million in arrears and fines. The city wanted to sideline the leading bidder, and was trying to buy time, likely so it could steer the portfolio to a more tenant-friendly buyer, or even the city itself.

I have no quibble with targeting the Pinnacle Group, which is in bankruptcy proceedings on 93 buildings with 5,150 apartments, most of which are rent stabilized; these buildings have a cumulative 5,000 code violations and 14,000 complaints. But in court documents, the city's lawyers pointed out that rents in Pinnacle's portfolio are "very low averaging" and that those revenues are too low to constitute a "supportable business." That is surely an obstacle to clearing up code violations. A federal bankruptcy judge denied the city's motion, ruling that the new proposed buyer had submitted a "reasonable-sounding plan" to manage the buildings--potentially saving the city from a very expensive rehabilitation project.

All of this underlines why fixing the problem of affordable housing in New York City is not so simple as freezing rents. Mamdani's deputy mayor for housing and planning recently said that the administration wants to lower costs for landlords--for example, through property-tax reform, tax breaks for renovating apartments, and attempts to slow the steep rise in building-insurance costs. The mayor's primary focus, however, is on what tenants pay to live in this terrifically expensive city and the quality of their housing. That's far from irrelevant. But the question of how to get landlords to deliver this housing without bankrupting their buildings matters just as much.

There was also, for me as an organizer, the issue of crime. Five years ago, Mamdani argued that the New York Police Department was essentially evil and should have its budget deeply slashed. He has softened that view considerably since taking office, but many DSA comrades still hold it. I can speak only to my own experience: Nothing so erodes the stability of neighborhoods and buildings as failing to address crime.

I felt its pernicious effects personally in East Flatbush. Tenants had formed an association at a building on Martense Street, at a then-sketchy corner. The building had many ailments, and the landlord seemed intent on doing as little as possible about them. Tenants identified their greatest need as a working intercom. Absent that, the front door swung ajar, a welcome sign to thieves. One afternoon, I walked downstairs after talking with the tenant leaders and found five adolescent boys jiggering locks to break into an apartment.

Yo, yo, yo, get out of here, I said loudly, waving my hands to scat.

The littlest boy pulled out a strikingly large gun and stuck it in my face. Shoot him, two boys yelled. Nah, leave the motherfucker alone, the other two said. The boy considered his options, then tucked the gun back into his waistband. He told me I was lucky to be alive. I nodded in agreement.

Henry Grabar: The great crime decline is happening all across the country

Such episodes threatened civic life in a most elemental fashion. A homeowner block leader who risked catching a stray bullet was far less likely to walk to an evening meeting at a local church. Tenants told me they worried that if they talked openly in their lobby about crime, snitches for local drug dealers might overhear and report them. Other tenants sometimes insisted on walking me to the subway after a meeting, placing themselves in harm's way.

I never once heard a tenant leader or block leader argue for less policing. They wanted a respectful partnership with law enforcement. At great risk, they monitored dangerous streets and rowhouses, took notes on dealers and gangs, and passed this information along to the local precincts and to the mayor's office. Some cops and city officials were unresponsive, even corrupt. But the best listened carefully and used that information to clear notorious corners and round up gang leaders.

I once stood watch with tenants every night for a week after we heard that their landlord had hired an arsonist--known as a "torch"--to burn down their building, so the landlord could collect the insurance money. The city's Arson Strike Force got involved, and the building stands to this day.

The new mayor is fond of his On the Waterfront rhetoric, and tends to suggest that, before the socialists came to power, city government was dismissive of the poor and working class. He means well, but this is nonsense. Thankfully, city officials--prodded by tenants and small-business owners, clergy and homeowners, and, yes, some landlords--rejected advice to consign neighborhoods such as East Flatbush to history's dustbin. Beginning in the 1980s, successive mayors, Democrats and Republicans, invested first hundreds of millions and then billions of dollars in what became the greatest urban-rebuilding program in American history. The city and nonprofits rehabilitated abandoned buildings and constructed new ones, along with day cares and schools. The rubble-strewn lots I once walked through are now smart-looking apartment buildings. Banks and supermarkets sit on corners where drug dealers held sway. Citywide, many fewer children are in foster care, fewer men are in prison, and far fewer New Yorkers are murdered each year.

I took a walk recently through East Flatbush, alongside the snow-laden Holy Cross Cemetery, down Church Avenue, and along a couple of boulevards of prewar apartment buildings, as achingly beautiful and, in some cases, as tattered as when I first arrived there. The city still faces many challenges, but its recent history gives me hope that a new mayor and administration committed to improving affordable housing can make a profound mark. To do that, Mamdani will need to toss aside easy moral binaries--noble tenants versus capitalist landlords, frozen rents versus runaway profits--and recognize the painful trade-offs that will come with restoring rent-stabilized housing, one of New York's great resources.
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The Democrats Aren't Built for This

They say they want to save democracy. First they'll need to get out of their own way.

by Mark Leibovich

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




Ken Martin has one of those resting dread faces, as if he's bracing for someone to dump a bucket of rocks on his head. His nervous eyes make him look chronically unsettled--which is probably appropriate for someone trying to run the Democratic National Committee these days.

"The political equivalent of being a fire hydrant" is how Martin describes his job, and then helpfully explains the image to anyone not grasping it: "You get pissed on by everyone." This is a favorite line and recurring theme: the put-upon chairman, always being hassled by his easily triggered constituencies.

The first time he said this to me, the week before Thanksgiving, the triggered included Martin's own employees. He had been dealing with a staff revolt following his November 12 announcement that the DNC would be ending its generous work-from-home guidelines. Everyone would be expected to return to headquarters full-time, Martin told his staff, starting in February.

This did not go over well. Thumbs-down emoji filled the Zoom screen. Employees pelted Martin with questions. He told me that he sympathized, but observed that most major public- and private-sector organizations had long since compelled their employees to return to their offices.

"If it's unbearable and it's a quality-of-life thing for you, I'm happy to help you find another job," Martin said he told his staff. The complaints persisted.

"Shocking" and "callous," the DNC's employee union said of the chairman's directive in a statement to The New York Times.

The squabble underscored how the Democrats can't help but keep playing to a stubborn stereotype--a soft and pampered bunch, unwilling to make the gritty sacrifices (such as getting dressed) necessary to prevail in their "existential" campaign to save democracy.

"The Democrats treat their fucking people like kindergartners," Sarah Longwell, a former Republican consultant who quit the party over Donald Trump, told me. Longwell can get exasperated by her new allies on the left. When I mentioned the DNC's in-person-work kerfuffle, it set her off.

"Republicans are over here being straight-up mercenaries," Longwell said. "Democrats give everybody Fridays off and talk about work-life balance." She apologized for yelling into the phone. Democrats "are not built for when the fascists come," she concluded.

Martin has invited similar doubts about himself. A former head of the Minnesota Democratic-Farmer-Labor Party, he won an election in February 2025 for the privilege of leading the divided, despondent, and destitute committee. He barely survived the summer after Politico received a leaked audiotape of a May 15 meeting in which an anguished Martin can be heard describing the toll of his job to DNC officers: "The other night I said to myself for the first time, I don't know if I want to do this anymore."


Ken Martin, chair of the Democratic
 National Committee (Scott Olson / Getty)



But things were looking up. Martin and I were sipping Diet Cokes at the National Democratic Club, next to the DNC headquarters, on the south side of Capitol Hill. The place was bustling, even festive, for a late Monday afternoon. Assorted House members, Hill staffers, Democratic donors, and lobbyist types clustered around tables of drinks and hors d'oeuvres. Representative Gwen Moore of Wisconsin stopped by to say hello to Martin. Others waved as they passed our table, and a few congratulated him. It had been a while since he'd been congratulated for anything.

Despite Martin's rough start in the job, the party's spirits had brightened considerably after November 4, when Democrats scored double-digit wins in the Virginia and New Jersey governor's races. Although both candidates--former House members Abigail Spanberger in Virginia and Mikie Sherrill in New Jersey--had been favored to win, their impressive margins, along with other overperformances by Democrats across the country, were viewed as hopeful signs for the 2026 midterms.

A veteran party apparatchik, Martin arrived in Washington just as Trump was returning to the White House. Even more than during his first go-round, Trump has enjoyed near-unanimous complicity from supine Republican majorities in Congress, as well as meek resistance from a dazed opposition. Martin, 52, is the harried face of this meek resistance.

I had been checking in with him periodically since the summer as part of my attempt to assess how the Democrats had managed to so thoroughly marginalize themselves. No matter how eager they were to resist Trump, they kept living up to their worst image as an overly sensitive, out-of-touch, and terminally online band of myopic and overindulged factions.

Martin himself has a knack for reinforcing these caricatures. Just as I was starting this project, he presided over the DNC's summer meeting in Minneapolis to begin the urgent work of rebuilding the Democratic coalition and making the party palatable to American voters again. Soon after calling the assembly of more than 400 party officials to order, Martin relinquished his mic to a representative of the Saginaw Ojibwe Nation for the DNC's "land acknowledgment" ritual. Switching between English and her tribal language, the Indigenous woman affirmed that Minneapolis had been stolen from its native Dakota Oyate Tribe ("the original stewards of the lands and waters").

The interlude took only a minute or two but received outsize attention--and ridicule--as an example of how Democrats remain overly concerned with performative pandering to various small identity groups. "It is difficult to imagine more than a handful of people looking out over the current hellscape of U.S. policy and thinking to themselves: You know what we need to be sure to address today? The Dakota War of 1862," Andrew Egger wrote in The Bulwark.

"What is Ken Martin doing?" the Democrats' crank emeritus, James Carville, wondered aloud on his Politics War Room podcast. It is not the DNC's job to right the well-documented wrongs of American history, Carville said. "It doesn't exist to make people feel good. It exists--get this through your head--to win elections."

I asked Martin if gestures like land acknowledgments were worth the trouble. He bristled. "I've always felt that it's important to be an inclusive party," he told me. This suggested that the land acknowledgments would continue.

"We're not going to abandon who we are," Martin said. "People can call it 'woke' as much as they want." He disputed the notion that he was focused on anything other than winning in 2026.

"It's all gas, no brakes," Martin insisted. And imperative that "we do the work between now and November."

Although it seems that many people at the DNC would prefer to "do the work" from home.

The DNC's mini-mutiny over the return-to-office mandate ruined the brief elation of the off-year victories. Candidates running for office rely on massive numbers of volunteers, Virginia's now-Governor Spanberger told me. They work their day jobs and then offer up their spare time because they believe in the cause. So it is not a good look for paid party staff to be talking publicly "about how hard it is to go into an office to get paid to do things that campaign workers do in their volunteer time," Spanberger said.

But perhaps the deeper issue is that Democrats have historically focused too much on keeping their many constituent groups as happy as possible, sometimes at the expense of their principal goal: triumphing in elections so they can implement their policies. "First and foremost, Democrats need to get much more ruthless about winning," Senator Elissa Slotkin of Michigan told me. This, she said, is not always compatible with the "weird consensus-based leadership" that their leaders tend toward.

As Trump has rampaged Caligula-like through his second term--draping federal buildings with massive likenesses of himself and renaming them in his honor; razing an entire wing of the White House; deploying masked agents to snatch brown-skinned people from sidewalks; running roughshod over constitutional norms, NATO, Minneapolis, and Venezuela alike--rank-and-file Democrats have shown a clear preference for Team Ruthless. Unleash the alpha dogs, they keep saying--the more rabid, the better.

"They want to win so fucking bad," said Longwell, who has convened hundreds of focus groups across the political spectrum. Democratic leaders and political strategists need to understand that anything that does not lead to winning elections is extraneous, she said. "If you watch the DNC, you still see the pronouns on the name tags and the land acknowledgment at the start, and the voters are like, Get that stuff out of here."

My assignment was to pick through the Democrats' post-2024 debris. I wanted to see if this once-confident multiracial coalition of working-class men and women could somehow get itself together in time for the midterms. Could the Democrats make themselves a viable alternative to the bumbling but dangerous autocrats on the other side? Are they capable of regaining some measure of power, despite themselves?


Representative Jasmine Crockett, of Texas's Thirtieth Congressional District, is running for the Republican John Cornyn's Senate seat. (Michael Nigro / AP)



I traveled around the country and interviewed about four dozen Democratic candidates, elected officials, party leaders, operatives, and voters I met at rallies, town halls, and other gatherings. What I encountered was a political party on a search: for a winning message; for a fresh identity; for new leaders; for the elusive white knight, whatever that might look like. In the past, saviors have occasionally materialized, but rarely how a broken party imagined them. No one saw Barack Obama coming, sweeping in to define a winning coalition of Democrats in 2008. Nor, for that matter, did anyone envisage Donald Trump doing the same for Republicans eight years later. Fortunes can turn fast.

But Democrats have remained stuck in their funk for an unusually long stretch. For much of 2025, their doldrums felt much worse than the typical rough patch that parties endure after bad election defeats. They were staggered, self-pitying, and seemingly traumatized by the denouement of the Joe Biden years. They have wallowed and feuded.

They have also analyzed themselves to death. If sheer tonnage of voter case studies and white papers could rescue a party, Democrats would be set for years. My inbox overflowed with the latest theories on how Democrats had lost their way and what was needed to revive them. Dueling autopsies were produced by various advocacy groups.

"How Democrats Lost the White House," from RootsAction, blamed party leaders. "The Working Class Project," from American Bridge 21st Century, determined that the party's traditional coalition of blue-collar voters has come to "perceive Democrats to be woke, weak, and out-of-touch, too focused on social issues." "Deciding to Win," a data-based dissection published by WelcomePAC, argued that as Democrats have moved left on issues such as crime and immigration, self-identified moderates and conservatives have abandoned the party. For good measure, the centrist group Third Way produced "Was It Something I Said?," a guide to help Democrats avoid speaking "like the extreme, divisive, elitist, and obfuscatory enforcers of wokeness." It included a handy compendium of 45 words and phrases (dialoguing, microaggression, stakeholders, LGBTQIA+) that the party should not use, because they create "a wall between us and everyday people."

From the April 2023 issue: George Packer on how banning words won't make the world more just

Of all the autopsy porn I luxuriated in, the most compelling was "How the Democrats Lost America: Making Sense of the 2024 Election and the Future of American Politics," by Scott Ferson, a longtime Democratic campaign strategist. The exhaustive report--which will be published as a book in April--is based on more than 1,000 interviews that Ferson and his team conducted during the Trump and Biden years.

Ferson argues that in recent decades the Democratic Party has developed an "elitist problem" that has caused it to lose its connection to many Americans. The migration of low-income, non-college-educated voters to the GOP has accelerated: Scores of Black and Latino Americans joined Trump's coalition in 2024. Recent research suggests a significant shift in how voters perceive the parties; more people now believe that Republicans best represent the interests of the poor and working class, while Democrats are coming to be viewed as the party of rich elites. (Ken Martin has called this reversal "a damning indictment" of the Democrats "that's got to change.") Recent presidential-election trends illustrate this turnabout. In 2012, Mitt Romney carried voters earning more than $100,000 a year by 10 percentage points; in 2024, Kamala Harris won them by four points. In 2012, Obama won voters making less than $50,000 a year by 22 points; in 2024, Trump won those voters by two points.

In his report, Ferson describes conversations he had with people in the districts in and around Canton, Ohio, which have been decimated by plant closures and job losses. "I think the Democrats' message to people in Canton, Ohio, is You should move," Ferson told me, adding that many Canton residents think Democrats feel superior to them and their hometown. His research also confirmed how effective conservative media have been in reducing Democrats to caricatures. "By the time we knock on their door in Pennsylvania," Ferson said, quoting a line from the Democratic media consultant Joe Trippi, "we're a pedophile space alien who created AI to take their job away."

Shortly after Martin became chair, he announced that the DNC would be producing its own report on the lessons of 2024. He purposely called it an "after-action review" and not an autopsy, to emphasize that the party is "not dead." That was reassuring.

Whatever they're called, the various post-2024 analyses all posed the same unavoidable questions: How had the party lost the working-class voters who were once the backbone of its coalition? Would Democrats be better served by running more moderate candidates to court persuadable swing voters? Or by running more firebrand, populist types, who are better at creating excitement?

The off-year results of 2025 offered something for everyone. "Your task is going to be not to impose litmus tests," Obama told a room of giddy Democrats during a live Pod Save America podcast a couple of days after the victories. "We had Abigail Spanberger win, and we had Zohran Mamdani win, and they are all part of a vision for the future." But Spanberger and Mamdani, who won the New York City mayor's race, were well situated culturally and ideologically for the very different electorates they were running in. It is hard to imagine the Democratic Socialist Mamdani winning a statewide race in Virginia.

In October, Democrats nominated Aftyn Behn, a Tennessee state representative and former progressive activist, in a special election for a U.S. House seat in a heavily Republican district in the Nashville area. Behn, who once described herself as a "radical" and campaigned with the very progressive Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of New York, was portrayed by her opponent as extreme. She wound up losing by nearly nine points to the Republican Matt Van Epps. Though Democrats celebrated this as another overperformance (Trump had carried the district by 22 points in 2024), a more moderate candidate, one not nicknamed "AOC of Tennessee," likely would have done better. "The problem is that the left just is unalterably dedicated to this proposition that if you are more radical, you will turn out more voters," Matt Bennett, of Third Way, told Politico. "And it keeps being disproven over and over and over."

But parties are stuck with whomever their voters decide to nominate. "We have to stop acting like we're casting parts in a play," Spanberger told me. "Like, Oh, this person should run in Virginia, or this person feels like a good Texas Democrat." Candidates are going to run regardless of whether some political operative or professional opinion-haver thinks they're sabotaging the party's chances. And primary voters tend to vote for the candidate they personally prefer, regardless of whether that candidate has the best chance of winning a general election.

Consider the scenario playing out in Texas, where Representative Jasmine Crockett, an unrestrained liberal media magnet, is running for the Senate seat held by the Republican John Cornyn. Crockett's gift for profane insult comedy aimed at Republicans has made her a celebrated sound-bite warrior on the left. But it is not clear that she would have a better chance of winning in red Texas than State Representative James Talarico, a 36-year-old former seminarian and aspiring minister, whose viral speeches have raised his profile, as well as a stunning amount of cash. Talarico's faith and his relative political moderation could make him more palatable to Texans than Crockett in a general election. In January, an Emerson College poll had Talarico performing slightly better against Cornyn than Crockett in a general-election matchup.

But what if the main divide among Democrats today is not, as so many assume, progressive versus moderate? Slotkin told me that "Is it Mamdani or is it Spanberger? " is "kind of an outdated approach." The more consequential split, she said, is between leaders willing "to fight and go on offense" and those content to wait Trump out.

Since Trump's reelection, Democratic voters have shown a strong preference for the former. They've also made it clear that they think their current leaders have been soft and timid. Seventy-one percent of Democrats and 78 percent of all Americans believe that the party has been ineffective in standing up to Trump, according to a June CBS News/YouGov survey. And 62 percent of Democrats say the party needs new leadership, a Reuters/Ipsos poll found, also in June.

If Democratic voters perceive a candidate to be principled and unrelenting, they have been more than willing to look beyond acres of red flags. Graham Platner, a gravelly voiced oyster farmer who is running for Senate in Maine to supplant the Republican forever-incumbent, Susan Collins, offers a case in point: Platner, a political neophyte at 41, spent much of his adult life in the combat thickets of Iraq and Afghanistan before pivoting to mollusks. His campaign started off like gangbusters in August, attracting huge crowds and millions in donations. Reporters flowed to Sullivan, Maine, for an audience with the burly oysterman (just as soon as they were done with the Jesus-loving Democrat in Texas).


Graham Platner, a Maine oysterman and controversial political newcomer beloved of the populist left, is running in the Democratic primary in hopes of taking on long-serving Republican Senator Susan Collins. (Sophie Park / Getty)



"My plan is to just bribe reporters with oysters," Platner told me as he shucked a few fleshy ones from a cage he'd pulled in. It was a windy morning in early September, and we were out on the white-capped waters of Sullivan Harbor, near Acadia National Park. "Working-class populist" is how Platner described himself. "I'm a small-business owner. And I also own an immense amount of firearms."

If this was a casting call, Platner nailed it: flannel shirts, weathered caps, a pro wrestler's voice. "I'm a fucking oyster farmer from Sullivan, for God's sake," he told me at one point, which might as well go on a bumper sticker.

Platner seemed a far more compelling character than Maine's 78-year-old governor, Janet Mills, the candidate preferred by the party establishment. To his excited supporters, Platner might just be the Democrats' perfect populist insurgent for Maine.

Well, maybe not perfect. Okay, not at all perfect.

Like shellfish, political newcomers only stay fresh for so long before they start to smell. Old Reddit posts can surface. Such as the one where the candidate remarked that some white rural Americans were stupid and racist. Or the ones that were homophobic or misogynistic. Or the anti-police one. Platner, who called his Reddit comments "indefensible," attributed the "dark feelings" reflected in them to his time in the infantry. Chairman Martin called the old posts "hurtful" but not "disqualifying."

Next came a swell of questions about the large tattoo that Platner had on his chest, a skull and crossbones widely recognized to be a Nazi death's-head. He claimed that he had been ignorant of the insignia's Third Reich associations, and that he had gotten the ink done in Croatia following a drunken night out with his Marine pals in 2007. When the tattoo became a campaign issue, he hastily got it covered over.

It would be nice if Democrats could find a working-class-hero candidate who was not sullied by, say, a Nazi tattoo. But Platner's early support has proved durable. His supporters blame the surfacing of his old comments on a smear campaign engineered by the establishment and the party's rich patrons, who are scared of an unfiltered populist outsider who owes them nothing.

"I think he's running a really good campaign," Senator Bernie Sanders told me. "It saddens me very much that instead of engaging in a real debate about the future of America, we have some people in the Democratic leadership trying to destroy him." Sanders said he believes that Platner "stands an excellent chance to be the next senator from Maine."

As he navigated the choppy waters in his boat, Platner splashed from topic to topic. He talked about the finer points of oyster farming, his love of soccer and of Maine's native osprey, how therapy had saved him after his return from combat, and various other things.

"I do love gays," he said at one point. (Good to know!) "Somebody asked me where do I stand on LGBTQIA+," Platner added.

"What does IA+ stand for?" I asked him.

"That's actually a good question."

Platner said that in an earlier speech, he'd just said "LGBTQ." After thinking for a moment, he posited that the Q, I, and A stand for "queer, intersex, and androgynous."

"But what's the plus?" I asked.

"Everything else," he said.

Platner's broader argument is that although his campaign is focused on the "material conditions that people are living in"--hospital closures, housing shortages, affordability--he is not willing to compromise on social issues at the expense of vulnerable populations. "I don't think there is any value, both morally but also politically, in selling people out," Platner said.

His aide interjected with a correction: In fact, the A in LGBTQIA+ stands for "asexual," not "androgynous." The candidate regretted the error.

"It's asexual, sorry," Platner said. "It's asexual."

Though the Democrats may have been buoyed by November's elections, it is hard to overstate how far the party had fallen.

At the start of August, the DNC had $13.9 million cash on hand, compared with $84.3 million for the Republican National Committee. A New York Times analysis found that from 2020 to 2024, Democrats lagged Republicans in new-voter registrations in all 30 states that track registrations by party. Polls kept drawing a bleak picture of the party's popularity. Over the summer, Gallup measured the party's approval rating at 34 percent, its lowest point since Gallup began tracking partisan approval ratings, in 1992; a Wall Street Journal poll had the Democrats at 33 percent approval; a CNN poll put their approval rating at a wretched 28 percent.

Representative Jason Crow of Colorado, who co-leads the Democrats' candidate-recruiting efforts for the House, told me Democrats need to project confidence in their policy positions: "People respond to confidence, and they respond to strength." But because Trump and the Republicans have been so effective in slapping extreme liberal caricatures on their opponents, Democrats are gun-shy. "We can't be apologetic for our own positions, and second-guessing ourselves, and being weak and timid about it," Crow said.

"I've never seen the party so unsure of itself, and so kind of lacking its own footing," Colin Allred, the former NFL player and representative from Texas who lost the 2024 Senate race to Ted Cruz, told me. Allred, who is running for a Dallas-area House seat, described the state of the Democratic Party's brand as "terrible."

"We are living through hell right now, let's be honest," Mallory McMorrow, a Democratic candidate for U.S. Senate in Michigan, told me. But McMorrow, a 39-year-old state senator and former bartender, sounded oddly buoyant, perhaps because she sees the 2026 midterm campaigns as a chance to clear out the old bones of the party establishment. The party "has not been prepared for this moment," McMorrow said. "It is inexcusable to go on national television and say things like 'Well, Democrats aren't in charge right now, so we can't do anything.' Why would anybody vote for you?"

And yet, despite the Democrats' abysmal approval ratings--and their repeated, self-parodying demonstrations of why they might deserve them--voters have shown a consistent preference for them in recent months. Since Trump took office, Democrats have flipped 25 state legislative seats that had been held by Republicans, while Republicans have flipped zero seats held by Democrats. For all their dysfunction and malaise, Democrats have this key dynamic going for them: The party in power tends to overreach, mess up, and then take most of the blame when voters get cranky. This is a far more reliable blueprint for a party's resurrection than anything drawn up at a think tank.

True to form, voters have overwhelmingly blamed Republicans for what they see as a gloomy state of national affairs. Americans broadly disapprove of how Trump has handled the economy, immigration, and the cost of living--the three issues most responsible for putting him back in the White House. The Republican policy agenda has proved disastrously unpopular: A November Gallup poll put Trump's approval rating at 36 percent, a low for his second term, and at just 25 percent among independents.

But none of this should be confused with a national wave of love for the opposition party. On the contrary, Democrats in Congress scored a particularly dismal 18 percent approval rating in a Quinnipiac University poll released in mid-December, a record low.

Yet the DNC apparently prefers to tune this out. The day after the Quinnipiac poll was published, Martin announced that the committee's deep-dive review of the 2024 debacle would not be released after all. In other words, while the Democratic brand continued to flatline, the autopsy itself was declared dead in the cradle--this despite DNC officials having conducted more than 300 interviews and Martin having previously called the autopsy a crucial exercise.

I'd spoken with several Democratic politicians and operatives who hoped that the memorandum, which would benefit from the DNC's resources and access to party officials, could be an important addition to the canon of wonkery. It could help determine, for instance, which candidate profiles would work best in certain districts and states, how much blame Joe Biden deserved for 2024, and what, if anything, Kamala Harris could have done differently. But what the DNC essentially declared at the end of 2025 was Never mind. Releasing the DNC report, Martin suggests, would distract from the party's work. Martin also seemed intent on cramming as many buzz phrases (and banned words) as possible into his official statement about the decision to scuttle the project: "In our conversations with stakeholders from across the Democratic ecosystem, we are aligned on what's important, and that's learning from the past and winning the future." He continued, "Here's our North Star: does this help us win? If the answer is no, it's a distraction from the core mission."

Here is Martin's north star, based on his first year at the DNC: proceed with extreme caution and commit no microaggressions.

Read: Democrats can't stop talking about their problems

Martin's decision to bury the DNC's findings invited suspicion and derision. Simon Bazelon, the lead author on the "Deciding to Win" project, told The New York Times that the aborted autopsy is sadly consistent with the Democratic leadership's general penchant for complacency, risk aversion, and avoidance.

"It's reflective of a broader problem within the party," Bazelon said. "We are scared of ever making anybody in our coalition upset."

"Democrats are pussies." 

Senator Ruben Gallego of Arizona was on the phone, and I was telling him what I kept hearing about his party. Gallego, a former Marine and an Iraq War veteran, did not disagree. This was no surprise, because he has cultivated a reputation for bluntness, and the media have held him up as the Democrats' ambassador to the regular-bro types who supported Trump by large margins.


Senator Ruben Gallego of Arizona won by running as a "big-ass truck" Democrat in 2024. (Talia Sprague / AP)



During his winning Senate campaign in 2024, Gallego held events in boxing gyms and touted the appeal of a "big-ass truck" (apparently his attempt to buck the perception that Democrats drive only puny-ass Priuses and Jettas). Gallego is confident that none of the pejoratives affixed to Democrats--weak, feckless, timid--applies to him.

"I just called the president an idiot on national TV, so I'm not exactly the person to talk about it," he told me.

Gallego, who is 46, prevailed in his Senate race despite a rough performance by Democrats nationally. Latino men supported him by 30 points, despite Trump carrying about half that group across the country. Everyone was asking who the Trump-Gallego voters in Arizona were, Gallego said. "A lot of them were just men who said, 'Ruben Gallego is a fighter.' "

Or, not a pussy.

I intentionally used that word because I'd heard so many others use it to describe Democrats, typically while conveying how impotent their elected leaders have been in standing up to Trump's serial abuses. "Yes, exactly, I totally agree," Gallego said. But he was hesitant to be quoted using that word specifically, and he asked to go off the record.

Back on the record, Gallego told me he'd won in Arizona because those Trump-Gallego voters said, "Ruben is not a wussy like these other Democrats." One could see why a politician would not want to utter pussy on the record, given its crass anatomical connotation (Gallego wussed out). These are sensitive times, after all, even for big-ass-truck-loving fight-fans.

Being a Democrat can be exhausting sometimes. So many considerations, so many shifting sensitivities and cancelable offenses.

Trump's steamrolling of anything, including the Constitution, that might impede his authoritarian project has made the limpness of the Democratic opposition more conspicuous.

"What we've allowed to become normalized is completely deviant," California Governor Gavin Newsom told me in the fall. "This is code red." Newsom said that although he longs for the "When they go low, we go high shit," this is no time for the usual political bromides and tactics. Democrats need to go beyond writing a concerned "op-ed that lands in The New York Times," he added, which "we can retweet--to the 12 of us--and say how proud we are about our prose."

Newsom said the Democrats need to get out of their own heads and enclaves and start acting with a desperation commensurate with the moment. If the Democratic Party remains weak, "we will get rolled," Newsom said. "Weakness is the toxicity of our brand."

Among nationally known Democrats, it is Newsom's political standing that may have risen the most amid the dark Trumpian doings of 2025. The governor's willingness to mock the president through aggressive social-media parody elevated him to de facto resistance leader. Given voter impatience with wimpy party leaders, a righteous showdown with Trump is not a bad situation for an ambitious Democrat to be in. Newsom was also willing, at great risk to himself politically, to counter GOP efforts to gerrymander red-state House districts. He blew up California's nonpartisan redistricting laws and led a successful ballot initiative to redraw the state congressional map to favor the Democrats.

As I spoke with Newsom, I realized that pretty much everything he said was some variation of "Desperate times call for desperate measures." Conversations with him on this topic tend to be a bacchanal of profanity and exasperation. "Wake the fuck up; wake the fuck up," he kept saying. "This thing is being torn down."

Newsom's aggressive trolling of Trump has helped combat the long-standing view of him as a slick opportunist and has won him new admirers. "When people see someone fighting, they get really, really excited, and when they see someone folding, they get really, really demoralized," Beto O'Rourke, the former representative from Texas and onetime presidential candidate, told me. "Gavin Newsom, who frankly I just wasn't necessarily a big fan of before, I'm a big fan of right now. That guy's a fighter."

There's a need for fighters, O'Rourke said, because Trump is now a "cornered animal"--one that happens to be "the most powerful animal in the country, who controls the House, the Senate, the White House, the Supreme Court, the National Guard, and has a secretary of defense who is in concert with him on using American cities as the training grounds for the military. So this is some dark stuff."

I couldn't help noticing that O'Rourke's voice acquired a kind of dreamy cadence as he described the darkness. Nothing like a potential Armageddon for American democracy to get a graying former golden boy--he is now 53--excited. "It's also this extraordinary moment," O'Rourke continued, "where all of us who are alive today get this chance to save the country. We're going to be tested in a way I don't think you and I can even imagine."

One recurring resentment among Democratic voters is the disconnect between the party's red-alert anti-Trump rhetoric and the musty vehicles--Biden and Harris, as well as Hakeem Jeffries, Chuck Schumer, and the various other dust-gatherers--it keeps deploying to resist him. "People continue to say, 'Oh my God, Trump is an authoritarian; the world's going to end,' all this stuff," David Hogg, the 25-year-old gun-control activist and advocate for recruiting young progressive leaders, told me over the summer. Hogg, who had a brief and tumultuous stint as a DNC co-vice chair in early 2025, is contemptuous of the party's lingering cohort of elder leaders.

"It's like, 'Okay, look who your members of Congress are: Some of them literally cannot stand for a press conference,' " he said. "You cannot credibly tell the American people that democracy is in danger and the world is ending, and the people that you are putting up on the front lines of fighting back against that genuinely belong in a nursing home."

On that note, I headed to a Bernie Sanders rally.

"We are living in a moment that is unprecedented in the modern history of this country," Sanders roared. The socialist senator from Vermont was speaking to a packed theater of about 3,000 people in Wheeling, West Virginia. "We have got to act in an unprecedented way in response."

Sanders, who turned 84 in September, seems to have earned immunity from the party's anti-gerontocratic agitators. When I saw him this past summer, he was making a stop on the Fighting Oligarchy tour, which has consistently drawn fiery hordes across the country. At times, he's been joined by Democratic Socialists of America luminaries such as Mamdani and Ocasio-Cortez. The three of them filled a stadium in Queens for a raucous rally in October, which featured chants of "Tax the rich." Two of the Senate candidates drawing the most enthusiasm from the left--Platner in Maine and Abdul El-Sayed in Michigan--are Sanders acolytes.

These days, the far left is attracting a lot of the party's money, media attention, and crowds. But whether this energy on the left represents the Democrats' path to restoration or to electoral doom depends on whom you ask (or which white paper you read). A remarkable 66 percent of Democrats say they have a positive view of socialism, compared with only 42 percent for capitalism, according to an August Gallup poll.

Sanders strolled onstage in Wheeling to protracted applause and chants of "Bernie!" "I was told that West Virginia was a conservative state," Sanders said as he hunched over a small podium. It was certainly a Trump state: The president won 70 percent of the vote there in 2024, his second-biggest margin in the country, behind Wyoming.

But West Virginia is a proletarian locale that until not long ago was a Democratic stronghold. Bill Clinton carried it twice in the '90s; in 1988, it was one of the 10 states that Massachusetts Governor Michael Dukakis won in his otherwise thumping defeat at the hands of the patrician George H. W. Bush.

"We are losing working-class voters--the core of our coalition since the New Deal--to a corrupt billionaire with a gold toilet," Dan Pfeiffer, a former top Obama adviser, wrote in his Message Box newsletter. A critical mass of working-class voters has deemed said gold-toilet user to be their kind of tough; they like that he professes to fight for them, and they don't care that he fights dirty.

A lot of working-class voters prefer Trump, Graham Platner told me, because they believe he intuitively understands that they feel screwed by the world, just as Trump--the billionaire president--himself does. But running against a "rigged deal" was once the main Democratic message. Sanders had been delivering it for decades before Trump came along; the Fighting Oligarchy speeches are essentially the same ones Sanders has been giving for five decades. What's happening in America today, Sanders declared, with several million working-class people at risk of losing their health care, is an acceleration of what has gone on for half a century: Life gets better and better for the wealthiest Americans--and worse for everyone else.

"You know what happens when people can't go to a doctor when they need to?" Sanders asked the crowd.

"They die!" the crowd responded.

Keep hope alive this is not. But the audience was on its feet and in full frenzy as Sanders revved up his rhetorical bus and set his sights on ... Kamala Harris. Why had she lost?

"One of the reasons," Sanders said, "is she had too many billionaires telling her not to speak up for the working class of this country."

The line drew the loudest cheer of the evening.

A big thing for Democratic politicians these days is to swear a lot, as if by appearing pissed off and profane, they will show how raw and real they are. Since February 2025, they have sworn more often than their Republican counterparts, according to a Washington Post analysis of social-media posts and public remarks. (The big wins, they just keep piling up for the Democrats.)

One detects in this penchant for profanity a whiff of overcompensation--an effort by Democrats to prove that they can talk working-class. Ken Martin says that the party needs to stop being so cautious. "The problem we have as Democrats is we throw a punch, and then we pull it back," he told me. "We don't want to get canceled by someone in our party." I was eager to test this proposition, given that Martin is steeped in the cautious language of the Democratic big tent; God forbid he ever utter something hurtful or make someone feel (double God forbid ) unsafe or triggered.

So I asked Martin: What about Biden? Specifically, his fiasco of a presidential campaign. Didn't he wait too long to bow out, and wasn't it dumb for him to have run in the first place?

"It's an academic exercise," Martin said, ducking the question. "Do you have a time machine?"

I do not.

"The point is," Martin continued, "we don't know for sure whether he should've or shouldn't have, and we can't change it."

"He was too old," I said.

"What I'm interested in are things that will inform the next election."

A few minutes later, Martin was back to talking tough about the importance of speaking freely and not caring about whom he antagonizes.

"I don't give a fuck who I offend," Martin declared.

Except Biden, I noted.

"Listen, that has nothing to do with offending him or not," Martin said. He reiterated that he is not in his job for glory. "All you do is get pissed on all the time," he reminded me.

I was struck by how often Biden came up in my conversations with Democrats around the country. Specifically, people mentioned that his refusal to step away despite his obvious decline--and the refusal of Democratic leaders to acknowledge this decline until it was too obvious to ignore--was a betrayal that the party has yet to reckon with or recover from. "If their line was As long as the president's not senile--I just have a higher bar than that," James Talarico said.


James Talarico, a state representative and former seminarian running for Senate in Texas, believes that the Democrats' struggles give them a chance to redefine themselves to be more broadly appealing. (Greg Nash / Getty)



"When you tell people that the thing that they are seeing isn't true," Graham Platner said, "they're going to stop fucking believing you. Because you're obviously lying."

The lie has become a proxy for distrust of Democratic leaders on issues across the board. It's a big reason Democrats have lost significant ground with a constituency that was once solidly theirs--the youth vote. "When we told them the president is too old, they told us, 'No, he's not; look how strong he is,' " David Hogg told me.

To his supporters, Trump approximates what "strong" looks like and what a "man" looks like (and even what a "strongman" looks like). Despite his constant whining and incessant lies, Trump embodies for his base blunt honesty and brutish masculinity.

Let's pause for a second to appreciate the richness of the irony here: Nearly every elected Republican in Washington who is not named Trump has allowed himself or herself to be effectively neutered by him. Republican "leaders" might fashion themselves as a pack of alpha dogs, but in fact they have proved themselves to be a pack of panting poodles. "They love to call us cucks," Ken Casey, the lead singer and bassist for the punk band the Dropkick Murphys, told The Atlantic this past summer. "Which I find ironic because there's a good portion of MAGA that would probably step aside and let Donald Trump have their way with their significant other if he asked."

Ruben Gallego said that "if I was bullied as much as these Republicans are by President Trump and his followers, I would be so ashamed to see my family."

The gap between how Trump is perceived by some Republicans (strong and confident) and his actual persona (overwrought and histrionic) is large. "He has built this sort of whole infrastructure around assuaging an insecurity that he has," Abdul El-Sayed, the Senate candidate from Michigan, told me. "He is so fragile that he builds this simulacrum of strength."

I asked El-Sayed what he meant by that. "It looks strong, and it's enforced by other people thinking it's strong," he explained. "But if you actually got in a physical fight with Donald Trump, you'd kick his ass."

For the record, El-Sayed, who is 41, looks like he could kick most people's asses, certainly mine. A former high-school wrestler and football player, he attended the University of Michigan, and then Oxford on a Rhodes Scholarship; he was later appointed executive director of Detroit's health department. He ran for governor in 2018, losing in the Democratic primary to the eventual winner, Gretchen Whitmer.

We were sitting in a cafe not far from El-Sayed's home in Ann Arbor. Fresh from his Saturday-morning workout, beads of sweat on his forehead and massive arms bulging through a tight black T-shirt, he was sipping a weird energy concoction containing espresso and wheat germ or something. El-Sayed speaks bluntly about the need for a more muscular Democratic Party that fights harder, shows less mercy, and refuses to cede "masculinity" to the cartoonish version modeled by a president who plans to host an Ultimate Fighting Championship bout next summer at the White House. "If they go low, we don't go high," El-Sayed told the crowd at a rally with Sanders that day in Kalamazoo. "We take 'em to the mud and choke 'em out."

El-Sayed is one of the many Democratic candidates and officials I spoke with who readily acknowledged that their party has been actively, albeit inadvertently, repelling men. "Every time you heard the word masculinity in Democratic spaces, it was always preceded by a particular adjective--toxic," he said. "And if you condemn a whole group of people as toxic, don't expect them to be like, Yeah, I want to be part of that."

"When we say 'The future is female,' I get where that's coming from," Talarico told me. "But to a young guy, that kind of sounds like the future is not for them."

It was the middle of October, and Talarico and I were talking in the lobby bar of a hotel in Arlington, Texas. Part of his political momentum has been grounded in novelty--Look, Democrats have found a guy they think can talk to Christians in Texas--but Talarico is legitimately talented. Even though he is in many ways more moderate than his primary opponent, Jasmine Crockett, if Talarico wins the nomination, Republicans will inevitably do what they've become so adept at: turn him into a one-dimensional embodiment of a radical Democrat and make the race a referendum on "woke" pronouns, DEI, and transgender issues.

Talarico might be especially vulnerable to this because of a remark he made in 2021, during a legislative debate. "God is nonbinary," Talarico said, in a video clip that resurfaced this past fall. (Josh Barro, a political commentator who left the Republican Party in 2016 and is now a centrist Democrat, promptly weighed in with a Substack essay titled "The First Step to Winning Back the Senate: Don't Nominate Anyone Who Said 'God Is Non-Binary.' ")

When I mentioned to Talarico that statements such as "God is nonbinary" could present a problem for him, he said he thinks Republicans would have a much harder time turning his race into a referendum on divisive cultural issues in the way they did in 2024, because the dominant issues of 2026 will be the economy and the cost of living. "We're always focused on what happened in the last election," Talarico said. Especially, he noted, the stream of out-of-town reporters in their shiny new cowboy boots. Talarico said he can predict what the national press is going to ask: "It's trans athletes, the 'God is nonbinary' thing." (I felt seen. Or exposed.)

Focusing on cultural issues would be akin to "fighting the last war," Talarico concluded, perhaps wishfully. But Spanberger's campaign in Virginia last year provided validation for this. More than half of Republican ad money in her race was spent on anti-trans themes. "The attack ads were trying to do some sort of othering, right?" Spanberger told me. "It worked with Harris, and so then they presumed it could work with me."

It didn't. Spanberger figured--correctly--that every ad Republicans ran "talking about a bathroom, or trying to vilify kids, was a moment that they weren't talking about the economy." A poll conducted in the final weeks of the campaign found that transgender issues in schools were the top concern for only 4 percent of voters.

Talarico argued that Democrats should not curse the uncertainty they have endured, or treat this period as pointless. "There's an opportunity here to redefine the Democratic Party," he told me. "And you can't do that if the brand is super set, or if there's a strong leader at the top of the party." This, he said, should excite anyone who wants to see the party grow and evolve. "The wilderness is where new ideas and new leaders and new movements come forth."

As Talarico and I talked, a woman from the hotel front desk approached our table to warn us that a coyote had been spotted on the patio earlier. She showed us a picture of the creature on her phone, and we assured her that we would be careful.

Talarico remarked that the nasty interloper would provide good color for my story, and then recalled the time that former Governor Rick Perry had encountered a coyote while running outside Austin--and shot it dead.

"He jogs with a gun" was Talarico's takeaway.

You never know what you'll come across in the wilderness.

Although quantifying morale and momentum is hard, by the end of 2025, the Democrats were enjoying an upturn in both. Their message felt more focused, and their resolve stronger, than it had in a long time. Those off-year election wins helped, and so did Trump's ongoing obfuscation of the Jeffrey Epstein files, which gave Democrats a righteous fight to engage in.

The president helped by continually serving up gold-plated symbolism: He demolished the East Wing of the White House so he could build a $400 million ballroom, and threw a Great Gatsby-themed party at Mar-a-Lago in the midst of a protracted government-shutdown fight that jeopardized health-care subsidies and SNAP benefits for tens of millions of Americans.


Abigail Spanberger won the Virginia governor's race in November by an impressive margin, giving hope to the beleaguered Democrats. (Bloomberg / Getty)



At the same time, Trump's National Guard deployments and immigration-enforcement offensives in Democratic-run cities became more aggressive--and more unpopular. Social media served up a daily video deluge of heavily armed agents randomly manhandling dark-skinned people. Opposition to these incursions catalyzed a more determined resistance than Democrats had shown before. Trump's approval ratings on immigration, which had been his strongest issue, have tanked.

In early November, I traveled to Chicago, the first midwestern blue city Trump had targeted for his immigration crackdowns. J. B. Pritzker, the Illinois governor and a potential Democratic presidential candidate in 2028, found himself in an ongoing Chicago beef with federal authorities, trying to serve as resistance leader against Trump while keeping a volatile situation from exploding in America's third-largest city.

The president had recently called for Pritzker to be jailed--a status symbol among high-profile Democratic governors who might run for president. (Pritzker and Gavin Newsom could wind up sharing both a jail cell and a debate stage.) I visited him on a sparkling fall day in Chicago. Or, as Trump called it, a "war zone" and "the most dangerous city in the world."

Read: J. B. Pritzker's dark visions

At the time we spoke, Pritzker had been urging citizens to blow whistles when they saw federal agents in the area so potential targets could flee. (Really? I thought. Has it come to this? ) He was spending his days fielding insults from the president (the sturdy governor endured a lot of fat jokes) while suggesting that Trump himself was "suffering dementia."

A former venture capitalist and an heir to the Hyatt-hotels fortune, Pritzker kept spitting out dire admonitions. He predicted that the presence of Trump-controlled security forces in Chicago and other cities might foreshadow federal tampering with the 2026 elections. "I think that all the pieces of something nefarious seem to be occurring, and I'm just putting the pieces together," Pritzker said. "I'm hopeful I'm wrong, but I don't think we can assume that I'm wrong."

He was disappointed that it had taken so long for a robust resistance to Trump to coalesce. "My complaint is not about regular folks," Pritzker said. "What I've been frustrated by is people who hold leadership positions. And I'm not talking about elected Democrats only. I'm talking about CEOs of companies. I'm talking about boards of universities. I'm talking about people who have influence, who have the ability to stand up, but are afraid."

Pritzker talks a lot about Nazis. He does not hesitate to compare Trump's authoritarian gambits to the rise of the Third Reich. A descendant of Jewish refugees whose family fled Ukrainian pogroms, Pritzker was talking like this even before the Chicago raids. In February 2025, he gave a speech about how "it took 53 days for the Nazis to tear down a constitutional republic," he told me. "Authoritarianism happens fast."

Pritzker is a billionaire--not exactly a beloved species among Democrats these days. Other than Trump and his court-flatterers, billionaires are probably the most agreed-upon class of boogeyman that Democrats have. In his 2018 run for governor, Pritzker said, one challenge was "overcoming" that.

"Overcoming being a billionaire?" I asked.

This seemed to irritate him. "In a Democratic primary," he said, yes. He asked me to consider the challenges he'd surmounted in running for governor two years after Bernie Sanders had gotten half the vote in the Illinois Democratic primary with a "Billionaires are evil" message. Pritzker had weathered his billionaire status to defeat Republican Governor Bruce Rauner. If he ran for president in 2028, Pritzker said, he would have to face that "obstacle."

Pritzker said he's proud of the fact that many of Sanders's 2016 supporters in Illinois have become strong supporters of his, despite his wealth. Like Newsom, Pritzker exemplifies how using competence and combativeness against Trump plays well with constituents--and can wipe out all kinds of political deficiencies.

While in town, I stayed at the Hilton Chicago, a 1,544-room landmark, built in 1927, on South Michigan Avenue. The hotel overlooks Grant Park. The last time I'd been there was 2008, when I covered Obama's Election Night rally, one of the most unforgettable experiences of my career. The wholesome pride in Chicago was palpable that night: hometown pride and American pride, as well as a strong sense--or illusion, it turned out--of national unity. The Ethiopian cabdriver who drove me to O'Hare the next morning kept bursting into tears because, he said, he never expected that the people of his adopted country would elect a Black president.

Obama's ascendancy that night also represented a 21st-century high point for the Democratic Party. Hope, change, all of those things. (As well as the racial backlash, prominently abetted by Trump.) That was a long time ago, and feels longer. The arc of the moral universe is complicated.

My last stop on the tour was a cafe in Toledo, Ohio, about two weeks before Christmas. Former Democratic Senator Sherrod Brown was hosting a roundtable featuring seven Ohioans sharing stories about the financial pain that bloated health-care costs had inflicted on their families, compelling them to scale back their medical care.

One after another, the participants described, at times tearfully, how their struggles had been exacerbated by the Trump administration's policies, especially the so-called big, beautiful bill that Republicans passed over the summer.

This was a classic Democratic campaign event, centered on the party's most solid policy terrain--health care. It was also classic Sherrod Brown, a now-rare breed of working-class progressive who had managed to get himself elected three times to the Senate and seven times to the House, in a state that veered to the right during the Trump years. Brown, 73, finally saw his luck run out in 2024, when he lost his campaign for a fourth term to Bernie Moreno, a MAGA disciple.

When he lost, he assumed that his political career was over. "I really was not going to do this again. My wife didn't want me to do it again, and my kids didn't want me to do it again," he told me. But when Trump returned to office and started wreaking even more havoc than he had in his first term, Brown saw an opening. He is now running for a seat held by a Republican incumbent, Jon Husted. "I'm going to win this race because the state is so different," he said.

"Different from what?" I asked.

"Different from what it was last year," Brown said, when Trump 2.0 was more popular, the Democrats were a mess, and it looked like Brown's brand of nuts-and-bolts liberal politics was cooked. Now Trump is so much less popular that the abiding Democratic disarray might not matter.

I wanted to end this journey with Brown because he is not flashy or a media magnet or a handwringer or (bless the man) someone who gets hung up on white papers about why Democrats are adrift. He is simply seizing an opportunity the Republicans have handed him: Large majorities of voters are losing patience with Trump.

Last year, James Carville was criticized in some circles for his argument that Democrats would be best served by staying out of the way, suppressing their penchant for self-harm, and simply waiting for Trump and the Republicans to self-immolate. Which is essentially what they've done. Carville's theory was and remains controversial--his critics point to the lasting damage Trump has inflicted everywhere since his rapacious return to office while the Democrats have looked on haplessly. But as the 2026 midterms approach, Carville's advice seems likely to be vindicated.

Essentially: Do no harm, strive to remain at least in the ballpark of "normal," and bank on one huge built-in advantage--opposition parties typically do well in midterms. Also, the past 10 years have shown repeatedly that Republicans vote far less reliably when Trump is not on the ballot. Finally, for all the blundering, there remain just two viable political parties in the United States, and the Democrats are still one of them, despite themselves. No party wants to "lose America," as the white papers put it. But when the other side is destroying it, there are worse things to be than the alternative.



This article appears in the March 2026 print edition with the headline "Why Do Democrats Hate Winning?"
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I Went to the March for Billionaires

A celebration of the 0.01 percent was also a funeral for irony.

by Matteo Wong

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




A couple of weeks ago, word began to spread around San Francisco that somebody was organizing a "March for Billionaires." A mystery organizer had posted on social media that "billionaires get a bad rap," and soon, some flyers appeared around the city. A website provided a time and rendezvous point; it also celebrated the societal contributions of Jeff Bezos and Taylor Swift, exhorting people to "judge individuals, not classes." The message seemed to be: Not all billionaires.

Initially, everybody I asked in the city was certain that this was satire, perhaps the workings of Sacha Baron Cohen or a stunt by union activists; after all, the website also lauds the value created by James Dyson, Roger Federer, and the CEO of Chobani (for having "popularized Greek yogurt"). I was reminded of how, several years ago, the faux-conspiracists of the Birds Aren't Real movement rallied outside Twitter's headquarters to critique dangerous social-media rabbit holes.

Still, in a city where AI founders are giddy about automating entire industries and selling digital "friends," and in a state that is weighing a new and aggressive tax for its wealthiest residents, I wasn't so sure. The March for Billionaires website appeared to have thoroughly obscured the ownership of its domain, so I contacted one of the march's social-media accounts last week and quickly received a response: The organizer would meet me for coffee.

His name is Derik Kauffman, and he seemed very serious. The protest was the first that Kauffman, a 26-year-old AI-start-up founder, had organized. "I'm someone who stands up for what I believe in," he told me over coffee (well, he ordered a green juice). "Even if that's unpopular." For an hour, as I did my best to prod Kauffman's sincerity, he did not flinch. He is not against social welfare, agreed that poverty is bad, and at one point launched into a detailed discussion of tax loopholes exploited by the ultrarich. Still, although not a billionaire himself, Kauffman is a fanboy. He said that he'd organized the march with both a specific goal--opposing the wealth tax on billionaires in California proposed by a major health-care workers' union--and a broader one: to spread the word that billionaires are ultimately friends of the working class. His thinking was contradictory at times but extensive; if this was a hoax, the execution was quite good.

And so, on Saturday, a group of like-minded dissidents gathered with him in Pacific Heights, home to San Francisco's "Billionaires' Row," to lend the nation's 924 wealthiest people their support. The event topped out, by my count, at 18 pro-billionaire attendees, who hoisted signs with slogans such as Tip Your Landlord and Property Rights Are Human Rights. At least 15 counterprotesters showed up as well, making everything more confusing because they were parodying the idea of supporting billionaires. Some wore full suits or elaborate dresses and held Trillionaires for Trump signs; others offered pulled-pork sandwiches labeled Musk a la Guillotine and chanted "Eat the poor." Reporters and photographers outnumbered both groups handily.




The proposed "billionaire tax" is a one-time tax on billionaires to make up for federal cuts to California's health-care budget. Fears about the tax rose after The Wall Street Journal reported that Sergey Brin and Larry Page, the co-founders of Google, were considering leaving the state. The threat of this or any future billionaire tax, Kauffman said, could damage the entrepreneurship that makes California great. (An eclectic set of wealthy and influential figures in the state, including California Governor Gavin Newsom, the White House AI adviser David Sacks, and the venture capitalist Peter Thiel, oppose the initiative.)

Beyond pushing back against any particular policy, the march was also taking a moral stand. "Billionaires are often vilified," Pablo, one of the demonstrators, told me. "In terms of people appreciating them or just not hating them, they are probably among the worst off in the whole world." Another, Flo, suggested to me that anti-billionaire sentiment is "growing in left circles" and needs to be resisted. None of the pro-billionaire marchers I spoke with other than Kauffman would tell me their surname.

There is, of course, truth to the statement that billionaires are reviled. A recent Harris Poll survey found that nearly three-quarters of Americans believe that billionaires are too celebrated; more than half believe that billionaires are a threat to democracy. (The march's timing on the heels of the release of the latest batch of Epstein files, which feature a number of billionaires, is hard to ignore.) As the procession walked toward City Hall, along streets known for upper-end shopping and dining, pedestrians, bikers, drivers, and people seated outside for brunch booed, jeered, and honked; one store owner came out, filmed the march, and called its participants "billionaire brownnosers." Matt, one of two people holding the large banner at the front of the procession (Billionaires Build Prosperity), told me that he was marching in part because "I try to make a habit of doing one courageous thing a day."

Perhaps now is a good time for some context: The top 0.1 percent of Americans control 14.4 percent of the nation's wealth, nearly six times that of the bottom 50 percent. The 400 wealthiest individuals pay a smaller portion of their income in taxes than the average American. The disparity is even more pronounced in Silicon Valley, where nine households control 15 percent of the region's wealth and the top 0.1 percent control 71 percent of its wealth, according to an analysis from San Jose State University. The same Harris Poll survey that captured Americans' hostility toward billionaires also found that 60 percent of respondents wanted to become billionaires themselves.

Any attempt at a debate with Kauffman or the other pro-billionaire demonstrators--to suggest that immense wealth inequality is harmful and that the market does not, on its own, allow many Americans to get by, let alone thrive--always boiled down to the same, unshakable belief: Billionaires are the engine of the U.S. economy, and because people pay for goods on Amazon and use Google Search, billionaires' fortunes are deserved. If Amazon causes brick-and-mortar stores to close, it's simply because those stores "weren't providing as much" value to consumers, Mike, a protester, told me. Never mind the low wages, acquisition of competitors, price manipulation, and other practices many billionaires use to stay on top.

Read: Welcome to pricing hell




For all the spectacle, the tensions between the pro- and faux-billionaires were sharp and reflective of real animosity. As the main procession chanted "Property rights are human rights," Vincent Gargiulo, a counterprotester dressed in a white mock-billionaire suit, began shouting "Fuck poor people." Things briefly escalated as a demonstrator confronted Gargiulo for being "not sincere." He grabbed and snapped her pro-billionaire sign. Then Kauffman approached and threatened to call the police unless Gargiulo left. Another pro-billionaire demonstrator eventually snatched the sign back. "I am offended that there's a march to support people who are making money that I will never see in my entire life," Gargiulo told me when I asked why he had broken character. The next chant in defense of the wealthy was "End the class war!"

As the march progressed, something odd began to happen between the countervailing messages. The two sides--representing, I suppose, the 0.01 percent and the rest of us, respectively--almost melded together. Kauffman blared, "Thank you, California billionaires" through his megaphone, and the counterprotesters, wearing crowns, shouted back, "You're welcome." As they approached City Hall, where the group would deliver some speeches, the pro-billionaire rally cheered, "Abolish public land" while the counterprotesters jeered, "Tip your landlord," a slogan that was itself on one of the pro-billionaire posters. At one point, both sides chanted "Poverty should not exist" in unison--the marchers suggesting that billionaires will alleviate poverty, the counterprotesters either trying to reclaim the statement or simply playing into its absurdity.




It was, in a way, a fitting blend. Wealth disparities and unaffordability are among several crises that tech companies are simultaneously contributing to and selling solutions for. (Every pro-billionaire attendee I spoke with described themselves as in tech or "tech adjacent" fields.) Silicon Valley is dizzyingly self-contradictory. Top CEOs have aligned themselves with a xenophobic White House while relying heavily on an immigrant workforce. AI companies offer products that claim to improve the economy by automating large swaths of it. Billboards around San Francisco advertise a product that conducts audits before your AI girlfriend breaks up with you; founders are earnest about curing death. Meanwhile, Elon Musk and other tech leaders post like teenage boys while making society-altering decisions. Everything is ironic, and nothing is.

As the march neared its destination, we passed by an Amazon delivery driver standing outside his van. He was filming the procession, and I approached to ask what he thought of it all. His English was limited, and he seemed a bit confused by what was going on at first, saying that he supported the march--as in, protesting in general. I explained that the march was in support of the likes of Bezos and Musk. Did he support billionaires? "No, no," he clarified. "Everybody has to get more money. Everybody, not only one person."
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The Grim Paradox of the Nancy Guthrie Case

What happens when private pain, public compassion, and the risk of exploitation blur

by Megan Garber

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




Legal scholars sometimes bemoan what they call the "CSI effect"--the tendency, in courtrooms, for jurors' familiarity with true-crime TV shows to skew their expectations of how crimes are investigated and solved. The effect emerges from a paradox: People's interest in televised versions of the criminal-justice system can, regardless of their compassion or sympathies, impede justice in the real world.

The disappearance of Nancy Guthrie, an unsolved mystery playing out in real time, embodies a similar paradox. The 84-year-old--the mother of the Today show co-host Savannah Guthrie--has been missing since February 1, when her failure to attend church services triggered a wide-ranging and, as the days have worn on, ever more desperate search. What seems clear at this point, and what law-enforcement officers say they have determined, is that Nancy was taken from her home near Tucson, Arizona, against her will. Today, investigators released a video recovered from her entryway camera, showing a person--masked, gloved, carrying what appears to be a holstered gun--at her door during the hours of the assumed abduction. The video may be a break in a case that has captured national attention both despite and because of all the questions it has left unanswered. Among them: Where is Nancy Guthrie? What condition is she in? Is her disappearance connected to the fact that her daughter is a celebrity?

The open questions, and the narrative that has risen around them, have turned Nancy herself into something of a celebrity. Her fate has become a matter of feverish national interest, and her abduction a shock that, as it enters its second week, has remained front-page, broadcast-leading news. Its smallest details have been shared on purpose-built live blogs, rehashed through ad hoc podcasts, and discussed endlessly on social media--as melodramas, as cliffhangers, as plot twists. This is the CSI effect at its broadest and most reductive. Nancy's disappearance, as a human circumstance--a grandmother taken from her house in the middle of the night, held by someone unknown--is unthinkable. As a story, though, the case's dynamics are all too familiar. Public interest changes the terms of any tragedy. The longer this one has gone on, the more its horrors have hewed to the demands of the show.

This is, to a degree, because of the particulars of the case. Nancy's disappearance, in addition to playing out as television, has also played out through television. People claiming to be her kidnappers have allegedly communicated with the Guthrie family through notes sent to TV stations. (The gossip site TMZ also said that it had received a note, making it something of a character in the unfolding drama.) And the family has responded, addressing the presumed kidnappers through, at least in part, their own small productions--videos that Savannah and her two siblings have posted publicly, pleading for their mother's safe return. The messages embody the same split-screen reality as many other elements of the case: Their ostensible aim is to bring things to a conclusion, but each new post--see, for example, the one that Savannah, this time solo, posted yesterday--also adds to the spectacle, providing fodder for viewers and narrative momentum.

Attention can be a blessing and a curse. Statements posted by Savannah explicitly ask for the public's help in locating Nancy. (NBC, which broadcasts Today, has shared with its audience the FBI's tip line and the phone number of the Pima County Sheriff's Department.) And public interest in private tragedies can sometimes lead to clues and insights that might otherwise have eluded law-enforcement officials working alone. The murder of the vlogger Gabby Petito, for example, was solved with the help of social-media users who, following the case from afar, found the crucial clues.

But public interest has also, arguably, made the Guthrie case more difficult to parse than it might otherwise have been. Officials have received multiple letters claiming to be ransom notes--and seem to have spent much of their time attempting to discern which, if any, might be authentic, and which might be the work of hoaxers. (Last week, federal authorities arrested a man who they allege contacted members of the Guthrie family via text message with what seems like a ransom demand. According to the complaint against him, the man, after being read his Miranda rights, admitted to having sent two messages.)

Whatever its direct costs and benefits to an investigation, public interest also comes with broader complications. The Guthrie case, like so many before it, has attracted its own coterie of self-professed "experts"--people who assess the situation from a distance, analyzing the meager evidence available to them and speculating about the victim's fate. Some seem well intentioned in their interest; having learned of the case, they are following it--participating in it--in the hope that it might have a happy ending. Others seem more craven; understanding that tragedies are also trending topics, they have found new ways to transform public concern into personal clout.

Some commenters, meanwhile, live out the full paradox of the made-for-TV saga: Their sympathy, soon enough, gives way to the needs of the show. Reddit boards hosting discussions of the case offer grim evidence of the concession. Many people come to the story--the missing woman, the panicked family, the ordeal so singular but relatable--expressing compassion. But compassion, once expressed, has nowhere else to go. Instead, some posters might offer theories about what happened, what didn't, what evidence might have been withheld. A few might escalate into wild speculation: that the suspected abduction was an "inside job," that it was committed by a drug cartel, that it is related to the fact that Savannah Guthrie, in her work as an NBC journalist, has covered the Epstein files.

Versions of this escalation are familiar features of many sites--platforms that offer people incentives, social and financial and otherwise, to edge toward extremism. Reddit abhors a vacuum. And the conversations it hosts, on their own, do little to affect the case; they are, for the most part, idle chatter. But their trajectories--the ease with which they transform compassion into conspiracism--hint at an everyday tragedy lurking within an exceptional one: the fact that empathy and exploitation are never as distant as they might seem. Attention is currency, in some ways the truest and most valuable we have to give. When one family's nightmare becomes nationally syndicated, though, attention can become a demand--for more detail, for more drama, for a cathartic conclusion. The vigil can come to look like voyeurism, the human care made crass. What is the difference between feeling someone's pain and consuming it? From the distance of the screen, it can become all too hard to tell.
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What the Crypto Crash Reveals About Trump's Power

The president's support was never a guarantee of the market's stability.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 11 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.

During the summer of his 2024 presidential campaign, Donald Trump made a vow to the cryptocurrency industry: Elect him, and the United States would become the "crypto capital of the planet." That winter, after crypto-industry donations helped secure Trump's place in the White House, digital assets began appreciating rapidly--and the president-elect was glad to take the credit. When bitcoin crossed the $100,000 mark, he simply posted, "YOU'RE WELCOME!!!"

For a sense of just how much money has evaporated from the crypto industry since then, look to bitcoin. On October 6, the price of a single bitcoin climbed to an all-time high north of $126,000; today, its value is closer to $69,000. The global market capitalization of all coins has shed more than $2 trillion in that time, and fewer and fewer traders are dabbling in meme coins and derivatives. Following a relatively fruitful 2025, crypto-venture-capital deals have fallen off a cliff over the past few months. Commentators have now started to wonder whether the president, who has spent the past two years positioning himself as the industry's protector and hype man, might initiate a crypto bailout.

But wasn't Trump's election already a kind of bailout? His explicit promise on the campaign trail was that America would lead the way, but his implicit promise was that prices would go up. Since taking office, Trump has established himself as the face of crypto through his flagrant promotional tactics (remember those limited-edition bitcoin-orange sneakers?), his sweeping deregulation efforts, and, of course, his family's investments in digital assets. The Trumps have now made hundreds of millions of dollars from cryptocurrencies, according to recent estimates. Despite these links, crypto's fate isn't solely tied to the Trumps. There's no single cause for the current downturn, but it demonstrates that a president's intervention--even intervention as consistent as Trump's--can only do so much to keep cryptocurrencies afloat.

Throughout its 17 years, bitcoin has been defined by cycles--booms and busts that are sometimes explicable and sometimes not. This volatility is part of why the president himself once thought of bitcoin as a "scam." It is driven both by an inbuilt technical feature called "halving" (which I will stop myself from explaining but is worth digging into if you're so inclined) and by the natural waxing and waning of global attention. The year 2021 gave us a historic bubble, fueled in part by venture-capital funding and NFTs. The bubble popped in 2022 thanks to the unraveling of two crypto kingpins, Do Kwon and Sam Bankman-Fried, and the ensuing regulatory crackdown. After that came a deep freeze of investment activity, a so-called crypto winter, and a slow but steady recovery. Trump's 2024 "crypto capital" remark arrived as the sector was starting to wake from hibernation. Morale was, if not quite as low as it is right now, nowhere near where it had been a few years prior. The crypto optimism of Trump's election probably helped boost prices, but it was not a guaranteed buffer against all future instability.

The president's public support of the industry is inextricable from his family's personal investments. The Trumps' empire encompasses the crypto firms World Liberty Financial and American Bitcoin, as well as the crypto-adjacent Trump Media & Technology Group, which at one point held about $2 billion worth of bitcoin. There are also the meme coins $TRUMP and $MELANIA, the first of which made the president a crypto billionaire just before his inauguration and has since lost about 95 percent of its value.

The administration has also made life easier for crypto more broadly, championing industry-backed regulations such as the GENIUS Act, a new framework for stablecoins that was signed into law this past summer. It has also, separately, dropped Joe Biden-era investigations into major firms. The White House is now packed with crypto devotees, including the venture capitalist David Sacks, who now serves as special adviser for AI and crypto, and Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick, who has dubbed Trump the "crypto president." Together, this team has worked to establish a crypto-forward White House, most notably by creating a "strategic bitcoin reserve."

These moves probably accelerated the real gains that crypto was making throughout the majority of 2025. But those gains weren't entirely attributable to Trump, either. Over the past few years, cryptocurrencies have cropped up in BlackRock's exchange-traded funds and in mainstream brokerage apps. A side effect of crypto's integration with existing financial institutions is that bitcoin has started to trade like an ordinary tech stock: Bitcoin's rise last year coincided with the broader momentum of the tech industry. The fact that it's now crashing doesn't necessarily suggest a complete decoupling (parts of tech, particularly software stocks, are getting crushed right now), but the downtrend is a reminder that crypto is governed by more than just Silicon Valley earnings calls. Plus, the industry is still more international than Trump might like it to be; prices are determined by traders all over the world.

A crypto-friendly White House was never going to be a panacea, but the scale of the recent crash is remarkable. The global crypto market capitalization--that is, the approximate value of all of its tokens--has entirely erased the gains it made since Trump's inauguration, despite this supposed regulatory golden age. If Democrats return to power in 2028, they aren't likely to share this administration's permissive attitude. And those commentators musing about whether Trump would bail out crypto are likely to be disappointed. When asked in a congressional hearing last week whether the administration would direct private banks to purchase more bitcoin, Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent insisted that the government has no authority to do so.

Bitcoin was once envisioned as an alternative to a corrupt system--something entirely independent from governments and big banks. In 2026, the most powerful politicians and financiers in the world have gone all-in. An asset that was once anti-system has now effectively become the system. There's no question that this has benefited crypto in some ways. (For one, institutional adoption has made it more resilient; crypto is not beyond recovery, and it will probably bounce back.) But because no one actor has unilateral control over the sector's future, the prices of these coins remain as fickle as ever.

Trump has long embraced the notion that he has the power to solve even the most intractable problems. He famously told voters in 2016 that the system is broken and that "I alone can fix it." But volatility is inherent to crypto; not even the "crypto president" can fix that.
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	Top Trump-administration immigration officials testified before the House Homeland Security Committee in a hearing following the fatal shootings of Renee Good and Alex Pretti by immigration agents in Minneapolis.
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The Poet Laureate of Madness

By James Parker

The appointment of a new medicine man is a dicey moment in the life of a tribe. Get it wrong, pick the wrong guy, and your deepest spiritual diseases will go not only untreated but undetected. Get it right, and there's at least a chance of an accurate diagnosis. The Victorians, rather surprisingly, got it right. In fact, for all their pomposity and stolidity and leadenness of soul, and for all their windbag religiosity, they nailed it. They chose as their national poet a vagrant and depressed semi-atheist from a family of lunatics. They chose Alfred, Lord Tennyson.
 Tennyson was already famous, largely on the strength of his blockbuster elegy, In Memoriam, when Queen Victoria made him her poet laureate in 1850. But it is with the haunted and chaotic pre-fame poet--the shaggy, craggy, germinal genius wandering in his cloud of tobacco smoke and melancholy, poring over his books about physics and chemistry--that Richard Holmes's The Boundless Deep is chiefly concerned. Subtitled Young Tennyson, Science, and the Crisis of Belief, it tracks this character's metabolic absorption of the most disturbing, displacing ideas that contemporary science had to offer; their effect on his personality; and their manifestation in his poetry.


Read the full article.
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Trump's Gaza Plans Are Profoundly Unserious

Conditions on the ground call for immediate humanitarian relief, not gauzy real-estate fantasies.

by Hussein Ibish

Tue, 10 Feb 2026




President Trump has extravagant plans for the Gaza Strip. The only problem is that they bear no connection to the grim realities on the ground--nor is there much prospect that the two will align in the foreseeable future.

Trump has declared that the cease-fire in Gaza--such as it is, given that Hamas continues to attack Israeli forces, and Israeli strikes continue to kill Palestinians--has now entered Phase 2. But the only sign of progress has been Israel's agreement to reopen the small crossing between Gaza and Egypt for individual Palestinians seeking medical care or other necessities. And that development came mainly in response to the recovery of the body of the final Israeli hostage held in Gaza, rather than from any plan of Trump's.

Washington has, in fact, unveiled an elaborate "master plan" for the reconstruction of Gaza. It is profoundly unserious. It promises industrial parks, educational centers, residential zones, and beach resorts, likely inspired by cities such as Dubai and Singapore. But those cities evolved through decades of careful urban planning. Gaza is, at the moment, a rubbled wasteland. Approximately 80 percent of all structures have been badly damaged or destroyed, and Gazans have nowhere to live except in squalid tents or the ruins of former homes.

Read: The Trump administration has a new plan for Gaza

Any serious reconstruction plan would have to begin by providing for the urgent needs of more than 2 million Palestinians, which include housing, food, and potable water, as well as basic health and education services. Instead, the Trump plan imagines "coastal tourism" towers; "industrial complex data centers" and "advanced manufacturing," an airport, a port, trains, parks, and "agriculture and sports facilities."

The fantasy is beguiling, and its realization would be a magnificent accomplishment--if it weren't so unimaginably absurd. Trump's master plan treats Gaza as if it were a greenfield site rather than a partitioned pile of wreckage populated by destitute, hungry, unsheltered people. The plan also totally disregards the historical and religious sites in the Strip. If it all sounds like a real-estate developer's fantasy run amok, that's because it is. Trump's son-in-law Jared Kushner, who has assumed a major role in the project, has breezily conceded that the plan presumes conditions contrary to fact--a demilitarized Hamas and an end to the Strip's parition--but that "we do not have a Plan B." In other words, reconstruction in Gaza will remain a cruel diplomatic pantomime, while millions of people huddle in tents waiting for the next humanitarian aid box.

In addition to being physically destroyed, Gaza is now partitioned between two hostile, armed entities. The Israeli military officially controls 53 percent of the Strip, and unofficially a bit more, and a resurgent Hamas runs the rest. The eastern, Israeli-controlled side of the dividing "yellow line" is now virtually unpopulated and contains most of Gaza's arable land. The western, Hamas-controlled area consists mainly of demolished cities and towns and sandy beaches--as well as almost the entire Palestinian population.

Read: Nobody wants Gaz-a-Lago

Phase 2 of the Gaza cease-fire agreement was supposed to involve the introduction of an international stabilization force and a technocratic Palestinian governance committee. But no international force has yet been deployed, and the governance committee that has been appointed is largely powerless. Moreover, neither Israel nor Hamas has any interest in allowing such an entity to actually run Gaza.

That's in part because the committee members are reportedly aligned with Fatah, which is locked in a zero-sum political power struggle with the heavily armed Hamas. At best, Hamas might seek to maintain its armed forces behind this technocratic cover. In such a scenario, Hamas, rather like Hezbollah in Lebanon, would remain the key decision maker in Gaza.

But even that may be optimistic. Israel, too, is leery of strengthening Fatah, which already dominates the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank and the Palestine Liberation Organization internationally. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and his allies have long sought to keep Hamas in power in Gaza, though contained and periodically battered, and Fatah in control of only small, self-ruled areas of the West Bank. Netanyahu has openly embraced a divide-and-conquer strategy for blocking any possibility of Palestinian statehood, likely in the ultimate pursuit of annexing the West Bank.

And so both parties in control of Gaza seem to be hunkering down for the current yellow-line cease-fire to become semipermanent. Israel will hold an election sometime between May and October; a new government could change the equation. So could greater seriousness on the parts of Trump, Kushner, and the so-called Board of Peace (which includes such noted peacemakers as Netanyahu and the Belarusian strongman Aleksander Lukashenko, but no Palestinians).

Then again, Trump specializes in announcing supposedly major diplomatic initiatives that grab headlines but signify nothing. Virtually everything he's touting in Gaza--the international stabilization force, the master plan, the Board of Peace, the technocratic governance committee--amounts to little more than a Kabuki show, utterly divorced from the gruesome realities in the Strip.
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Winter Olympics Photo of the Day: Wipeout on the Ice

Competing short-track racers crash into one another at the finish line.

by Alan Taylor

Tue, 10 Feb 2026




Corinne Stoddard of Team USA, Rika Kanai of Team Japan, and Arianna Sighel of Team Italy crash as Team China's Wang Xinran crosses the finish line to win heat three in the women's short-track speed-skating 500m on day four of the Winter Olympic Games at Milano Ice Skating Arena, February 10, 2026.

Previously:

	February 9: A Midair Celebration

	February 8: Sliding Beneath the Mountain

	February 7: Drone Chase

	February 6: Dynamic Cauldrons
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The Epstein Emails Show How the Powerful Talk About Race

The files reveal the disgraced financier's interest in "race science."

by Ali Breland

Thu, 12 Feb 2026




In February 2016, after exchanging email pleasantries with the left-wing public intellectual Noam Chomsky and extending an invitation to his private island, Jeffrey Epstein recommended an article. "On a different note, you have encouraged me to look at data, no holds barred," Epstein wrote before linking to "Race and IQ: Genes That Predict Racial Intelligence Differences" from the Right Stuff, an openly white-supremacist website and a pioneer of the online alt-right. The article argued that different races have differing levels of intelligence and that there is a genetic basis for the disparity.

The exchange was included in the Department of Justice's latest public release of the Epstein files and is one of the clearest examples of the disgraced financier's interest in "race science," the pseudoscientific practice of ascribing racial inequities to genetics. It is a way of thinking that has been refuted on multiple levels. IQ is a complex trait that results from a series of factors--many of them cultural and circumstantial--that are not neatly reduced to a specific gene or set of genes. Even if it weren't, the consensus among geneticists, biologists, and anthropologists is that race isn't a biological phenomenon. Race-science proponents tend to ignore all of this, as well as any other relevant context, and use correlations between race and IQ (and also things such as race and criminality) as evidence that racial stereotypes are in fact justified.

None of this mattered to Epstein, who recurrently expressed his interest in race science beyond this 2016 correspondence. The tranche of Epstein files also shows that in 2018, he repeatedly tried to get in contact with Charles Murray, a political scientist whose 1994 book, The Bell Curve, is one of the best-known texts to posit a relationship between intelligence and race. Epstein didn't specify why he was trying to connect with Murray, but he claimed that they had met previously. (Murray told me over email that he had never received an email from Epstein and that it was possible that they'd met in passing at a conference reception at some point. If this ever happened, though, Murray had no memory of it, he said.)

Promoting contemptible perspectives on race is probably nowhere near the most depraved things Epstein did; he was, after all, a registered sex offender charged with child trafficking. But Epstein's views are notable given his long-standing influence on some of the most powerful and influential Americans. His conversations from a decade ago provide clues as to how race science was picked out of the boneyard of history and reanimated into a force that's influencing U.S. politics right now.

Epstein received Murray's email address from his ideological fellow traveler James Watson, the late Nobel Prize-winning geneticist who was stripped of his titles in 2019 after he doubled down on comments he'd made to a British newspaper in 2007 about how he was "inherently gloomy about the prospect of Africa" because "all our social policies are based on the fact that their intelligence is the same as ours--whereas all the testing says not really." He told the paper that he wished that all races were equal but that "people who have to deal with Black employees find this not true."

Epstein liked to collect relationships with high-profile academics, but the emails suggest that he may have been drawn to Watson specifically because of his ideology. In his 2016 exchange with Chomsky, Epstein appears to endorse the perspective that improving the world "might require accepting some uncomfortable facts" about race and intelligence. Chomsky, who sustained his association with Epstein even after accusations that the financier had sexually abused children became well known, disagreed with Epstein on race science in their email exchange. (He did not respond to a request for comment.) Epstein references Watson in other emails, and he and Watson appear to have met several times.

The same year that Epstein tried to put Chomsky onto pseudoscientific racism, he was having similar discussions with Joscha Bach, an AI researcher. In one exchange, Bach told Epstein that Black children in the United States "have slower cognitive development" and "are slower at learning high-level concepts." In another email to Epstein, Bach wrote that "given average brain size difference" between men and women, "the small difference in average IQ is surprising."

Read: The far right is becoming obsessed with race and IQ

Bach appears to have since changed his mind. In a recent Substack post explaining his emails with Epstein, Bach claimed that he has never said "that people of different races have different cognitive abilities" and wrote that "every ethnic group contains highly capable individuals" and that no one "should be discriminated against because of their ancestry." Over email, Bach further clarified to me that "the concept of race is not suitable to capture cognitive and behavioral differences between individuals." He said that "scientific discussion about the heritability of traits can be important for the creation of a more fair and equitable society, it is important to understand the nature and limitations of our minds, but they are very complicated and not my area of research."

Other names that pop up in Epstein's emails: He reached out to Steven Pinker, a Harvard professor who has written about research that argues that Ashkenazi Jews are innately intelligent. (Pinker has disavowed Epstein and denied that he ever visited Little Saint James, Epstein's island. He attended at least two events that Epstein was also present at. "I only had one conversation with him, and found him to be not only odious but intellectually deeply unserious, despite the praise from so many of my colleagues, and his own pretensions," Pinker told me over email. He also said that he doesn't believe that there is "good evidence that average racial or ethnic differences have a genetic component.") Epstein also tried to meet with Richard Dawkins, who has made comments claiming that race is a biological reality; Dawkins did not respond to a request for comment.

In the past several years, race science has gained traction on the right and in parts of Silicon Valley's elite circles. Elon Musk, for example, has repeatedly replied to the @cremieuxrecueil account, run by Jordan Lasker, an independent researcher who has been credited by a right-wing publication for tracing "the genetic pathways of crime, explaining why poverty is not a good causal explanation." Musk has also engaged with an account that posted statistics supposedly illustrating the inferiority of Black people. In November, The Guardian reported that perspectives defending race science were embedded in Musk's Wikipedia competitor, Grokipedia. Musk and his representatives did not respond to a request for comment.

Read: Elon Musk updated Grok. Guess what it said? 

In 2023 and 2024, respectively, Charlie Kirk and Tucker Carlson interviewed Steve Sailer, a prominent race-science proponent. President Trump--who once considered Epstein a close friend and is referenced in many emails--has toyed around with the concept for years. In a November 2024 interview with the right-wing radio host Hugh Hewitt, Trump said that some of the migrants coming across the southern border were genetically inferior. "How about allowing people to come to an open border, 13,000 of whom were murderers? Many of them murdered far more than one person, and they're now happily living in the United States," Trump told Hewitt, citing an incorrect number. "You know, now a murderer--I believe this--it's in their genes. And we got a lot of bad genes in our country right now." When I reached out to the White House, the spokesperson Abigail Jackson told me in an emailed statement that "President Trump is right--dangerous criminal illegal aliens exploited Joe Biden's open border and flooded our country."

Read: Donald Trump flirts with race science

Meanwhile, Trump's deportation campaign appears to target people from countries and cultures that he seems to think are inferior. During a Cabinet meeting in December, Trump said of Somalis, "I don't want them in our country, I'll be honest with you," adding that the U.S. will "go the wrong way if we keep taking in garbage into our country." He said this while the Department of Homeland Security was targeting Somalis in Minnesota.

Arguing that intelligence and adjacent traits are biologically determined served a clear function for a man like Epstein, who treated women as disposable and subordinate. And it's equally unsurprising that the powerful people with whom he cultivated relationships might attempt to come up with a natural, objective explanation and rationale for their perch at the top of society.
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Trump Has a Bridge He Wants to Sell You

The president's closure of a trade route from Detroit to Windsor will help a billionaire and hurt basically everyone else.

by Jonathan Chait

Thu, 12 Feb 2026




The president of the United States became aware Monday evening, apparently for the first time, that a new bridge is set to open between Michigan and Ontario. The project promises to create a fast and inexpensive route that Michigan's farmers and businesses have sought for decades.

Donald Trump decided this could not stand.

In a typically discursive social-media post, Trump announced, "I will not allow this bridge to open until the United States is fully compensated for everything we have given them, and also, importantly, Canada treats the United States with the Fairness and Respect that we deserve." The post also predicts that ice hockey will soon be banned in Canada as a result of its trade agreement with China. On the plus side, it does refer to Canada as a "Country" rather than, as the president has enjoyed describing it, a state.

On the surface, this looked to be just one more Trumpian tantrum, the kind that regularly pops up when he sees something distressing on television or is spoken to by a woman without the self-abasement he demands.

Listen: Trump vs. Canada

But subsequent reporting suggests that this was something even worse: an episode that sums up Trumpian economics in all its stupidity and atavistic sleaze.

Hours before Trump's post, according to The New York Times, Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick met with Matthew Moroun, the owner of a competing bridge between Michigan and Ontario. Lutnick then spoke with the president by phone. You might wonder why a major international bridge has an owner when such things are ordinarily in public hands. The answer is that the Ambassador Bridge was privately constructed, and for decades has stood as the sole trucking link from Detroit to Windsor, a key thoroughfare for national and international commerce. If you want to travel from Michigan to, say, Boston, your fastest route runs through Canada.

The Ambassador Bridge gets clogged with traffic and charges expensive tolls, which Moroun is able to compel because his customers have no practical alternative. A separate tunnel connects Detroit and Windsor, but larger trucks can't use it. Moroun's family has spent decades and millions of dollars trying to keep things that way, relentlessly lobbying to block construction of a second bridge desired by drivers and merchants on both sides of the Detroit River.

A breakthrough arrived in 2012. Rick Snyder, a Republican who was then Michigan's governor, cut a deal with Canada to build the Gordie Howe International Bridge. Snyder had to work around the recalcitrant Michigan legislature, which had been plied with Moroun donations, by using executive authority. The terms of the deal required Canada to finance all construction costs. Canada is permitted to collect full tolls until it recoups its investment, and ownership of the bridge is to be split equally.

The project would unlock billions of dollars in savings for consumers and businesses. The sole loser is Moroun, a billionaire whose fortune rests on rent seeking. Now that the bridge construction is essentially complete and set to finally open, Moroun has gone to the administration, and Trump has shut down his competition.

Trump's stated demands to open the bridge are a mixture of fantasy and contrived grievance. Trump complains in his post that the bridge was built without American material, which is false, and insists, "With all that we have given them, we should own, perhaps, at least one half of this asset," which is already the case.

White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt, attempting to add a sheen of rationality to the president's ultimatum, said, "It's also unacceptable that more of this bridge isn't being built with more American-made materials." This is a difficult requirement to meet unless Canada decides to tear down the bridge and rebuild it with more American-made material.

Trump's post also requires, as a condition of opening the new bridge, that Canada give the United States more "respect." One way other countries have demonstrated respect to Trump has been furnishing him with expensive gifts or investing in his family businesses. Canada's rules against bribery make this negotiation shortcut more difficult.

Franklin Foer: Why the Gulf monarchs shower Trump with gifts

This episode is a prototypical demonstration of Trump's economic worldview. Faced with a policy choice that pits the interests of millions of people against the wealth of a single rent seeker, Trump has intervened in a way that benefits the billionaire.

The insight that the free exchange of goods and services has positive-sum benefits--a core tenet of market economics--has always eluded Trump. His instincts are not capitalistic but pre-capitalistic. He has the mentality of a Renaissance baron, hoarding power and collecting tribute rather than innovating and creating wealth.

The president may be hurting a foreign country, but that does not mean he is helping ours. He is shrinking the pie, while delivering a larger slice of it to a Trumpian oligarch.
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The Tide Goes Out on Youth Gender Medicine

American doctors are no longer united on the wisdom of medicalizing gender dysphoria in minors.

by Helen Lewis

Thu, 12 Feb 2026




As the shaky evidence base for youth gender medicine has become better known, activists have retreated to an argument from authority. Never mind the Cass Report, whose findings resulted in the closure of Britain's leading youth gender clinic. Never mind the study by a leading American practitioner showing that the treatments she championed did not improve minors' mental health. Never mind reports that some adolescents were being put on a medical pathway after only a single clinic visit. For advocates, the important thing to remember was that "gender-affirming care" for minors--puberty blockers and hormones, plus surgery in rare cases--was endorsed by all of the major American medical associations.

"Doctors Agree," proclaimed the American Civil Liberties Union: "Gender-Affirming Care Is Life-Saving Care." GLAAD declared that "every major medical association and leading world health authority supports health care for transgender people and youth." Fired up by the Republican "war on trans kids," and naturally deferential to institutional authority, Democrats have tended to echo this line. At a 2023 congressional-subcommittee hearing on pediatric gender medicine, the ranking Democrat, Representative Mary Gay Scanlon of Pennsylvania, declared that "gender-affirming care is safe and effective" and "supported by every major medical association"--groups that collectively count more than 1.3 million doctors as members. "It's not up for debate," she said. In line with this, Joe Biden's administration lobbied to remove age minimums from the industry's standards of care.

Today, though, the future of medical transition for minors is up for debate. On February 3, the American Society of Plastic Surgeons recommended that "surgeons delay gender-related breast/chest, genital, and facial surgery until a patient is at least 19 years old." The next day, the American Medical Association, the country's largest organization representing doctors, endorsed that view: "In the absence of clear evidence, the A.M.A. agrees with A.S.P.S. that surgical interventions in minors should be generally deferred to adulthood." These statements echo what skeptics of American youth gender medicine have been saying for years: The evidence of the benefits and risks of mastectomies and other surgeries is insufficient to justify their use as treatments for gender dysphoria, and follow-up data on those who have undergone the procedures are scant.

Helen Lewis: The liberal misinformation bubble about youth gender medicine

More significant, the ASPS statement explicitly endorses the conclusions of the Cass Report and the evidence review commissioned by the Department of Health and Human Services last year. LGBTQ groups and gender clinicians have dismissed both of these documents as fuel for right-wing attacks on care, even though Hilary Cass was a nonpartisan retired pediatrician, and most of the HHS report authors were self-described liberals and Democrats. But the ASPS references both warmly, and bases its new guidelines on the research carried out by the official British and American inquiries. "Both the Cass Review and the HHS report emphasize that the natural course of pediatric gender dysphoria remains poorly understood," notes the ASPS statement. "Available evidence suggests that a substantial proportion of children with prepubertal onset gender dysphoria experience resolution or significant reduction of distress by the time they reach adulthood, absent medical or surgical intervention." Put simply, that is an American doctors' organization acknowledging that gender dysphoria frequently resolves itself without treatment--a challenge to the idea that children's new identities should be uncritically endorsed.

I don't want to overstate what has happened here: The ASPS has been more cautious than other groups for many months now, and its new positions are limited in scope. Gender surgeries on minors were never offered by Britain's health service, and only a few thousand have been performed in the United States, according to a 2023 study. The ASPS statement also cites "insufficient evidence demonstrating a favorable risk-benefit ratio" for hormone treatments, but does not explicitly recommend against them. Yet the organization's stance still represents a shift away from the purely affirmative model, in which saying no is never a clinician's job. Notably, the group reminds members that "plastic surgeons cannot rely on the presence of a prior medical intervention, referral, or letter of support as a proxy for surgical indication or adolescent readiness."

This matters, because the idea of performing mastectomies on girls as young as 13 became a powerful symbol of a clique of doctors who could not be trusted to regulate themselves. The Miami surgeon Sidhbh Gallagher became known on TikTok for her catchphrase "yeet the teet," referring to mastectomies, and for calling herself "Dr. Teetus Deletus." The detransitioner Chloe Cole, who has testified in favor of state bans on pediatric gender medicine, received a double mastectomy at 15. Johanna Olson-Kennedy, who formerly worked at the gender clinic of the Children's Hospital Los Angeles, was the lead author on a paper recommending that mastectomies be offered based on "individual need rather than chronologic age." She once boasted at a seminar that she did not worry about regret: "If you want breasts at a later point in your life, you can go and get them."

Unfortunately, things are not that simple. In a recent lawsuit in New York State, a detransitioner called Fox Varian testified that she'd had her breasts removed at 16, only 11 months after first identifying as male. She had also been diagnosed with autism and had struggled with an eating disorder and anxiety. By the time of the surgery, she had changed her name twice already. Varian asserted, according to the reporter Benjamin Ryan, who attended the trial, that her doctor "served as an enabler, repeatedly assuring her that the mastectomy she desired would greatly improve her well-being." Varian told the court that she regretted the surgery instantly, and detransitioned three years later. She was awarded $2 million in damages. The court heard that she had been left with scarring and a lack of sensation, and would be unable to breastfeed.

Varian's lawsuit also claimed that doctors encouraged her mother to approve the surgery by invoking the specter of suicide. As I wrote last year, the idea of youth gender medicine as "lifesaving"--for the prevention of suicide--has been key to overriding parents' understandable concerns about these treatments. But this is another activist talking point that has begun to crumble. In front of the Supreme Court, the ACLU's Chase Strangio conceded that there was no evidence to support the assertion that transition prevents suicide, because "completed suicide, thankfully and admittedly, is rare." He argued that instead it reduced suicidal thoughts--a significant climbdown from the once-popular assertion that parents had to choose between "a dead son and a living daughter," and vice versa. His concession helped expose this rhetoric as the emotional blackmail that it always was.

Adam Serwer: The attack on trans rights won't end there

The tide is now going out on the affirmative approach to youth gender medicine as practiced in America. "I stopped the mutilation of children," Donald Trump told a prayer breakfast on February 5. Twenty-seven states have placed restrictions on the medical pathway, while gender clinics in blue cities such as Los Angeles have shut down under Trump's threat of funding cuts to their host institutions. Now the success of such a high-profile detransitioner lawsuit--one of more than two dozen currently under way, according to Ryan--will make the remaining affirmative clinicians nervous.

Frankly, they should be nervous. As the field has received more scrutiny, advocates have begun to stress the need for careful assessments, even though American providers in the 2010s largely rejected this essential feature of the Dutch protocol, the medical treatment for youth gender dysphoria developed in Europe in the 1990s. Today, when Democrats defend youth gender medicine, they tend to do so on the basis of individual freedom rather than the effectiveness of the treatments themselves. In 2024, a brief signed by 11 Democratic senators and 153 Democratic House members urged the Supreme Court not to uphold Tennessee's ban on youth medical transition. The state law "intrudes on an individual's decisions about their own medical care, made in partnership with their medical providers," the signatories said.

All of this represents a clear retrenchment from the 2010s and early 2020s. The excesses of that era prompted a backlash that fueled the current MAGA demonization of gender nonconformity. The story of youth gender medicine is one of good intentions, arrogance, fear, and polarization. It is also an avoidable tragedy.
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Why the U.S. Hasn't Yet Struck Iran

Diplomacy meets <em>The Art of the Deal.</em><strong><em> </em></strong>

by Nancy A. Youssef, Vivian Salama

Thu, 12 Feb 2026




Late last month, President Trump took to social media to issue a not-at-all-veiled threat to the theocratic rulers of Iran: Come to the negotiating table and agree to "NO NUCLEAR WEAPONS," or risk the same type of swift and violent response that plucked Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro and his wife from Caracas in the middle of the night. "Time is running out, it is truly of the essence!"

Two weeks later, it suddenly isn't. There is now "no rush" to make a deal, Trump said on Friday while speaking to reporters. Usually, threats of war come after talks fail, not before they have even started. But this time, the United States and Iran appear to have reset the clock just as the administration was at its most bellicose. So what happened?

The Trump administration had been considering its military options, which ranged from targeting leaders to hitting Iran's nuclear program. But officials discovered that the U.S. could not conduct a major offensive as quickly as they had hoped without real risks to American forces, support from allies, and regional stability, two U.S. officials told us. Even though Trump has boasted about a "massive Armada" sprinting toward Iran, the U.S. does not have enough ships and planes in the region to conduct weeks of strikes, the officials said. It also does not have clear targets: The White House has yet to outline to military commanders what it would want to achieve through strikes, the officials said, suggesting that the use of force is not imminent.

Instead, the U.S. held direct talks with Iran over the weekend for the first time since last year. Admiral Brad Cooper, the top commander for Central Command, which is responsible for operations in the Middle East, was among the American officials present for the negotiations in Oman. The discussions allowed Iran to gauge U.S. interest in reaching a deal, a spokesperson for the country's foreign ministry said. The Trump administration publicly expressed optimism. But one official involved told us that the United States walked away with questions about whether Iran was "serious about negotiations or simply pursuing this course to buy additional time."

Beyond a reprieve from military action, Iran wants relief from economic sanctions, but without constraints on its regional militias and giving up its right to enrich uranium and its arsenal of ballistic missiles. Trump wants to eliminate any future potential for an Iranian nuclear facility that he said was "obliterated" during strikes in June, but that could still be revived.

The biggest unknown looming over the talks is how much patience the president has for negotiating before turning to strikes. Trump said on Tuesday that the U.S. will "have to do something very tough" if a deal is not reached soon.

Trump's latest threats against Iran began last month, near the height of protests inside the country, when it appeared that the regime could fall and U.S. military strikes could finish it off. Since then, the Iranian government has cracked down on protesters, killing thousands and arresting political figures who have promoted reforms. The country is the weakest it has been in decades: Its economy is in a downward spiral, and its proxies, particularly in Gaza, Lebanon, and Syria, are stretched thin, making asserting power across the region more difficult.

But just because a regime is fragile politically doesn't mean it is weak militarily. A strike against Iran would be a daunting, complex operation for the U.S. military, defense officials told us. The brutality with which the Iranian government quashed protests suggests that it is not in immediate danger of falling, and the nation's security apparatus (notably its Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps) did not defect or fracture during the uprisings. The country has long-range ballistic missiles that can reach every corner of the Middle East and hundreds of cruise missiles and drones that could easily strike countries in the Gulf. These assets remain functional after the U.S. bombed the Fordow nuclear site and Israel damaged air defenses over the summer.

Read: What are the chances Trump attacks Iran?

An operation aimed at regime change or the weakening of Iran's nuclear program would be "highly complex because of Iran's capabilities," one official told us. Iran would respond, the official said, potentially striking U.S. forces and allies.

The operation would also be difficult to sustain. The "Armada" that Trump said is moving with "great power, enthusiasm, and purpose" is insufficient to mount a major weekslong offensive, the officials told us, and does not include the needed air defenses. The United States has enough military assets in the region to conduct a narrow mission over several days--one that could, for instance, involve targeted strikes on key Iranian leaders or military assets. The Pentagon referred questions about the need for more military firepower in the region to the White House. The White House reiterated Trump's view that the Iranian regime must abandon its nuclear program and "make a deal."

The U.S. strikes against Iran over the summer--a more limited operation than what Trump is now signaling--originated from two aircraft carriers in the region. A larger offensive would require at least two carriers that could bring in enough planes to, for example, strike many of Iran's ballistic-missile launchers. (Only one carrier strike group, the USS Abraham Lincoln, is currently in the region.) On Tuesday, Trump told Axios that he was considering deploying a second carrier. Doing so would require one of the Navy's existing carrier crews to cut their preparation or rest time. Getting the carrier there--the USS George H. W. Bush is next in line--would take at least two weeks.

If Iran's ultimate goal is to preserve its regime, compromises on its nuclear program and regional proxies will be needed, defense officials told us. Trump met with Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu for more than two hours yesterday. Netanyahu has been clear that he worries that any negotiation will give Iran too much leeway. "There was nothing definitive reached other than I insisted that negotiations with Iran continue to see whether or not a Deal can be consummated," Trump posted on Truth Social after the meeting with Netanyahu.

Read: The U.S. military can't do everything at once

Israel would likely support the U.S. in targeting Iran, officials told us, but the rest of the region is eager to avoid hostilities. Officials from Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates--neither of which is at all sympathetic to Iran--told administration officials that they do not want to be involved in and would not support a regional conflict, according to Arab and U.S. officials. Countries hosting U.S. military bases--specifically Kuwait, Qatar, and Bahrain--are particularly vulnerable because Iran has warned that it could retaliate against those bases. Any military action could shut down the Strait of Hormuz, a transit point for roughly 20 percent of the world's oil exports. Some countries fear that military action could rattle investors' confidence in a region that relies heavily on direct foreign investment. Gulf allies also fear catastrophic outcomes, such as radiation exposure resulting from strikes on nuclear facilities or cyberattacks on critical infrastructure. Iran's opposition, meanwhile, is disorganized and has little common vision for the country's future beyond a desire to get rid of the clerics.

Without regional support, the United States risks entering into a war without a coalition that would reinforce its military might. But there's also a risk in continuing to delay. Vali Nasr, a professor of international affairs and Middle East studies at the Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies, told us that by putting military action on the table and then not seeing it through, "Trump has instead alerted Iran of potential war and given them time to prepare." Every day that U.S. forces are in the region without acting, they give Iran more of a chance to get ready.
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Scientists Figured Out the Problem With Johnson &amp; Johnson's COVID Vaccine

Rare but dangerous blood clotting associated with that vaccine as well as AstraZeneca's had a genetic cause, according to a new paper.

by Roxanne Khamsi

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




In 2021, just months after the first COVID vaccines debuted, concern was growing about an exceedingly rare but sometimes deadly outcome of certain shots. Two related vaccines--one from AstraZeneca and the other from Johnson & Johnson--were linked to dangerous blood clotting.



Out of almost 19 million doses of Johnson & Johnson's version given in the United States during the first two years of the pandemic, at least 60 such cases were identified. Nine of them were fatal. In the United Kingdom, where almost 50 million doses of the AstraZeneca shot were given, 455 cases occurred; 81 people died. In Germany, at least 71 cases were identified, also linked to AstraZeneca. By late spring, use of both the AstraZeneca and the Johnson & Johnson vaccine was paused, and ultimately both were pulled from the market. But the mystery surrounding the rare blood clotting caused by these vaccines lingered.



Now researchers believe they have cracked the case. They have hard evidence for how the blood clotting happened, and they believe that their findings could help make similar vaccines even safer. Understanding the blood-clotting problem is important, they say, because vaccines of this type could be essential in protecting people during future pandemics.



The team that initially gave this condition a name--vaccine-induced immune thrombotic thrombocytopenia, or VITT--included Andreas Greinacher, a blood expert at the University of Greifswald, in Germany. Back in 2021, as the cases of VITT emerged, he and others were unsure of what precipitated them. One theory was that they were caused by the body's accidental reaction to the type of virus used in both the AstraZeneca and Johnson & Johnson vaccines: adenoviruses, which had been engineered to prompt the body to recognize the pandemic coronavirus but were unable to replicate and considered harmless to people. Scientists had noticed that patients with VITT had telltale markers in their blood--antibodies that bind to a chemical signal released by platelets. Maybe a reaction to the adenovirus was causing immune cells to mistakenly go after a blood component and precipitate clotting. An alternative theory was that the body was reacting to a portion of the coronavirus called "spike protein," which showed up as part of the immunization.



In a study published today in The New England Journal of Medicine, Greinacher and his colleagues show that the first theory was correct: VITT was a response to the adenovirus gone awry. And they discovered a further twist: This immune overreaction happened in people who were genetically prone to it.



In the study, Greinacher and his colleagues looked at the antibodies in stored blood from 21 patients with VITT. Among those antibodies, they found a subset that could glom on to a portion of the adenovirus and to one of the body's own molecules, PF4, that can influence blood clotting. A person who received one of the adenovirus vaccines but did not have a reaction also had antibodies against that same part of the adenovirus. But, crucially, that person's antibodies did not cross-react with PF4.



Those antibody molecules also offered clues about the immune cells that made them. And the scientists were able to link the immune cells responsible for VITT to patients who had two specific DNA variants. A wider survey of 100 VITT patients found that all of them had immune cells with one of these genetic types--which are far from universal. This signaled to the researchers that having these particular variants is a strong risk factor for blood clotting following an adenovirus vaccine.



But the study also showed that this genetic background on its own was not enough to cause VITT. The immune cells that made the dangerous antibodies had experienced an additional small genetic change, and that extra mutation had prompted them to produce those cross-reactive molecules.



In the past, scientists have suggested that genetic predispositions might explain some adverse events that happen after vaccination. For example, some data have indicated that certain people were genetically prone to developing narcolepsy following a version of swine-flu vaccine that was briefly used in Europe. But the new study from Greinacher and his team is the first to provide concrete evidence of how people with a particular DNA variant can develop self-sabotaging antibodies following a vaccination. Arnold Lining Ju, a biomedical engineer at the University of Sydney who has studied blood clotting, told me that the paper was a landmark finding in part because of how elegantly it explains the way a specific genetic trait, combined with a particular chance mutation in certain cells, creates VITT. And because the study shows that multiple genetic changes are involved, it finally explains why this immune reaction is so rare, he said.



This discovery will help guide researchers more than it will influence vaccination choices for individual patients. Most vaccine recipients will not know their genetic predisposition to an adverse event, Jennifer Juno, a vaccine researcher at the University of Melbourne, points out. But this type of work will help improve vaccine design--particularly in the field of "precision vaccinology," in which vaccines are tailored to individual traits, Joanne Reed, the director of the Centre for Immunology and Allergy Research at the Westmead Institute in Australia, told me.



These results also mean that adenovirus-based vaccines could be made safer if they can be designed without the protein region that triggered the dangerous antibodies in VITT. "Instead of abandoning an entire vaccine platform because of a rare problem, we can engineer around the specific issue, and that's the power of this kind of science," Joann Arce of the Precision Vaccines Program at Boston Children's Hospital told me. The hope is that understanding the biology of a rare event like VITT, and then addressing it, helps bolster public trust in vaccines too. Greinacher told me that adenovirus-based vaccines remain vital, including for the development of vaccines for diseases that affect mostly low- and middle-income countries. The shots could also be useful in a future pandemic, because they can be scaled up in production relatively quickly.



Still, this one study may not have entirely answered the question of why adenovirus-based COVID vaccines caused clotting. A study published last year from Ju's group suggested that a separate biophysical mechanism might cause a viral component found in the AstraZeneca vaccine to directly aggregate platelets, independent of the immune reaction identified in VITT. And a bigger mystery remains open too--why infections themselves are sometimes associated with dangerous blood clotting. Rushad Pavri, an immunologist at King's College London, told me that the new study--because it shows how similarities between a virus particle and an innate protein involved in clotting can confuse the immune system--can shed light on that question. Ultimately, understanding why viruses can provoke immune overreactions might help limit damaging complications from sickness to begin with.
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The Multibillion-Dollar Foundation That Controls the Humanities

Is the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation the last best hope for American arts and letters--or is it killing them?

by Tyler Austin Harper

Thu, 12 Feb 2026




In 1964, an influential report identified a disquieting trend in academia. "Increasingly during the past few years," it began, "concern has been expressed about the condition, in this country, of those fields of intellectual activity generally called the humanities." The 200-plus-page document was a publication of the National Commission on the Humanities, which had been established the previous year.

Reading the commission's findings six decades later, one could reasonably conclude that what today gets called the "crisis of the humanities" is not so much a discrete 21st-century emergency as the latest expression of an educational catastrophe long in the making. The challenges outlined in 1964 are familiar: meager funding, insufficient support for graduate students, too few faculty jobs, an education system that glamorizes science and math, dense writing that alienates the public, and on and on. "The state of the humanities today creates a crisis," the report concluded. "There is genuine doubt today whether the universities and colleges can insure that the purposes for which they were established and sometimes endowed will be fulfilled."

This doubt has not much diminished in the intervening decades, nor have the problems the report identified. Yet what is most notable in the report is not these similarities, but the commission's prescient fear that the solutions to what ailed the humanities--namely, more cash and large-scale institutional support--also carried risks. "For the very reason that the humanities are concerned with quality, with values, with emotions, and with the goals of living, they must remain free," the report proclaimed. "To control them is to dictate opinion and to subject all men to the tyranny of a controlling authority in the most intimate and sacred concerns of our existence as human beings."

The commission's boldest recommendation was that a new, publicly funded national foundation be established to dispense money to the humanities. But it also cautioned that this path was fraught. The report argued that, although building a taxpayer-financed agency to support American arts and letters was necessary, no federal body should have a monopoly on this grant-making, lest the humanities become unduly influenced by politics. "We must unquestionably increase the prestige of the humanities and the flow of funds to them," the commission wrote. "At the same time, however grave the need, we must safeguard the independence, the originality, and the freedom of expression of all who are concerned with liberal learning."

The report recommended that federal funding for the humanities be supplemented by ideologically diverse, nongovernmental donors. "The day must never come when scholars and artists can look only to the federal government for the help they need," it said. "The notion of any one 'chosen instrument' of government in this area must be abhorrent to anyone who cherishes the humanities and realizes that if they are not free they perish."

Thomas Chatterton Williams: Stop trying to make the humanities 'relevant'

For a while, things seemed to go more or less according to the commission's plan. President Lyndon B. Johnson established the National Endowment for the Humanities in 1965 in direct response to the report. A few years later, the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation was created to finance American arts and letters. It would become part of a broader network that included the Ford Foundation, which began funding the humanities in the 1950s, and the John Templeton Foundation, which began funding research in religion and philosophy in the 1980s. The benefaction of these private nonprofits eventually came to exceed, by a substantial margin, the money dispensed by the government, which has declined over time.

In recent decades, though, the priorities of many of these nonprofits have shifted. The Atlantic Philanthropies, a onetime stalwart, reduced its funding for the humanities in the 1990s. The Rockefeller Foundation began moving away from humanities funding in the 2000s. In 2022, the Ford Foundation announced plans to drastically reduce its higher-education funding in order to focus on racial-justice-movement building. With the broader ecosystem of humanities-focused philanthropies all but dried up, only one major private grant-maker is left standing.

Today, no single entity, including the federal government, has a more profound influence on the fiscal health and cultural output of the humanities than the Mellon Foundation. The National Endowment for the Humanities' grant budget was $78 million in 2024 (its overall budget was less than half of what it was in 1980, when adjusted for inflation). Mellon awarded $540 million in grants that same year; its endowment sits at roughly $8 billion.

Mellon's largesse is badly needed, especially as the Trump administration has threatened further cuts to the NEH. But the foundation's virtual monopoly on humanities funding means that it has the power to remake entire fields according to its desires. And in recent years, under the leadership of Elizabeth Alexander, who became the organization's president in 2018, Mellon has embraced an understanding of the humanities that is much more utilitarian, and far more political, than the one put forward by the 1964 commission. In June 2020, Mellon announced that it would be "prioritizing social justice in all of its grantmaking"--"a major strategic evolution" for the organization. This new paradigm seems to find value in arts and letters only insofar as they advance approved, left-leaning causes.

Over the past decade or so, conservative critics of higher education have tended to offer a rather simple explanation for the humanities' decline. Their argument amounts to a version of "go woke, go broke." According to this theory, ultraprogressive faculty coalesced around an unpopular liberal orthodoxy, turning off undergraduates (and the public) and accelerating the humanities' collapse. In short, Shakespeare was replaced by jargon-laden prattle about "settler colonialism," and students took their tuition dollars to more sane, less shrill corners of universities.

But this tale places too much of the blame on humanities professors, overestimating their actual power within institutions. More important, the went-woke-went-broke hypothesis does not account for the ways that economic transformations within higher education have accelerated the trends that conservatives lament. Specifically, the right-wing theory of the case gets the causal arrow wrong. The humanities aren't broke because they went woke. The humanities went woke in large part because they were broke. As other donors, the government, and universities themselves all but abandoned these fields, Mellon became a lifeline. But the foundation has proved to be--as Jacques Derrida might have said--a kind of pharmakon: a Greek word that the philosopher noted could be translated as either "remedy" or "poison," depending on your perspective.

Tyler Austin Harper: The humanities have sown the seeds of their own destruction

The 1964 report failed to anticipate that, in the 21st century, one of the most substantial challenges to the intellectual and political autonomy of the humanities would come not from a government agency, but from a private organization. American humanists now find themselves in a position that the report's authors would have considered a nightmare: A multibillion-dollar politicized grant-making entity has a stranglehold over humanities research and teaching, and is using that power to push them in a direction that blurs the boundaries between scholarship and activism, pedagogy and politics.

Under Alexander's leadership, even as it has cut back on funding for less political projects, Mellon has disbursed enormous sums of money to hyper-liberal academic initiatives at institutions both public and private. These have included grants to Portland State University to help its Women, Gender, and Sexuality Studies Department become more "ungovernable," creating "spaces where activism is encouraged" and "queer and feminist resistance" takes place; to Texas A&M at San Antonio for the Borderlands Shakespeare Colectiva (a group of academics and activists who "use Shakespeare to reimagine colonial histories and to envision socially just futures in La Frontera"); to Northwestern University for a project that explores how "Black dance practices" work to "instantiate Black freedom"; to Northeastern University for its Digital Transgender Archive to establish a new "lab" on the West Coast; and to UC Davis's Department of Gender, Sexuality and Women's Studies to create a working group on "Trans Liberation in an Age of Fascism."

One may feel a variety of ways about the worldview that Mellon has chosen to promote through its grant-making. But the salient question is not whether its politics are laudable or lamentable, or even whether the projects it funds are beneficial. The real questions are: What are the consequences when eye-watering sums of money are put behind the idea that the purpose of American arts and letters is not wisdom but advocacy? What happens when the humanities are seen not as having intrinsic worth, but as valuable only insofar as they can be of service to a cause? And what happens when the "choice" of whether to accede to this vision of the humanities becomes--when there is only one real funding game in town--a matter of survival versus collapse?

The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation was established in 1969, when two siblings--Ailsa Mellon Bruce, a socialite and an art collector, and Paul Mellon, an art collector and a racehorse breeder--decided to combine their personal charitable outfits in honor of their late industrialist father. Their new organization would fund American arts and letters, eventually including foreign-language programs, university special collections, tenure-track positions for new humanities professors, graduate fellowships for Ph.D. students, archival research, and more.

Even before its recent pivot, Mellon tended to tilt to the left, perhaps as a kind of compensation for, or a distraction from, the unseemly reality that it is a multibillion-dollar foundation created by the patrician offspring of a robber baron. But although some of its endeavors through the years were expressly social-justice-oriented (such as a 2016 grant for Columbia's "Facing Whiteness" project, an interdisciplinary study of how white Americans think about their racial identity), others were more traditional (a long-standing relationship with the Folger Shakespeare Library, for example).

In many ways, the role that liberal politics and social justice should play in higher education has been a preoccupation of the country's colleges and universities since the mid-20th century. Like cicadas, controversies tend to pop up every decade or so. There was William F. Buckley Jr.'s panic about "collectivism" in the Ivy League, documented in his 1951 book, God and Man at Yale. There were the campus free-speech and civil-rights movements of the 1960s, many of which led to the establishment of identity-focused humanities departments. Then came the fights over political correctness, multiculturalism, and the literary canon in the '80s and '90s associated with conservative intellectuals such as Allan Bloom and Roger Kimball. Christopher Rufo's "critical race theory" dissension kicked off the 2020s, giving way to disputes over wokeness and anti-wokeness. Lately, American campuses have been dominated by the debates around decolonial theory and free speech that emerged from the Gaza crisis.

From the November 1951 issue: A review of William F. Buckley Jr.'s attack on Yale

The cumulative effect of these skirmishes has been to weaken the humanities' already vulnerable stock with the public. American culture treats the arts, ideas, and literature as luxury goods that can be cast aside during moments of belt-tightening, and post-2008 austerity measures have hit the humanities hard, resulting in budget cuts, vanished tenure lines, dwindling research funds, and diminished federal dollars. In a 2024 article for an academic journal, the literary scholar Christopher Newfield showed how few resources are allocated to basic humanities research in the United States. "Of the $54 billion or so in research that the federal government funds in U.S. higher education, $69 million goes to the humanities," he wrote. "That is, the humanities receive 0.13% of the federal total."

These economic woes have been exacerbated by the fact that, especially after the Great Recession, students and parents have placed even more emphasis on "practical" college majors that offered a strong "return on investment." Unable to compete with STEM or business-adjacent fields in the hallowed category of "Making a Ton of Money After Graduation," the humanities gradually settled into a sales pitch to justify the expense of a degree: The English or history or philosophy department will help turn you into A Good Person. The ROI of a humanities degree was not economic, the thinking went, but political and moral. This was the context in which Elizabeth Alexander became Mellon's president, in 2018.

Alexander's pedigree made her a natural choice to lead the foundation. Born to Clifford L. Alexander Jr.--a Kennedy-administration official and the first Black secretary of the Army--and Adele Logan Alexander, a noted historian, she has spent a lifetime in elite institutions: Sidwell Friends. Yale. Boston University to study poetry with Derek Walcott. A Ph.D. in English from the University of Pennsylvania. A stint as an assistant professor at the University of Chicago. Followed by Smith. Followed by Yale (again). Followed by reciting her own poetry at Barack Obama's first inauguration ("In today's sharp sparkle, this winter air, / any thing can be made, any sentence begun. / On the brink, on the brim, on the cusp"). A stint as the Ford Foundation's director of creativity and (ironically) free expression after that. Then Mellon.

Benjamin Schmidt: The humanities are in crisis

Alexander reportedly said in her interviews for the role that she planned to pivot the foundation's attention to social-justice work, and she has kept her word. "There won't be a penny that is going out the door that is not contributing to a more fair, more just, more beautiful society," she declared in 2020.

To better understand the impact of Mellon's agenda, I spoke with about 20 people who have had close dealings with the foundation. Some are professors; others are senior administrators who act as middlemen between their institution and donors and grant-makers. Several have been interacting with Mellon for a decade or more. They are employed at a variety of institutions, some public and some private, some generously endowed and others more threadbare. Most agreed to speak with me on the condition of anonymity. "I don't think I want to go on the record," a historian told me, "because Mellon is very powerful."

One scholar described a relationship with Mellon that was as personal as it was professional. Decades ago, a Mellon fellowship paid for her to pursue a Ph.D. in 19th-century literature. "It changed my life," she said. Later, when she was a new faculty member, a second Mellon grant enabled her to conduct research for her first book. The sort of work she did was traditional, historically minded, and apolitical, and she noted that she benefited from Mellon's old approach to funding, in which "classic subjects were the norm."

When I asked her how she felt about the organization's turn toward social-justice work, she seemed ambivalent. She was open to Mellon's new direction, but she also worried that the focus on progressive issues in academia had become "all-encompassing" and made the humanities a target of political criticism. I heard similar concerns from others.

A director responsible for grant administration at a small college said that humanities professors at her institution were distraught by Mellon's new focus, which they saw as coming at the expense of areas of inquiry without obvious social-justice relevance. She characterized some of the reactions she's heard: "Are you saying that it's no longer valuable that I'm doing research on these texts from this time to see what I can learn about them? Is that not valuable anymore to anyone?"

This director described a difficult conversation with a religious-studies professor who was excited about a new project. She told him that it had little chance of getting funding from Mellon, because, as the director put it, "it was purely research. It had nothing to do with community partners or racial justice." She tried to let him down gently, but said it was like watching the air go out of a balloon.

I became a tenure-track humanities professor in 2020, and I remember Mellon's shift being greeted with some quiet concern that funding in more traditional research areas would lapse. I saw an example of this several years ago, when a senior academic I know well was seeking research funding for a book project that had nothing to do with social justice. Forced to choose between forgoing an opportunity to win a badly needed grant and twisting his research into a social-justice pretzel, he opted for the pretzel, amending the project to focus on race in an unsuccessful bid to win the foundation's favor. Another humanities academic I spoke with confessed that, like my acquaintance, he had reimagined his work to focus more squarely on race; he did win a grant. I suspect that this may not be a rare occurrence.

One professor told me that, after he and his colleagues were turned down for various Mellon grants, a representative from the foundation began helping them draft a new proposal that would more likely be approved. "We were pretty tightly coached," he said. "It certainly felt like we were being told, 'Do this, this, and this in order for it to work on our end.' " Ultimately, he said, a fair amount of social-justice jargon was tacked on to the proposal, "in consultation with, or perhaps at the insistence of, the representative from Mellon." His team won the grant. (Asked to comment on this, Mellon responded in a statement to The Atlantic, "We firmly support intellectual and academic freedom." The foundation also said that, "as a private charitable organization, we exercise our freedom to support projects in alignment with our mission.")

It is hard to see how an incentive structure that pushes scholars to fake or fudge an interest in social justice helps produce a more just academy. If anything, this seems likely to further entrench higher education's tendency to confuse performative preening with real societal improvement. It also effaces the difference between serious scholarship on race, colonialism, or gender and gaseous buzzword-mongering.

When I was pursuing a Ph.D. in comparative literature in the 2010s, Mellon's Dissertation Completion Fellowship program provided essential financial support to graduate students finishing their studies. There were no substantive constraints on the subject areas that could be covered; awardees worked on topics as diverse as 15th-century women's devotional literature, Descartes' conception of infinity, temporal clauses in linguistics, and hacking culture in contemporary Mexico. In 2022, however, that program was eliminated.

Mellon's newer Dissertation Innovation Fellowship focuses on "supporting scholars who can build a more diverse, inclusive, and equitable academy." The guidelines list "thoughtful engagement with communities that are historically underrepresented in higher education" as one of the primary criteria used to evaluate the strength of an application; by my count, all 45 of the 2025 awardees work on issues of identity or social or environmental justice. The fellowship is explicitly "designed to intervene" before a student's research direction is finalized, which means, in practice, that Mellon can steer students who are just beginning to settle on a dissertation topic toward its preferred areas of inquiry.




In an alternate universe, with ample humanities funding for less politically salient work, one might see the fellowship program as an unalloyed good, providing support to projects that have not historically enjoyed sufficient resources. But in the funding landscape that actually exists, the reality is zero-sum. Every dollar that Mellon spends on this work is a dollar that it cannot spend on "non-applied" humanities research--in other words, scholarship for scholarship's sake that has no aim except to expand knowledge.

Some may argue that this trade-off is prudent. From my perspective, however, the gift of the humanities is that they liberate us from the tyranny of present opinion and the views of those in power--including those who sit atop multibillion-dollar philanthropies. A version of the humanities that sees its chief mandate as finding solutions to pragmatic problems doesn't ultimately seem all that different from the accounting department or business school.

I asked multiple times over the course of several months for an interview with Elizabeth Alexander, but through a spokesperson she refused to talk with me, a decision that highlights a broader set of problems within elite academic culture: a disinclination to be accountable to laypeople. A sense that private institutions, regardless of how much they influence the public, are entitled to push whatever ideologies they want. And a belief that it is perfectly natural for higher education to have a liberal slant because everything good and decent has a liberal slant. (Alexander sent along a handful of comments through a spokesperson shortly before this issue went to press. "At Mellon, grantmaking is guided not by ideology," she wrote, "but by the powerful ideal that the rich fabric of America's cultural and intellectual contributions must be broadened to convey the full scale of our nation's histories, surface new ideas, and challenge long-held assumptions.")

Alexander's appointment to Mellon also speaks to another trend I've observed within wealthy liberal institutions, in which people of color from unusually privileged backgrounds are anointed as standard-bearers for a radical cultural worldview that many working-class minorities do not share--even as the former are ostensibly intended to "represent" the latter. Of course, it is not Alexander's fault that she is the daughter of illustrious parents. Or that she is a descendant of the Logan family, a famous lineage of highly educated Black elites whose influence stretches back to the 19th century. Or that she is a longtime personal friend of the Obamas, or that her brother served on Barack Obama's transition team ahead of his first inauguration, where she read her poem "Praise Song for the Day."

But these facts are also not irrelevant to her elevation at Mellon, by whom she was paid $1.53 million in direct compensation and $672,785 in other compensation in 2024. I have no objection to poets making rookie-NFL-player money--though her 2024 salary is the equivalent of about 16 average tenure-track professors' annual pay--but it does make all of the social-justice posturing a little more comical.

Various people I spoke with said that Alexander has remade Mellon according to her values, pushing the foundation to become ever more devoted to a narrow conception of progress. A senior official in charge of grant administration at a small private college noted that Alexander has brought a new style of leadership to the foundation, wielding more top-down bureaucratic control and pushing more sweeping changes than past presidents have. Others agreed with this characterization.

This is a significant departure from the nonprofit's past approach to managing relationships with the institutions it funds, in which Mellon officials would try to balance a college's or university's particular--often less political--needs against its own ideological priorities. In 2023, the foundation allotted $1 million to "deepen the ongoing conversation in Transgender Studies" at the University of Kansas--specifically, to "establish a cohort model for scholar-activists" and "create a more trans-liberatory local and regional landscape." Another $1 million went to classics professors at Princeton and Brown for a project called Racing the Classics, devoted to encouraging early-career scholars to implement "critical race approaches and curricular experimentation." In 2024, Loyola Marymount University won a three-year, $431,000 grant to "bridge AI practitioners and disability justice scholars and activists." And MIT received $500,000 for something called Engaging With Music and Musicking Through Engagement, aimed at correcting its curriculum's "Western European biases."

Whether or not these programs and projects are serious, significant contributions to humanities scholarship and teaching is somewhat beside the point. Even assuming that the undertakings are all worthwhile, the volume of financial support directed at the "scholar activism" model, at a moment when other, more time-honored varieties of humanities education are withering away, is cause for concern. Majors such as English, philosophy, and theater belong to an ever-shrinking number of fields that are not squarely devoted to job-market preparation or "skill building," fields that aspire to do something loftier than clearing the brush from students' career pathways. The merging of humanistic work and activism represents a surrender to the utilitarian logic that measures the worth of knowledge by its direct impact on "the real world."

Mellon itself disputes this notion. A spokesperson connected me with Phillip Brian Harper, the foundation's program director for higher learning, who said, "Social justice is a fuzzy term that people invest with a range of different meanings that don't necessarily apply to the way we do grant-making." He argued that Mellon's focus is on emerging fields that have not received grant money in the past, regardless of their particular political bent. "Now, it does so happen that a lot of historically underfunded fields entail scholarly work that itself has social-justice objectives in mind," he conceded. "But that's a separate thing."

This is quite obviously nonsense. Harper himself published an opinion article in 2022 titled "Studying Humanities Can Prepare the Next Generation of Social Justice Leaders." "The country's next generation of leaders is pushing for racial equity, economic equality, disability justice and gender and sexual liberation," he wrote. "To succeed they will need the observational and analytical skills that can be developed by studying ideas, historical events, aesthetic works and cultural practices"--in other words, by studying the humanities. In this context, it seems clear that "social justice work" does indeed mean "activism."

Some of Mellon's recent grants have the potential to remake liberal-arts education entirely. The foundation's Humanities for All Times project, launched in 2021, is premised on the notion that "today's humanities undergrads are tomorrow's social justice leaders." Over the past several years, the foundation has regularly invited small cohorts of liberal-arts colleges to apply for grants--up to $1.5 million each--that support social-justice-aligned curricular development. The application guidelines note that "submissions oriented toward revising an institution's entire general education program are especially welcome." That is to say, college administrators and academics are encouraged to submit proposals for projects that would overhaul their core requirements for all students, in every major, in the service of a progressive political program.

A 2021 Humanities for All Times grant proposal from Colorado College reads like conservative satire: "We recognize the myriad ways in which white supremacy has shaped our institution and have been taking steps to work our way out of its grip," it confesses near the beginning. The application promises the introduction of "at least 50 new and relevant courses" to "empower students to be changemakers." Mellon gave the college $1 million to carry out this work.

In the summer of 2023, Colorado College hosted a conference based on this prompt: "How do the humanities contribute to anti-oppressive work, and how can humanities methods--from inquiry and critique to creative production and performance--dismantle systems of oppression, create and sustain community and solidarity, and advance liberation?" It does not seem to occur to those asking such questions that the humanities may not be especially well equipped to "dismantle systems of oppression." Nor do they seem to consider that what might in fact be most valuable about fields like English, history, and philosophy is that they aspire to stand above the flotsam and jetsam of our immediate circumstances, and instead set their sights on what the classicist Leo Strauss called the "permanent problems" that have troubled human beings from time immemorial.

As easy as it is to point to cartoonishly progressive things that Mellon has funded, it is also true that, under Alexander, the foundation deserves credit for working to create a more economically just landscape within higher education. Before Alexander's arrival, Mellon tended to disburse lavish funding to institutions that were already rich. Now, as part of Mellon's commitment to equity, it is making a conscious effort to provide funding to public and less selective institutions. It has also increased funding for university-led prison education programs.

In 2024, Mellon spent $25 million to fund paid internships for undergraduate humanities students at five public colleges and universities. These internships can be in any field, with no particular ideological or social-justice strings attached. Renata Miller, a dean at the City College of New York, was effusive about the $5 million internship grant it received. She told me that the money helps provide support for child care, commuting costs, and other obstacles that can prevent working-class students from taking internships.

Elizabeth Spiller, the arts-and-sciences dean at the University of South Florida, wrote in a press release that she was stunned her school was even asked to apply for a similar program. USF ultimately received a $4.8 million grant, which can fund up to 900 students a year to take otherwise-unpaid internships.

Ironically, programs like this illustrate the bind in which both Mellon and the humanities writ large find themselves. It is hard to argue that the tens of millions of dollars that Mellon is putting toward internships for working-class kids at public colleges and universities would be better spent financing dusty archival research on 16th-century France. But this calculus also says something about the deeper structural problems of a model that pits various social goods--programs for humanities undergrads, resources for Ph.D. students, traditional humanities research, support for emerging fields and endowment-poor universities--against one another.

Read: If the University of Chicago won't defend the humanities, who will?

When I asked Harper how he feels about Mellon's role as the country's preeminent humanities funder, and the difficult choices that necessitates, he took issue with my characterization. "Serving in this way, that is not Mellon's role," he said. "Given the situation that we're in, Mellon is accidentally in the position of being the primary large funder." His point was that safeguarding the health of the humanities was not the foundation's raison d'etre, even if the decisions it makes affect that health directly.

This distinction helps shed light on the implicit question that underlies the entire debate about Mellon's new focus. Namely, should the foundation be blamed for damaging the humanities by directing nearly half a billion dollars a year toward a social-justice-ified vision of American arts and letters, or should universities, the federal government, and other donors instead be blamed for not providing a healthier funding ecosystem to begin with, to say nothing of the anti-woke conservative billionaires who complain endlessly about the humanities and champion "the classics" without ever spending a single penny to support them?

"The sector needs to be taken by the collar and shaken very hard until resources that are adequate to the support of humanities doctoral students are jarred loose from higher-ed institutions themselves," Harper said, growing animated. "The role of the Mellon Foundation is to catalyze that sort of change. It's not to serve in perpetuity as the piggy bank for research." Mellon, he said, was never supposed to be a panacea for the humanities.

But with the academic humanities in their death throes, Harper's distinction between role and position may be largely beside the point. No, it is not Mellon's job to be the humanities' piggy bank. Yes, Mellon is the humanities' piggy bank. The resulting situation is dismal, and the Trump administration's funding cuts will only make things worse.

Yet the president's attacks on the National Endowment for the Humanities and the canceling of federal humanities grants might not have the effect that conservatives hope for. Howard Husock, a fellow at the American Enterprise Institute, recently warned that gutting the NEH would simply expand the power vacuum for Mellon, and is likely to give the progressive organization even more sway over American arts and letters.

Some will no doubt feel that it is irresponsible to criticize Mellon at a moment when higher education is under assault from the federal government. That point of view is fair enough, I suppose, though I think it's also misguided. The humanities' problems began well before Donald Trump ever ran for office. The fantasy that we can put off these uncomfortable discussions--about Mellon, about the humanities, about the relationship between scholarship and activism--until some imagined time when higher education is in a healthier place strikes me as just that: a fantasy.

Read: American higher ed never figured out its purpose

The humanities are in the mess they're in because of federal budget cuts, and because of administrators who care more about the football team than about William Faulkner, and because of the toxic pragmatism of an American culture that has a hard time valuing anything that is not immediately, aggressively useful. But the humanities are also in this mess because those of us who care about them have often preferred hunkering down in a defensive crouch, rattling our donation jars and begging for scraps, to serious soul-searching about the real purpose of American arts and letters. We have been too reluctant, or perhaps too ashamed, to consider whether we have betrayed the humanities' very spirit in our mad, ever more futile quest to keep them financially solvent.

I often wonder what, exactly, we think we're saving. Are the humanities as they are currently instantiated in the American university system actually worth the Faustian bargains we are forced to make to keep them? At their best, the humanities remind us that our problems are petty not because they are small, but because they are born of the same questions that have plagued all humans since our species lowered itself down from the trees and traded monkey chatter for wisdom-seeking: How to live virtuously? How to exist together peaceably? How to die with grace?

The humanities predate the modern university by millennia, and they will surely outlast it. But a higher-education system that can no longer keep them safe from the vulgarities of the market, the siren song of cultural warfare, or the decidedly sublunary work of furnishing political propaganda is one that has not just failed the humanities, but failed entirely.
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James Van Der Beek's Greatest Trick

In a short-lived sitcom, he gamely mocked his role in <em>Dawson's Creek</em>--and found freedom.

by Megan Garber

Thu, 12 Feb 2026




Adolescence, as life phases go, is not especially easy to idealize. Dawson's Creek, though, found a way. The '90s-era soap opera, disguised as a gauzy coming-of-age drama, gave us the fictional Capeside, Massachusetts, a telegenically rustic hamlet populated by telegenically precocious teenagers--chief among them Dawson Leery, a dreamy filmmaker in the making, who spent six TV seasons angsting and aching his way into the hearts of the show's young audience.

Dawson was strong and sensitive in equal measure. He was a thoroughly nice guy in a show that refused to treat that status as an insult. He was as thoroughly fantastical as the series that shared his name. But the character worked--and the show worked with him--because, against all odds, he seemed so warm and real. That is mostly because he was played by James Van Der Beek.

Van Der Beek died yesterday at the age of 48, after announcing in 2024 that he had been diagnosed with Stage 3 colorectal cancer. The actor leaves behind a large family--he and his wife, Kimberly, had six children--and a legacy that extends far beyond the character who made him, for a certain generation of TV viewers, an icon.

Dawson's ended its run in 2003; Van Der Beek, having achieved something at the start of his career that most actors spend their lives pursuing, might have gone on to seek lucrative reprisals of his famous role. Instead, for the most part, the actor left Capeside, choosing work that demonstrated his remarkable versatility. He did comedy and drama and romance. He did film and TV. He played Jonathan "Mox" Moxon, the restless quarterback of Varsity Blues. And Elijah Mundo, the FBI agent of CSI: Cyber. And Matt Bromley, the oversexed and undershamed executive of Pose.

His best role, though, found Van Der Beek playing himself.

Don't Trust the B---- in Apartment 23, an ABC sitcom whose awkward title belied its easy charm, ran from 2012 to 2014. A gender-flipped and gimlet-eyed update of The Odd Couple, the show starred Krysten Ritter as Chloe, a New Yorker with a habit of ruining her roommates' lives, and Dreama Walker as June, the wide-eyed, Midwestern-bred woman who gets caught in Chloe's chaos. But the series also starred, delightfully, James Van Der Beek, who made regular, scene-stealing appearances as Chloe's best friend--the actor James Van Der Beek.

TV James is an actor and celebrity who is self-conscious and vain in equal measure: a Hollywood stereotype let loose on the streets of New York. TV James carries glossy headshots around with him to distribute, magnanimously, to wayward fans. TV James is engaged in a long-running and passionately petty feud with the actor Dean Cain (played, yes, by the actor Dean Cain). TV James, eager to de-Dawson his personal brand, lends his name to a line of absurdly skinny jeans (tagline: "Put your cheeks in a Beek!"). TV James can think of no higher aspiration than a seasonal appearance on Dancing With the Stars.

The actor who plays himself is an age-old trope. Since well before Larry David came along, celebrities have been breaking their own life's fourth wall and finding comedy among the wreckage. Van Der Beek, during his Dawson's run, made a self-referential appearance in the film Jay and Silent Bob Strike Back--his own early attempt, perhaps, to de-Dawson himself.

In Apartment 23, though, he found new verve in the old joke. Having ascended into the sitcom's semi-fictional form, he created a character who was prickly and smarmy and needy and whiny, and thus richly emblematic of Hollywood then and now. He mocked his industry. He mocked his fame. He mocked himself. (TV James's overzealous preparations for Dancing With the Stars are, in retrospect, all the funnier, and all the deeper, because Van Der Beek the person eventually appeared on the show.) He remade himself as a human punch line, gamely and, in the end, effectively--playing someone who, through all his flaws, turned a clever but otherwise standard-issue sitcom into a satire.

TV James, like Dawson, is more resonant than he has any right to be. On paper--as scripted--he is aggressively unrelatable. ("I have too much money," he grouses at one point; "my wallet's so thick that it's hurting my back!") On-screen, though, his plight reverberates. TV James, like Dawson, is trapped in arrested development, perpetually caught between adolescence and adulthood. Underneath his foolishness, he is consigned to an all-too-relatable fate: He is unsure how to reconcile the person he was with the person he wants to become.

All the farce, in that way, hints at tragedy. And it does so because Van Der Beek, playing and mocking himself, also humanized himself. He re-created the magic that made Dawson's Creek a cultural touchpoint. The show, in exaggerating adolescence--in remaking that consequential phase as a fantasy and a melodrama--also managed to honor it. It took teenagers seriously. Van Der Beek, twisting his remarkable life into a piece of comedy, pulled the same kind of trick. Poking fun at himself, he found something not only real--but also true.
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What Is Kari Lake Trying to Achieve?

The Arizona politician has wasted millions of dollars while blocking U.S. efforts to bring reliable news to repressive countries.

by Anne Applebaum, Yvonne Wingett Sanchez

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




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

She wanted to be governor of Arizona. She wanted to be a senator from Arizona. She wanted to run Voice of America, to be MAGA's broadcaster to the world. Then she wanted to shut down Voice of America, after Donald Trump and Elon Musk turned against it. She wanted to play a big role in the MAGA movement, to live up to the phrase she's used to describe herself: "Trump in heels." But Kari Lake has achieved none of those things.

Instead, during her 11 months as the de facto leader of the U.S. Agency for Global Media, Lake has done profound damage to America's foreign broadcasters, and to America's ability to communicate with the world. USAGM runs Voice of America and gives grants to, among others, Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, Radio Free Asia, and the Open Technology Fund, which helps people access information in places including Russia and Iran. During her tenure, Lake has ceded influence to Chinese and Russian state media all over the world, as their broadcasters have taken over slots from canceled U.S. programs. She has hampered the U.S. government's ability to inform foreign audiences in times of crisis. She blocked RFE/RL from using USAGM's transmission equipment, which meant that during mass street protests and an internet blackout in Iran recently, the broadcasters' Persian-language service, Radio Farda, had to rent from commercial contractors. Voice of America's Spanish-language service, which once reached tens of millions of people in Latin America, was unavailable during the U.S. military's intervention in Venezuela because it had been shut down months earlier.

Anne Applebaum: The U.S. surrenders in the global information wars

But even while Lake presided over the destruction of an agency vital to U.S. national-security interests and the squandering of taxpayer dollars--more on this later--she often seemed to be focused on other things. Throughout the past year, she has posted on X constantly, sometimes many times a day, about Arizona politics ("Arizona elections are theater. Everyone knows it"); Somali immigration; Ashli Babbitt; Melania Trump's movie; even former Ohio Governor John Kasich, whom she called "a pussy." Although head of an agency whose broadcasters are mandated by law to be nonpartisan and editorially independent, she has four photographs of President Trump at the top of her X feed, where she has also pinned a long, wild screed about unspecified electoral fraud ("Why is NO ONE talking about this during a week when a lot of people are TALKING??? I think I know--because there is BIG money in keeping the corrupt, rigged elections going").

Yet if Lake's intention is to win Trump's favor by broadcasting conspiracy theories, she is failing at that too. In October, she was spotted waiting in a White House lobby, hoping to see Trump, according to two GOP operatives. "Kari has been here for hours," a White House aide told one of the operatives that day. "She's going to run, and she's asking for the endorsement." Lake, who was rumored to be mulling a run for Congress in Arizona, eventually shared her pitch with a low-level aide who conveyed no enthusiasm for a third Lake candidacy, the same person said. The other Republican operative offered a similar account. When asked for comment on the episode, Lake responded in a statement that "every shred of this question is incorrect" and added, "The President has always been very gracious and generous when I have requested time with him."

Whatever she does next, Lake will leave behind immense damage, as well as a legal quagmire, not least because the legal basis for her current position is peculiar. Because Trump removed most members of the bipartisan, Senate-confirmed board that oversees USAGM, depriving it of a quorum, Lake could not formally be appointed head of VOA. The head of USAGM has to be confirmed by the Senate, but for whatever reason, Trump didn't want to go through the process. That's why Lake arrived at USAGM with the title "special adviser." She was promoted to "deputy CEO"; later she began calling herself the "acting CEO." During a sworn deposition in two lawsuits brought by fired employees, she admitted that she had no documentation confirming her appointment to the latter position.

Once in place, several current and former staffers told us, Lake made little effort to understand the agency, its mission, or even the point of journalistic independence. A television-news anchor in Phoenix for more than two decades, she had a very limited background in international journalism, and during congressional testimony revealed that she did not know, for example, what language is spoken in Armenia, although VOA had an Armenian service. During her deposition, she could not think of any countries in Asia, other than China, that might not have adequate sources of free information; apparently North Korea did not come to mind.

Although she had no experience working with any of the institutions before, she did not initially consult with senior officials at the broadcasters. Rohit Mahajan, the chief communications officer for RFA, said that leaders of all of the broadcasters had approached Lake, and continue to do so, but to little effect. Michael Abramowitz, the director of Voice of America, said he tried unsuccessfully to engage Lake both directly and through intermediaries. In the end he met her twice, once by accident in a hallway and once when he came to hand her a briefing book prepared by his staff. She took it and indicated she would read it, but he never heard back. (Lake declined to comment on these specific allegations due to ongoing litigation.)

But that was not unusual; she kept her distance from others as well, multiple current and former staffers said. One VOA staffer reckons that she wasn't in that building "more than a couple of times" in a six-month period. In the deposition, Lake said she primarily spent time at the State Department, where she was eventually given an office. But she didn't ask many people to meet her there either. In her statement, Lake defended her commitment to the job, saying, "Frankly, most of your 'sources' probably wish I didn't work so hard."

The VOA staffer also said that new appointees then working with Lake seemed "distrustful of federal employees, as part of the so-called deep state." Among these appointees were John Zadrozny, an anti-immigration campaigner and DHS official in the first Trump administration; Mora Namdar, who contributed to the Heritage Foundation's Project 2025; and Frank Wuco, a former talk-radio host known for promoting birtherism and several other conspiracy theories.

A former USAGM executive nevertheless said some employees were initially hopeful about Lake, given her television experience. Perhaps, some thought, the outlet could have found an on-air role for her, or even created her own show. Another former employee said they had prepared proposals for institutional reform. But whatever plans Lake had originally made for the broadcasters ended in mid-March, when Trump signed an executive order designed to close the entire agency. Lake admitted under oath that this decision caught her by surprise. Nevertheless, perhaps egged on by criticism from the Trump aide Ric Grenell and from Musk--who described the broadcasters, collectively reaching hundreds of millions of people, as "radical left crazy people talking to themselves"--Lake instantly rushed to demolish the institution, even denigrating VOA as "rotten to the core."

With the help of DOGE, she immediately began trying to cut grants to RFA, RFE/RL, and other agencies, forcing them to make emergency cuts in staff and programming. USAGM also fired about 500 VOA contractors, many of whom were journalists with unique language skills and contacts in difficult parts of the world. Because they are what Abramowitz described as "the guts of the language services," people with years of experience and deep knowledge of their countries, their departure meant that many VOA programs became impossible to produce. Eventually most were shut down.

In addition, about 800 full-time employees were placed on paid administrative leave. During the following months, Lake and her team repeatedly tried to fire the agency staff, including journalists, editors, and tech support. But because Lake's authority to discharge employees was uncertain, and because she and her aides did not comply with strict rules about so-called reductions in force in the federal government, Lake's team kept running into legal hurdles that they seem not to have anticipated.

Even as Russian and Chinese state media were replacing American news reporting, USAGM was obligated to pay salaries and benefits to hundreds of people placed on leave. A minority report from the Senate Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations estimates that from March 15 through July 18 alone, USAGM paid hundreds of people more than $69 million not to work, and that cost has continued to grow. As of August, more than 500 people were still on administrative leave, still receiving salaries and benefits, and still barred from performing their duties. In September, a judge blocked another attempt to fire them. Since then, the federal government has likely paid them about $50 million more--an estimate based on average salary levels at the agency--while still preventing them from doing their jobs. Lake's statement did not refute these numbers but instead blamed an "activist judge" for obstructing her plans.

Lake has taken the position that she is required by law to maintain merely a statutory minimum service at VOA, something far smaller than the broadcasts previously produced in 49 languages. Lake initially preserved service in only four languages (Mandarin, Dari, Pashto, and Farsi) but later added a few more, including Korean and Kurdish. Yet even as she continues to pay hundreds of experienced journalists and federal workers to remain on administrative leave, sources at VOA and USAGM told us that she is hiring more and more contractors. This may be because, as she has testified, she truly believes USAGM and its broadcasters are "rotten to the core."

Toluse Olorunnipa: Kari Lake's attempt to deport her own employees

Regardless, she seems to be replacing some journalists with propagandists. By law, all of the broadcasters are supposed to be nonpartisan, with a firewall between the journalists and the U.S. administration. The State Department puts out the administration's views; the broadcasters are meant to be reporters, a distinction particularly important in places that don't have any other independent media. But some of VOA's newer material doesn't appear to meet that standard. One recent article, originally published in Chinese, echoed the false claims that Trump likes to make about his own record: "Trump combined his dealmaking ability with diplomacy based on the concept of 'peace through strength' to secure agreements halting and restraining eight global conflicts in 2025." VOA's Mandarin-language Instagram feed recently began posting heroic, Photoshopped images of Trump with misty American flags and helicopters in the background.

In practice, this is another kind of waste. Trump did not halt or restrain eight global conflicts, and obvious pro-Trump puffery isn't going to have the same kind of influence among Mandarin-speaking audiences as, say, the extraordinary reporting once done by Radio Free Asia's Uyghur-language service, which had to be shut down when funding to the broadcaster was cut and only recently reopened with a limited service. In 2017, RFA broke the story of the Chinese government's mass arrests of Uyghur people in Xinjiang, part of a crackdown that has since forced some 1.8 million people into concentration camps. This story also had an impact on international perceptions of China in a way that fictional tales of Trump's diplomacy will not.

Lake's decisions about USAGM property have also taken their toll. Before Trump returned to office, the agency had begun to move into new quarters. Its old building, constructed in 1939 for the Social Security Board, needed expensive renovations; reportedly had ancient, faulty wiring; was far too big; and was generally unsuitable for modern journalism. After an extensive search and a lengthy negotiation, the service contracted to lease a smaller office building on Pennsylvania Avenue. Although the total price tag of the 15-year lease was more than $200 million, a number that looks large, the annual cost was reportedly lower than that of the agency's former quarters. The owner gave USAGM two years' free rent, as well as an additional nine months without rent to move into the building; the previous leaseholder threw in office furniture as well. According to USAGM's previous CEO, the savings from the deal would have come to more than $150 million over the course of the lease. Renovations had begun, and some staff had already moved in.

In March, Lake abruptly canceled the lease. The former USAGM executive and another person with knowledge of the transaction say that she and her team did not follow the specified termination procedures. Lake's team did not want to reimburse the owner's costs, which the people close to the deal said initially came to about $16 million. The executive believes that this is because any payment undercut their argument that "it's cheaper to get rid of these things than to keep them." Theoretically, the building's owner could add to the list of lawsuits against Lake, and a court could now hold USAGM, and thus U.S. taxpayers, liable for the entire 15-year lease. (In her statement, Lake maintained that canceling the lease reduced the agency's costs and will save more than $225 million over 10 years.)

Meanwhile, office leases and other contracts around the world have been canceled, sometimes incurring additional costs, by VOA as well as the other broadcasters, staffers said. Further losses are mounting. USAGM also continues to pay to update and maintain its transmission capabilities in multiple countries around the world, even though they are now being used less often, and even though Lake has prevented some of the services from using them. Lake is also engaged in a series of lawsuits, some of which she appears to have made only minimal effort to fight. RFE/RL has won several cases that have allowed it to remain open. Employees of VOA, RFA, and the Middle East Broadcasting Network have also received favorable court rulings.  One federal judge, Royce Lamberth, a President Ronald Reagan appointee, has pointed out that when Congress appropriated $260 million to VOA for 2025, it did not intend the money to be used to cut programming and keep employees at home. "The legal term for that is 'waste,'" he said, "and it is precisely what federal appropriation law aims to avoid."

No one can say Lake lacks enthusiasm for the cause of shutting down the agency. During the course of the year, she has railed against USAGM, baselessly accused Voice of America of taking instruction from the Chinese Communist Party, and canceled visas for the foreign employees of the broadcasters, forcing them to leave the United States immediately and, in the case of some from repressive countries, scramble to find somewhere safe to live. "There was no caretaking to deal with that issue at all," said Kathryn Neeper, director of strategy at USAGM, now on administrative leave. Lake did take time to make a slick video about the new VOA building whose lease she canceled, describing it as luxurious and overpriced.

More recently, after congressional appropriators began talking about bringing the agency's funding back, she switched tack. She visited the Miami headquarters of Radio Marti--which is part of the Office of Cuban Broadcasting, beloved by Cuban American politicians, the broadcaster least affected by her purge--and even met staff last week at the main headquarters of RFE/RL in Prague.

She has lauded the work of the skeleton VOA services in Persian and installed a new leader for them--albeit a controversial, seemingly partisan one--even as she continued to prevent RFE/RL's Radio Farda from accessing transmission services. Lake asserted in her statement that RFE/RL leaders "were putting out a message that was counter to US policy" and that she was helping them "align their messaging with American foreign policy and national security strategy." But that assertion again reflects a deep misunderstanding of what RFE/RL is supposed to do. According to long-standing statute, the broadcaster has "professional independence," providing not American messaging but real journalism in places where there are few alternatives.

Lake herself never pretends not to be partisan, keeping up a constant stream of praise and adulation for Trump, the "Trump Kennedy Center," Charlie Kirk, and other MAGA heroes. But the Lake era at USAGM might look very different, even to Republicans, once the costs and losses of her year in charge are counted. Not only has she wasted money; she hasn't won many arguments. In recent weeks, Congress rejected Lake's requests to cut funding to a bare minimum and allotted USAGM something approaching previous levels of funding. Lake will retain the ability to undermine the broadcasters, but her expensive, monthslong, legally dubious attempt to destroy them has so far failed.

Tom Nichols: They're cheering for Trump in Moscow--again

The uncertain future of her role might explain why Lake was said to be sitting in a White House waiting room in October, trying to get the president's endorsement for a congressional race. But even if she had his blessing, a return to Arizona politics will be difficult. The Republican consultant and pollster Paul Bentz told us that MAGA voters in Arizona have moved on from Lake: "MAGA's got other people that they've put at the forefront," Bentz said. "They've got better candidates that they like more." In October, a "war room" account on X affiliated with her past campaigns accused Fox News and Bret Baier of blacklisting her.

In her statement, Lake did not directly answer a question about whether she would seek a congressional seat, saying only, "If and when I decide to run for office, The Atlantic will be the very last to know." Soon after allegedly being turned away at the White House, Lake also bought a condo in her native Iowa, according to MS Now, perhaps to try her luck in politics there. She can then explain to Iowa voters how much damage she did to American interests and communications around the world, as well as what happened to the hundreds of millions of dollars she squandered on their behalf.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/02/kari-lake-maga-future/685906/?utm_source=feed
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The Democrats Aren't Built for This

They say they want to save democracy. First they'll need to get out of their own way.

by Mark Leibovich

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




Ken Martin has one of those resting dread faces, as if he's bracing for someone to dump a bucket of rocks on his head. His nervous eyes make him look chronically unsettled--which is probably appropriate for someone trying to run the Democratic National Committee these days.

"The political equivalent of being a fire hydrant" is how Martin describes his job, and then helpfully explains the image to anyone not grasping it: "You get pissed on by everyone." This is a favorite line and recurring theme: the put-upon chairman, always being hassled by his easily triggered constituencies.

The first time he said this to me, the week before Thanksgiving, the triggered included Martin's own employees. He had been dealing with a staff revolt following his November 12 announcement that the DNC would be ending its generous work-from-home guidelines. Everyone would be expected to return to headquarters full-time, Martin told his staff, starting in February.

This did not go over well. Thumbs-down emoji filled the Zoom screen. Employees pelted Martin with questions. He told me that he sympathized, but observed that most major public- and private-sector organizations had long since compelled their employees to return to their offices.

"If it's unbearable and it's a quality-of-life thing for you, I'm happy to help you find another job," Martin said he told his staff. The complaints persisted.

"Shocking" and "callous," the DNC's employee union said of the chairman's directive in a statement to The New York Times.

The squabble underscored how the Democrats can't help but keep playing to a stubborn stereotype--a soft and pampered bunch, unwilling to make the gritty sacrifices (such as getting dressed) necessary to prevail in their "existential" campaign to save democracy.

"The Democrats treat their fucking people like kindergartners," Sarah Longwell, a former Republican consultant who quit the party over Donald Trump, told me. Longwell can get exasperated by her new allies on the left. When I mentioned the DNC's in-person-work kerfuffle, it set her off.

"Republicans are over here being straight-up mercenaries," Longwell said. "Democrats give everybody Fridays off and talk about work-life balance." She apologized for yelling into the phone. Democrats "are not built for when the fascists come," she concluded.

Martin has invited similar doubts about himself. A former head of the Minnesota Democratic-Farmer-Labor Party, he won an election in February 2025 for the privilege of leading the divided, despondent, and destitute committee. He barely survived the summer after Politico received a leaked audiotape of a May 15 meeting in which an anguished Martin can be heard describing the toll of his job to DNC officers: "The other night I said to myself for the first time, I don't know if I want to do this anymore."


Ken Martin, chair of the Democratic
 National Committee (Scott Olson / Getty)



But things were looking up. Martin and I were sipping Diet Cokes at the National Democratic Club, next to the DNC headquarters, on the south side of Capitol Hill. The place was bustling, even festive, for a late Monday afternoon. Assorted House members, Hill staffers, Democratic donors, and lobbyist types clustered around tables of drinks and hors d'oeuvres. Representative Gwen Moore of Wisconsin stopped by to say hello to Martin. Others waved as they passed our table, and a few congratulated him. It had been a while since he'd been congratulated for anything.

Despite Martin's rough start in the job, the party's spirits had brightened considerably after November 4, when Democrats scored double-digit wins in the Virginia and New Jersey governor's races. Although both candidates--former House members Abigail Spanberger in Virginia and Mikie Sherrill in New Jersey--had been favored to win, their impressive margins, along with other overperformances by Democrats across the country, were viewed as hopeful signs for the 2026 midterms.

A veteran party apparatchik, Martin arrived in Washington just as Trump was returning to the White House. Even more than during his first go-round, Trump has enjoyed near-unanimous complicity from supine Republican majorities in Congress, as well as meek resistance from a dazed opposition. Martin, 52, is the harried face of this meek resistance.

I had been checking in with him periodically since the summer as part of my attempt to assess how the Democrats had managed to so thoroughly marginalize themselves. No matter how eager they were to resist Trump, they kept living up to their worst image as an overly sensitive, out-of-touch, and terminally online band of myopic and overindulged factions.

Martin himself has a knack for reinforcing these caricatures. Just as I was starting this project, he presided over the DNC's summer meeting in Minneapolis to begin the urgent work of rebuilding the Democratic coalition and making the party palatable to American voters again. Soon after calling the assembly of more than 400 party officials to order, Martin relinquished his mic to a representative of the Saginaw Ojibwe Nation for the DNC's "land acknowledgment" ritual. Switching between English and her tribal language, the Indigenous woman affirmed that Minneapolis had been stolen from its native Dakota Oyate Tribe ("the original stewards of the lands and waters").

The interlude took only a minute or two but received outsize attention--and ridicule--as an example of how Democrats remain overly concerned with performative pandering to various small identity groups. "It is difficult to imagine more than a handful of people looking out over the current hellscape of U.S. policy and thinking to themselves: You know what we need to be sure to address today? The Dakota War of 1862," Andrew Egger wrote in The Bulwark.

"What is Ken Martin doing?" the Democrats' crank emeritus, James Carville, wondered aloud on his Politics War Room podcast. It is not the DNC's job to right the well-documented wrongs of American history, Carville said. "It doesn't exist to make people feel good. It exists--get this through your head--to win elections."

I asked Martin if gestures like land acknowledgments were worth the trouble. He bristled. "I've always felt that it's important to be an inclusive party," he told me. This suggested that the land acknowledgments would continue.

"We're not going to abandon who we are," Martin said. "People can call it 'woke' as much as they want." He disputed the notion that he was focused on anything other than winning in 2026.

"It's all gas, no brakes," Martin insisted. And imperative that "we do the work between now and November."

Although it seems that many people at the DNC would prefer to "do the work" from home.

The DNC's mini-mutiny over the return-to-office mandate ruined the brief elation of the off-year victories. Candidates running for office rely on massive numbers of volunteers, Virginia's now-Governor Spanberger told me. They work their day jobs and then offer up their spare time because they believe in the cause. So it is not a good look for paid party staff to be talking publicly "about how hard it is to go into an office to get paid to do things that campaign workers do in their volunteer time," Spanberger said.

But perhaps the deeper issue is that Democrats have historically focused too much on keeping their many constituent groups as happy as possible, sometimes at the expense of their principal goal: triumphing in elections so they can implement their policies. "First and foremost, Democrats need to get much more ruthless about winning," Senator Elissa Slotkin of Michigan told me. This, she said, is not always compatible with the "weird consensus-based leadership" that their leaders tend toward.

As Trump has rampaged Caligula-like through his second term--draping federal buildings with massive likenesses of himself and renaming them in his honor; razing an entire wing of the White House; deploying masked agents to snatch brown-skinned people from sidewalks; running roughshod over constitutional norms, NATO, Minneapolis, and Venezuela alike--rank-and-file Democrats have shown a clear preference for Team Ruthless. Unleash the alpha dogs, they keep saying--the more rabid, the better.

"They want to win so fucking bad," said Longwell, who has convened hundreds of focus groups across the political spectrum. Democratic leaders and political strategists need to understand that anything that does not lead to winning elections is extraneous, she said. "If you watch the DNC, you still see the pronouns on the name tags and the land acknowledgment at the start, and the voters are like, Get that stuff out of here."

My assignment was to pick through the Democrats' post-2024 debris. I wanted to see if this once-confident multiracial coalition of working-class men and women could somehow get itself together in time for the midterms. Could the Democrats make themselves a viable alternative to the bumbling but dangerous autocrats on the other side? Are they capable of regaining some measure of power, despite themselves?


Representative Jasmine Crockett, of Texas's Thirtieth Congressional District, is running for the Republican John Cornyn's Senate seat. (Michael Nigro / AP)



I traveled around the country and interviewed about four dozen Democratic candidates, elected officials, party leaders, operatives, and voters I met at rallies, town halls, and other gatherings. What I encountered was a political party on a search: for a winning message; for a fresh identity; for new leaders; for the elusive white knight, whatever that might look like. In the past, saviors have occasionally materialized, but rarely how a broken party imagined them. No one saw Barack Obama coming, sweeping in to define a winning coalition of Democrats in 2008. Nor, for that matter, did anyone envisage Donald Trump doing the same for Republicans eight years later. Fortunes can turn fast.

But Democrats have remained stuck in their funk for an unusually long stretch. For much of 2025, their doldrums felt much worse than the typical rough patch that parties endure after bad election defeats. They were staggered, self-pitying, and seemingly traumatized by the denouement of the Joe Biden years. They have wallowed and feuded.

They have also analyzed themselves to death. If sheer tonnage of voter case studies and white papers could rescue a party, Democrats would be set for years. My inbox overflowed with the latest theories on how Democrats had lost their way and what was needed to revive them. Dueling autopsies were produced by various advocacy groups.

"How Democrats Lost the White House," from RootsAction, blamed party leaders. "The Working Class Project," from American Bridge 21st Century, determined that the party's traditional coalition of blue-collar voters has come to "perceive Democrats to be woke, weak, and out-of-touch, too focused on social issues." "Deciding to Win," a data-based dissection published by WelcomePAC, argued that as Democrats have moved left on issues such as crime and immigration, self-identified moderates and conservatives have abandoned the party. For good measure, the centrist group Third Way produced "Was It Something I Said?," a guide to help Democrats avoid speaking "like the extreme, divisive, elitist, and obfuscatory enforcers of wokeness." It included a handy compendium of 45 words and phrases (dialoguing, microaggression, stakeholders, LGBTQIA+) that the party should not use, because they create "a wall between us and everyday people."

From the April 2023 issue: George Packer on how banning words won't make the world more just

Of all the autopsy porn I luxuriated in, the most compelling was "How the Democrats Lost America: Making Sense of the 2024 Election and the Future of American Politics," by Scott Ferson, a longtime Democratic campaign strategist. The exhaustive report--which will be published as a book in April--is based on more than 1,000 interviews that Ferson and his team conducted during the Trump and Biden years.

Ferson argues that in recent decades the Democratic Party has developed an "elitist problem" that has caused it to lose its connection to many Americans. The migration of low-income, non-college-educated voters to the GOP has accelerated: Scores of Black and Latino Americans joined Trump's coalition in 2024. Recent research suggests a significant shift in how voters perceive the parties; more people now believe that Republicans best represent the interests of the poor and working class, while Democrats are coming to be viewed as the party of rich elites. (Ken Martin has called this reversal "a damning indictment" of the Democrats "that's got to change.") Recent presidential-election trends illustrate this turnabout. In 2012, Mitt Romney carried voters earning more than $100,000 a year by 10 percentage points; in 2024, Kamala Harris won them by four points. In 2012, Obama won voters making less than $50,000 a year by 22 points; in 2024, Trump won those voters by two points.

In his report, Ferson describes conversations he had with people in the districts in and around Canton, Ohio, which have been decimated by plant closures and job losses. "I think the Democrats' message to people in Canton, Ohio, is You should move," Ferson told me, adding that many Canton residents think Democrats feel superior to them and their hometown. His research also confirmed how effective conservative media have been in reducing Democrats to caricatures. "By the time we knock on their door in Pennsylvania," Ferson said, quoting a line from the Democratic media consultant Joe Trippi, "we're a pedophile space alien who created AI to take their job away."

Shortly after Martin became chair, he announced that the DNC would be producing its own report on the lessons of 2024. He purposely called it an "after-action review" and not an autopsy, to emphasize that the party is "not dead." That was reassuring.

Whatever they're called, the various post-2024 analyses all posed the same unavoidable questions: How had the party lost the working-class voters who were once the backbone of its coalition? Would Democrats be better served by running more moderate candidates to court persuadable swing voters? Or by running more firebrand, populist types, who are better at creating excitement?

The off-year results of 2025 offered something for everyone. "Your task is going to be not to impose litmus tests," Obama told a room of giddy Democrats during a live Pod Save America podcast a couple of days after the victories. "We had Abigail Spanberger win, and we had Zohran Mamdani win, and they are all part of a vision for the future." But Spanberger and Mamdani, who won the New York City mayor's race, were well situated culturally and ideologically for the very different electorates they were running in. It is hard to imagine the Democratic Socialist Mamdani winning a statewide race in Virginia.

In October, Democrats nominated Aftyn Behn, a Tennessee state representative and former progressive activist, in a special election for a U.S. House seat in a heavily Republican district in the Nashville area. Behn, who once described herself as a "radical" and campaigned with the very progressive Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of New York, was portrayed by her opponent as extreme. She wound up losing by nearly nine points to the Republican Matt Van Epps. Though Democrats celebrated this as another overperformance (Trump had carried the district by 22 points in 2024), a more moderate candidate, one not nicknamed "AOC of Tennessee," likely would have done better. "The problem is that the left just is unalterably dedicated to this proposition that if you are more radical, you will turn out more voters," Matt Bennett, of Third Way, told Politico. "And it keeps being disproven over and over and over."

But parties are stuck with whomever their voters decide to nominate. "We have to stop acting like we're casting parts in a play," Spanberger told me. "Like, Oh, this person should run in Virginia, or this person feels like a good Texas Democrat." Candidates are going to run regardless of whether some political operative or professional opinion-haver thinks they're sabotaging the party's chances. And primary voters tend to vote for the candidate they personally prefer, regardless of whether that candidate has the best chance of winning a general election.

Consider the scenario playing out in Texas, where Representative Jasmine Crockett, an unrestrained liberal media magnet, is running for the Senate seat held by the Republican John Cornyn. Crockett's gift for profane insult comedy aimed at Republicans has made her a celebrated sound-bite warrior on the left. But it is not clear that she would have a better chance of winning in red Texas than State Representative James Talarico, a 36-year-old former seminarian and aspiring minister, whose viral speeches have raised his profile, as well as a stunning amount of cash. Talarico's faith and his relative political moderation could make him more palatable to Texans than Crockett in a general election. In January, an Emerson College poll had Talarico performing slightly better against Cornyn than Crockett in a general-election matchup.

But what if the main divide among Democrats today is not, as so many assume, progressive versus moderate? Slotkin told me that "Is it Mamdani or is it Spanberger? " is "kind of an outdated approach." The more consequential split, she said, is between leaders willing "to fight and go on offense" and those content to wait Trump out.

Since Trump's reelection, Democratic voters have shown a strong preference for the former. They've also made it clear that they think their current leaders have been soft and timid. Seventy-one percent of Democrats and 78 percent of all Americans believe that the party has been ineffective in standing up to Trump, according to a June CBS News/YouGov survey. And 62 percent of Democrats say the party needs new leadership, a Reuters/Ipsos poll found, also in June.

If Democratic voters perceive a candidate to be principled and unrelenting, they have been more than willing to look beyond acres of red flags. Graham Platner, a gravelly voiced oyster farmer who is running for Senate in Maine to supplant the Republican forever-incumbent, Susan Collins, offers a case in point: Platner, a political neophyte at 41, spent much of his adult life in the combat thickets of Iraq and Afghanistan before pivoting to mollusks. His campaign started off like gangbusters in August, attracting huge crowds and millions in donations. Reporters flowed to Sullivan, Maine, for an audience with the burly oysterman (just as soon as they were done with the Jesus-loving Democrat in Texas).


Graham Platner, a Maine oysterman and controversial political newcomer beloved of the populist left, is running in the Democratic primary in hopes of taking on long-serving Republican Senator Susan Collins. (Sophie Park / Getty)



"My plan is to just bribe reporters with oysters," Platner told me as he shucked a few fleshy ones from a cage he'd pulled in. It was a windy morning in early September, and we were out on the white-capped waters of Sullivan Harbor, near Acadia National Park. "Working-class populist" is how Platner described himself. "I'm a small-business owner. And I also own an immense amount of firearms."

If this was a casting call, Platner nailed it: flannel shirts, weathered caps, a pro wrestler's voice. "I'm a fucking oyster farmer from Sullivan, for God's sake," he told me at one point, which might as well go on a bumper sticker.

Platner seemed a far more compelling character than Maine's 78-year-old governor, Janet Mills, the candidate preferred by the party establishment. To his excited supporters, Platner might just be the Democrats' perfect populist insurgent for Maine.

Well, maybe not perfect. Okay, not at all perfect.

Like shellfish, political newcomers only stay fresh for so long before they start to smell. Old Reddit posts can surface. Such as the one where the candidate remarked that some white rural Americans were stupid and racist. Or the ones that were homophobic or misogynistic. Or the anti-police one. Platner, who called his Reddit comments "indefensible," attributed the "dark feelings" reflected in them to his time in the infantry. Chairman Martin called the old posts "hurtful" but not "disqualifying."

Next came a swell of questions about the large tattoo that Platner had on his chest, a skull and crossbones widely recognized to be a Nazi death's-head. He claimed that he had been ignorant of the insignia's Third Reich associations, and that he had gotten the ink done in Croatia following a drunken night out with his Marine pals in 2007. When the tattoo became a campaign issue, he hastily got it covered over.

It would be nice if Democrats could find a working-class-hero candidate who was not sullied by, say, a Nazi tattoo. But Platner's early support has proved durable. His supporters blame the surfacing of his old comments on a smear campaign engineered by the establishment and the party's rich patrons, who are scared of an unfiltered populist outsider who owes them nothing.

"I think he's running a really good campaign," Senator Bernie Sanders told me. "It saddens me very much that instead of engaging in a real debate about the future of America, we have some people in the Democratic leadership trying to destroy him." Sanders said he believes that Platner "stands an excellent chance to be the next senator from Maine."

As he navigated the choppy waters in his boat, Platner splashed from topic to topic. He talked about the finer points of oyster farming, his love of soccer and of Maine's native osprey, how therapy had saved him after his return from combat, and various other things.

"I do love gays," he said at one point. (Good to know!) "Somebody asked me where do I stand on LGBTQIA+," Platner added.

"What does IA+ stand for?" I asked him.

"That's actually a good question."

Platner said that in an earlier speech, he'd just said "LGBTQ." After thinking for a moment, he posited that the Q, I, and A stand for "queer, intersex, and androgynous."

"But what's the plus?" I asked.

"Everything else," he said.

Platner's broader argument is that although his campaign is focused on the "material conditions that people are living in"--hospital closures, housing shortages, affordability--he is not willing to compromise on social issues at the expense of vulnerable populations. "I don't think there is any value, both morally but also politically, in selling people out," Platner said.

His aide interjected with a correction: In fact, the A in LGBTQIA+ stands for "asexual," not "androgynous." The candidate regretted the error.

"It's asexual, sorry," Platner said. "It's asexual."

Though the Democrats may have been buoyed by November's elections, it is hard to overstate how far the party had fallen.

At the start of August, the DNC had $13.9 million cash on hand, compared with $84.3 million for the Republican National Committee. A New York Times analysis found that from 2020 to 2024, Democrats lagged Republicans in new-voter registrations in all 30 states that track registrations by party. Polls kept drawing a bleak picture of the party's popularity. Over the summer, Gallup measured the party's approval rating at 34 percent, its lowest point since Gallup began tracking partisan approval ratings, in 1992; a Wall Street Journal poll had the Democrats at 33 percent approval; a CNN poll put their approval rating at a wretched 28 percent.

Representative Jason Crow of Colorado, who co-leads the Democrats' candidate-recruiting efforts for the House, told me Democrats need to project confidence in their policy positions: "People respond to confidence, and they respond to strength." But because Trump and the Republicans have been so effective in slapping extreme liberal caricatures on their opponents, Democrats are gun-shy. "We can't be apologetic for our own positions, and second-guessing ourselves, and being weak and timid about it," Crow said.

"I've never seen the party so unsure of itself, and so kind of lacking its own footing," Colin Allred, the former NFL player and representative from Texas who lost the 2024 Senate race to Ted Cruz, told me. Allred, who is running for a Dallas-area House seat, described the state of the Democratic Party's brand as "terrible."

"We are living through hell right now, let's be honest," Mallory McMorrow, a Democratic candidate for U.S. Senate in Michigan, told me. But McMorrow, a 39-year-old state senator and former bartender, sounded oddly buoyant, perhaps because she sees the 2026 midterm campaigns as a chance to clear out the old bones of the party establishment. The party "has not been prepared for this moment," McMorrow said. "It is inexcusable to go on national television and say things like 'Well, Democrats aren't in charge right now, so we can't do anything.' Why would anybody vote for you?"

And yet, despite the Democrats' abysmal approval ratings--and their repeated, self-parodying demonstrations of why they might deserve them--voters have shown a consistent preference for them in recent months. Since Trump took office, Democrats have flipped 25 state legislative seats that had been held by Republicans, while Republicans have flipped zero seats held by Democrats. For all their dysfunction and malaise, Democrats have this key dynamic going for them: The party in power tends to overreach, mess up, and then take most of the blame when voters get cranky. This is a far more reliable blueprint for a party's resurrection than anything drawn up at a think tank.

True to form, voters have overwhelmingly blamed Republicans for what they see as a gloomy state of national affairs. Americans broadly disapprove of how Trump has handled the economy, immigration, and the cost of living--the three issues most responsible for putting him back in the White House. The Republican policy agenda has proved disastrously unpopular: A November Gallup poll put Trump's approval rating at 36 percent, a low for his second term, and at just 25 percent among independents.

But none of this should be confused with a national wave of love for the opposition party. On the contrary, Democrats in Congress scored a particularly dismal 18 percent approval rating in a Quinnipiac University poll released in mid-December, a record low.

Yet the DNC apparently prefers to tune this out. The day after the Quinnipiac poll was published, Martin announced that the committee's deep-dive review of the 2024 debacle would not be released after all. In other words, while the Democratic brand continued to flatline, the autopsy itself was declared dead in the cradle--this despite DNC officials having conducted more than 300 interviews and Martin having previously called the autopsy a crucial exercise.

I'd spoken with several Democratic politicians and operatives who hoped that the memorandum, which would benefit from the DNC's resources and access to party officials, could be an important addition to the canon of wonkery. It could help determine, for instance, which candidate profiles would work best in certain districts and states, how much blame Joe Biden deserved for 2024, and what, if anything, Kamala Harris could have done differently. But what the DNC essentially declared at the end of 2025 was Never mind. Releasing the DNC report, Martin suggests, would distract from the party's work. Martin also seemed intent on cramming as many buzz phrases (and banned words) as possible into his official statement about the decision to scuttle the project: "In our conversations with stakeholders from across the Democratic ecosystem, we are aligned on what's important, and that's learning from the past and winning the future." He continued, "Here's our North Star: does this help us win? If the answer is no, it's a distraction from the core mission."

Here is Martin's north star, based on his first year at the DNC: proceed with extreme caution and commit no microaggressions.

Read: Democrats can't stop talking about their problems

Martin's decision to bury the DNC's findings invited suspicion and derision. Simon Bazelon, the lead author on the "Deciding to Win" project, told The New York Times that the aborted autopsy is sadly consistent with the Democratic leadership's general penchant for complacency, risk aversion, and avoidance.

"It's reflective of a broader problem within the party," Bazelon said. "We are scared of ever making anybody in our coalition upset."

"Democrats are pussies." 

Senator Ruben Gallego of Arizona was on the phone, and I was telling him what I kept hearing about his party. Gallego, a former Marine and an Iraq War veteran, did not disagree. This was no surprise, because he has cultivated a reputation for bluntness, and the media have held him up as the Democrats' ambassador to the regular-bro types who supported Trump by large margins.


Senator Ruben Gallego of Arizona won by running as a "big-ass truck" Democrat in 2024. (Talia Sprague / AP)



During his winning Senate campaign in 2024, Gallego held events in boxing gyms and touted the appeal of a "big-ass truck" (apparently his attempt to buck the perception that Democrats drive only puny-ass Priuses and Jettas). Gallego is confident that none of the pejoratives affixed to Democrats--weak, feckless, timid--applies to him.

"I just called the president an idiot on national TV, so I'm not exactly the person to talk about it," he told me.

Gallego, who is 46, prevailed in his Senate race despite a rough performance by Democrats nationally. Latino men supported him by 30 points, despite Trump carrying about half that group across the country. Everyone was asking who the Trump-Gallego voters in Arizona were, Gallego said. "A lot of them were just men who said, 'Ruben Gallego is a fighter.' "

Or, not a pussy.

I intentionally used that word because I'd heard so many others use it to describe Democrats, typically while conveying how impotent their elected leaders have been in standing up to Trump's serial abuses. "Yes, exactly, I totally agree," Gallego said. But he was hesitant to be quoted using that word specifically, and he asked to go off the record.

Back on the record, Gallego told me he'd won in Arizona because those Trump-Gallego voters said, "Ruben is not a wussy like these other Democrats." One could see why a politician would not want to utter pussy on the record, given its crass anatomical connotation (Gallego wussed out). These are sensitive times, after all, even for big-ass-truck-loving fight-fans.

Being a Democrat can be exhausting sometimes. So many considerations, so many shifting sensitivities and cancelable offenses.

Trump's steamrolling of anything, including the Constitution, that might impede his authoritarian project has made the limpness of the Democratic opposition more conspicuous.

"What we've allowed to become normalized is completely deviant," California Governor Gavin Newsom told me in the fall. "This is code red." Newsom said that although he longs for the "When they go low, we go high shit," this is no time for the usual political bromides and tactics. Democrats need to go beyond writing a concerned "op-ed that lands in The New York Times," he added, which "we can retweet--to the 12 of us--and say how proud we are about our prose."

Newsom said the Democrats need to get out of their own heads and enclaves and start acting with a desperation commensurate with the moment. If the Democratic Party remains weak, "we will get rolled," Newsom said. "Weakness is the toxicity of our brand."

Among nationally known Democrats, it is Newsom's political standing that may have risen the most amid the dark Trumpian doings of 2025. The governor's willingness to mock the president through aggressive social-media parody elevated him to de facto resistance leader. Given voter impatience with wimpy party leaders, a righteous showdown with Trump is not a bad situation for an ambitious Democrat to be in. Newsom was also willing, at great risk to himself politically, to counter GOP efforts to gerrymander red-state House districts. He blew up California's nonpartisan redistricting laws and led a successful ballot initiative to redraw the state congressional map to favor the Democrats.

As I spoke with Newsom, I realized that pretty much everything he said was some variation of "Desperate times call for desperate measures." Conversations with him on this topic tend to be a bacchanal of profanity and exasperation. "Wake the fuck up; wake the fuck up," he kept saying. "This thing is being torn down."

Newsom's aggressive trolling of Trump has helped combat the long-standing view of him as a slick opportunist and has won him new admirers. "When people see someone fighting, they get really, really excited, and when they see someone folding, they get really, really demoralized," Beto O'Rourke, the former representative from Texas and onetime presidential candidate, told me. "Gavin Newsom, who frankly I just wasn't necessarily a big fan of before, I'm a big fan of right now. That guy's a fighter."

There's a need for fighters, O'Rourke said, because Trump is now a "cornered animal"--one that happens to be "the most powerful animal in the country, who controls the House, the Senate, the White House, the Supreme Court, the National Guard, and has a secretary of defense who is in concert with him on using American cities as the training grounds for the military. So this is some dark stuff."

I couldn't help noticing that O'Rourke's voice acquired a kind of dreamy cadence as he described the darkness. Nothing like a potential Armageddon for American democracy to get a graying former golden boy--he is now 53--excited. "It's also this extraordinary moment," O'Rourke continued, "where all of us who are alive today get this chance to save the country. We're going to be tested in a way I don't think you and I can even imagine."

One recurring resentment among Democratic voters is the disconnect between the party's red-alert anti-Trump rhetoric and the musty vehicles--Biden and Harris, as well as Hakeem Jeffries, Chuck Schumer, and the various other dust-gatherers--it keeps deploying to resist him. "People continue to say, 'Oh my God, Trump is an authoritarian; the world's going to end,' all this stuff," David Hogg, the 25-year-old gun-control activist and advocate for recruiting young progressive leaders, told me over the summer. Hogg, who had a brief and tumultuous stint as a DNC co-vice chair in early 2025, is contemptuous of the party's lingering cohort of elder leaders.

"It's like, 'Okay, look who your members of Congress are: Some of them literally cannot stand for a press conference,' " he said. "You cannot credibly tell the American people that democracy is in danger and the world is ending, and the people that you are putting up on the front lines of fighting back against that genuinely belong in a nursing home."

On that note, I headed to a Bernie Sanders rally.

"We are living in a moment that is unprecedented in the modern history of this country," Sanders roared. The socialist senator from Vermont was speaking to a packed theater of about 3,000 people in Wheeling, West Virginia. "We have got to act in an unprecedented way in response."

Sanders, who turned 84 in September, seems to have earned immunity from the party's anti-gerontocratic agitators. When I saw him this past summer, he was making a stop on the Fighting Oligarchy tour, which has consistently drawn fiery hordes across the country. At times, he's been joined by Democratic Socialists of America luminaries such as Mamdani and Ocasio-Cortez. The three of them filled a stadium in Queens for a raucous rally in October, which featured chants of "Tax the rich." Two of the Senate candidates drawing the most enthusiasm from the left--Platner in Maine and Abdul El-Sayed in Michigan--are Sanders acolytes.

These days, the far left is attracting a lot of the party's money, media attention, and crowds. But whether this energy on the left represents the Democrats' path to restoration or to electoral doom depends on whom you ask (or which white paper you read). A remarkable 66 percent of Democrats say they have a positive view of socialism, compared with only 42 percent for capitalism, according to an August Gallup poll.

Sanders strolled onstage in Wheeling to protracted applause and chants of "Bernie!" "I was told that West Virginia was a conservative state," Sanders said as he hunched over a small podium. It was certainly a Trump state: The president won 70 percent of the vote there in 2024, his second-biggest margin in the country, behind Wyoming.

But West Virginia is a proletarian locale that until not long ago was a Democratic stronghold. Bill Clinton carried it twice in the '90s; in 1988, it was one of the 10 states that Massachusetts Governor Michael Dukakis won in his otherwise thumping defeat at the hands of the patrician George H. W. Bush.

"We are losing working-class voters--the core of our coalition since the New Deal--to a corrupt billionaire with a gold toilet," Dan Pfeiffer, a former top Obama adviser, wrote in his Message Box newsletter. A critical mass of working-class voters has deemed said gold-toilet user to be their kind of tough; they like that he professes to fight for them, and they don't care that he fights dirty.

A lot of working-class voters prefer Trump, Graham Platner told me, because they believe he intuitively understands that they feel screwed by the world, just as Trump--the billionaire president--himself does. But running against a "rigged deal" was once the main Democratic message. Sanders had been delivering it for decades before Trump came along; the Fighting Oligarchy speeches are essentially the same ones Sanders has been giving for five decades. What's happening in America today, Sanders declared, with several million working-class people at risk of losing their health care, is an acceleration of what has gone on for half a century: Life gets better and better for the wealthiest Americans--and worse for everyone else.

"You know what happens when people can't go to a doctor when they need to?" Sanders asked the crowd.

"They die!" the crowd responded.

Keep hope alive this is not. But the audience was on its feet and in full frenzy as Sanders revved up his rhetorical bus and set his sights on ... Kamala Harris. Why had she lost?

"One of the reasons," Sanders said, "is she had too many billionaires telling her not to speak up for the working class of this country."

The line drew the loudest cheer of the evening.

A big thing for Democratic politicians these days is to swear a lot, as if by appearing pissed off and profane, they will show how raw and real they are. Since February 2025, they have sworn more often than their Republican counterparts, according to a Washington Post analysis of social-media posts and public remarks. (The big wins, they just keep piling up for the Democrats.)

One detects in this penchant for profanity a whiff of overcompensation--an effort by Democrats to prove that they can talk working-class. Ken Martin says that the party needs to stop being so cautious. "The problem we have as Democrats is we throw a punch, and then we pull it back," he told me. "We don't want to get canceled by someone in our party." I was eager to test this proposition, given that Martin is steeped in the cautious language of the Democratic big tent; God forbid he ever utter something hurtful or make someone feel (double God forbid ) unsafe or triggered.

So I asked Martin: What about Biden? Specifically, his fiasco of a presidential campaign. Didn't he wait too long to bow out, and wasn't it dumb for him to have run in the first place?

"It's an academic exercise," Martin said, ducking the question. "Do you have a time machine?"

I do not.

"The point is," Martin continued, "we don't know for sure whether he should've or shouldn't have, and we can't change it."

"He was too old," I said.

"What I'm interested in are things that will inform the next election."

A few minutes later, Martin was back to talking tough about the importance of speaking freely and not caring about whom he antagonizes.

"I don't give a fuck who I offend," Martin declared.

Except Biden, I noted.

"Listen, that has nothing to do with offending him or not," Martin said. He reiterated that he is not in his job for glory. "All you do is get pissed on all the time," he reminded me.

I was struck by how often Biden came up in my conversations with Democrats around the country. Specifically, people mentioned that his refusal to step away despite his obvious decline--and the refusal of Democratic leaders to acknowledge this decline until it was too obvious to ignore--was a betrayal that the party has yet to reckon with or recover from. "If their line was As long as the president's not senile--I just have a higher bar than that," James Talarico said.


James Talarico, a state representative and former seminarian running for Senate in Texas, believes that the Democrats' struggles give them a chance to redefine themselves to be more broadly appealing. (Greg Nash / Getty)



"When you tell people that the thing that they are seeing isn't true," Graham Platner said, "they're going to stop fucking believing you. Because you're obviously lying."

The lie has become a proxy for distrust of Democratic leaders on issues across the board. It's a big reason Democrats have lost significant ground with a constituency that was once solidly theirs--the youth vote. "When we told them the president is too old, they told us, 'No, he's not; look how strong he is,' " David Hogg told me.

To his supporters, Trump approximates what "strong" looks like and what a "man" looks like (and even what a "strongman" looks like). Despite his constant whining and incessant lies, Trump embodies for his base blunt honesty and brutish masculinity.

Let's pause for a second to appreciate the richness of the irony here: Nearly every elected Republican in Washington who is not named Trump has allowed himself or herself to be effectively neutered by him. Republican "leaders" might fashion themselves as a pack of alpha dogs, but in fact they have proved themselves to be a pack of panting poodles. "They love to call us cucks," Ken Casey, the lead singer and bassist for the punk band the Dropkick Murphys, told The Atlantic this past summer. "Which I find ironic because there's a good portion of MAGA that would probably step aside and let Donald Trump have their way with their significant other if he asked."

Ruben Gallego said that "if I was bullied as much as these Republicans are by President Trump and his followers, I would be so ashamed to see my family."

The gap between how Trump is perceived by some Republicans (strong and confident) and his actual persona (overwrought and histrionic) is large. "He has built this sort of whole infrastructure around assuaging an insecurity that he has," Abdul El-Sayed, the Senate candidate from Michigan, told me. "He is so fragile that he builds this simulacrum of strength."

I asked El-Sayed what he meant by that. "It looks strong, and it's enforced by other people thinking it's strong," he explained. "But if you actually got in a physical fight with Donald Trump, you'd kick his ass."

For the record, El-Sayed, who is 41, looks like he could kick most people's asses, certainly mine. A former high-school wrestler and football player, he attended the University of Michigan, and then Oxford on a Rhodes Scholarship; he was later appointed executive director of Detroit's health department. He ran for governor in 2018, losing in the Democratic primary to the eventual winner, Gretchen Whitmer.

We were sitting in a cafe not far from El-Sayed's home in Ann Arbor. Fresh from his Saturday-morning workout, beads of sweat on his forehead and massive arms bulging through a tight black T-shirt, he was sipping a weird energy concoction containing espresso and wheat germ or something. El-Sayed speaks bluntly about the need for a more muscular Democratic Party that fights harder, shows less mercy, and refuses to cede "masculinity" to the cartoonish version modeled by a president who plans to host an Ultimate Fighting Championship bout next summer at the White House. "If they go low, we don't go high," El-Sayed told the crowd at a rally with Sanders that day in Kalamazoo. "We take 'em to the mud and choke 'em out."

El-Sayed is one of the many Democratic candidates and officials I spoke with who readily acknowledged that their party has been actively, albeit inadvertently, repelling men. "Every time you heard the word masculinity in Democratic spaces, it was always preceded by a particular adjective--toxic," he said. "And if you condemn a whole group of people as toxic, don't expect them to be like, Yeah, I want to be part of that."

"When we say 'The future is female,' I get where that's coming from," Talarico told me. "But to a young guy, that kind of sounds like the future is not for them."

It was the middle of October, and Talarico and I were talking in the lobby bar of a hotel in Arlington, Texas. Part of his political momentum has been grounded in novelty--Look, Democrats have found a guy they think can talk to Christians in Texas--but Talarico is legitimately talented. Even though he is in many ways more moderate than his primary opponent, Jasmine Crockett, if Talarico wins the nomination, Republicans will inevitably do what they've become so adept at: turn him into a one-dimensional embodiment of a radical Democrat and make the race a referendum on "woke" pronouns, DEI, and transgender issues.

Talarico might be especially vulnerable to this because of a remark he made in 2021, during a legislative debate. "God is nonbinary," Talarico said, in a video clip that resurfaced this past fall. (Josh Barro, a political commentator who left the Republican Party in 2016 and is now a centrist Democrat, promptly weighed in with a Substack essay titled "The First Step to Winning Back the Senate: Don't Nominate Anyone Who Said 'God Is Non-Binary.' ")

When I mentioned to Talarico that statements such as "God is nonbinary" could present a problem for him, he said he thinks Republicans would have a much harder time turning his race into a referendum on divisive cultural issues in the way they did in 2024, because the dominant issues of 2026 will be the economy and the cost of living. "We're always focused on what happened in the last election," Talarico said. Especially, he noted, the stream of out-of-town reporters in their shiny new cowboy boots. Talarico said he can predict what the national press is going to ask: "It's trans athletes, the 'God is nonbinary' thing." (I felt seen. Or exposed.)

Focusing on cultural issues would be akin to "fighting the last war," Talarico concluded, perhaps wishfully. But Spanberger's campaign in Virginia last year provided validation for this. More than half of Republican ad money in her race was spent on anti-trans themes. "The attack ads were trying to do some sort of othering, right?" Spanberger told me. "It worked with Harris, and so then they presumed it could work with me."

It didn't. Spanberger figured--correctly--that every ad Republicans ran "talking about a bathroom, or trying to vilify kids, was a moment that they weren't talking about the economy." A poll conducted in the final weeks of the campaign found that transgender issues in schools were the top concern for only 4 percent of voters.

Talarico argued that Democrats should not curse the uncertainty they have endured, or treat this period as pointless. "There's an opportunity here to redefine the Democratic Party," he told me. "And you can't do that if the brand is super set, or if there's a strong leader at the top of the party." This, he said, should excite anyone who wants to see the party grow and evolve. "The wilderness is where new ideas and new leaders and new movements come forth."

As Talarico and I talked, a woman from the hotel front desk approached our table to warn us that a coyote had been spotted on the patio earlier. She showed us a picture of the creature on her phone, and we assured her that we would be careful.

Talarico remarked that the nasty interloper would provide good color for my story, and then recalled the time that former Governor Rick Perry had encountered a coyote while running outside Austin--and shot it dead.

"He jogs with a gun" was Talarico's takeaway.

You never know what you'll come across in the wilderness.

Although quantifying morale and momentum is hard, by the end of 2025, the Democrats were enjoying an upturn in both. Their message felt more focused, and their resolve stronger, than it had in a long time. Those off-year election wins helped, and so did Trump's ongoing obfuscation of the Jeffrey Epstein files, which gave Democrats a righteous fight to engage in.

The president helped by continually serving up gold-plated symbolism: He demolished the East Wing of the White House so he could build a $400 million ballroom, and threw a Great Gatsby-themed party at Mar-a-Lago in the midst of a protracted government-shutdown fight that jeopardized health-care subsidies and SNAP benefits for tens of millions of Americans.


Abigail Spanberger won the Virginia governor's race in November by an impressive margin, giving hope to the beleaguered Democrats. (Bloomberg / Getty)



At the same time, Trump's National Guard deployments and immigration-enforcement offensives in Democratic-run cities became more aggressive--and more unpopular. Social media served up a daily video deluge of heavily armed agents randomly manhandling dark-skinned people. Opposition to these incursions catalyzed a more determined resistance than Democrats had shown before. Trump's approval ratings on immigration, which had been his strongest issue, have tanked.

In early November, I traveled to Chicago, the first midwestern blue city Trump had targeted for his immigration crackdowns. J. B. Pritzker, the Illinois governor and a potential Democratic presidential candidate in 2028, found himself in an ongoing Chicago beef with federal authorities, trying to serve as resistance leader against Trump while keeping a volatile situation from exploding in America's third-largest city.

The president had recently called for Pritzker to be jailed--a status symbol among high-profile Democratic governors who might run for president. (Pritzker and Gavin Newsom could wind up sharing both a jail cell and a debate stage.) I visited him on a sparkling fall day in Chicago. Or, as Trump called it, a "war zone" and "the most dangerous city in the world."

Read: J. B. Pritzker's dark visions

At the time we spoke, Pritzker had been urging citizens to blow whistles when they saw federal agents in the area so potential targets could flee. (Really? I thought. Has it come to this? ) He was spending his days fielding insults from the president (the sturdy governor endured a lot of fat jokes) while suggesting that Trump himself was "suffering dementia."

A former venture capitalist and an heir to the Hyatt-hotels fortune, Pritzker kept spitting out dire admonitions. He predicted that the presence of Trump-controlled security forces in Chicago and other cities might foreshadow federal tampering with the 2026 elections. "I think that all the pieces of something nefarious seem to be occurring, and I'm just putting the pieces together," Pritzker said. "I'm hopeful I'm wrong, but I don't think we can assume that I'm wrong."

He was disappointed that it had taken so long for a robust resistance to Trump to coalesce. "My complaint is not about regular folks," Pritzker said. "What I've been frustrated by is people who hold leadership positions. And I'm not talking about elected Democrats only. I'm talking about CEOs of companies. I'm talking about boards of universities. I'm talking about people who have influence, who have the ability to stand up, but are afraid."

Pritzker talks a lot about Nazis. He does not hesitate to compare Trump's authoritarian gambits to the rise of the Third Reich. A descendant of Jewish refugees whose family fled Ukrainian pogroms, Pritzker was talking like this even before the Chicago raids. In February 2025, he gave a speech about how "it took 53 days for the Nazis to tear down a constitutional republic," he told me. "Authoritarianism happens fast."

Pritzker is a billionaire--not exactly a beloved species among Democrats these days. Other than Trump and his court-flatterers, billionaires are probably the most agreed-upon class of boogeyman that Democrats have. In his 2018 run for governor, Pritzker said, one challenge was "overcoming" that.

"Overcoming being a billionaire?" I asked.

This seemed to irritate him. "In a Democratic primary," he said, yes. He asked me to consider the challenges he'd surmounted in running for governor two years after Bernie Sanders had gotten half the vote in the Illinois Democratic primary with a "Billionaires are evil" message. Pritzker had weathered his billionaire status to defeat Republican Governor Bruce Rauner. If he ran for president in 2028, Pritzker said, he would have to face that "obstacle."

Pritzker said he's proud of the fact that many of Sanders's 2016 supporters in Illinois have become strong supporters of his, despite his wealth. Like Newsom, Pritzker exemplifies how using competence and combativeness against Trump plays well with constituents--and can wipe out all kinds of political deficiencies.

While in town, I stayed at the Hilton Chicago, a 1,544-room landmark, built in 1927, on South Michigan Avenue. The hotel overlooks Grant Park. The last time I'd been there was 2008, when I covered Obama's Election Night rally, one of the most unforgettable experiences of my career. The wholesome pride in Chicago was palpable that night: hometown pride and American pride, as well as a strong sense--or illusion, it turned out--of national unity. The Ethiopian cabdriver who drove me to O'Hare the next morning kept bursting into tears because, he said, he never expected that the people of his adopted country would elect a Black president.

Obama's ascendancy that night also represented a 21st-century high point for the Democratic Party. Hope, change, all of those things. (As well as the racial backlash, prominently abetted by Trump.) That was a long time ago, and feels longer. The arc of the moral universe is complicated.

My last stop on the tour was a cafe in Toledo, Ohio, about two weeks before Christmas. Former Democratic Senator Sherrod Brown was hosting a roundtable featuring seven Ohioans sharing stories about the financial pain that bloated health-care costs had inflicted on their families, compelling them to scale back their medical care.

One after another, the participants described, at times tearfully, how their struggles had been exacerbated by the Trump administration's policies, especially the so-called big, beautiful bill that Republicans passed over the summer.

This was a classic Democratic campaign event, centered on the party's most solid policy terrain--health care. It was also classic Sherrod Brown, a now-rare breed of working-class progressive who had managed to get himself elected three times to the Senate and seven times to the House, in a state that veered to the right during the Trump years. Brown, 73, finally saw his luck run out in 2024, when he lost his campaign for a fourth term to Bernie Moreno, a MAGA disciple.

When he lost, he assumed that his political career was over. "I really was not going to do this again. My wife didn't want me to do it again, and my kids didn't want me to do it again," he told me. But when Trump returned to office and started wreaking even more havoc than he had in his first term, Brown saw an opening. He is now running for a seat held by a Republican incumbent, Jon Husted. "I'm going to win this race because the state is so different," he said.

"Different from what?" I asked.

"Different from what it was last year," Brown said, when Trump 2.0 was more popular, the Democrats were a mess, and it looked like Brown's brand of nuts-and-bolts liberal politics was cooked. Now Trump is so much less popular that the abiding Democratic disarray might not matter.

I wanted to end this journey with Brown because he is not flashy or a media magnet or a handwringer or (bless the man) someone who gets hung up on white papers about why Democrats are adrift. He is simply seizing an opportunity the Republicans have handed him: Large majorities of voters are losing patience with Trump.

Last year, James Carville was criticized in some circles for his argument that Democrats would be best served by staying out of the way, suppressing their penchant for self-harm, and simply waiting for Trump and the Republicans to self-immolate. Which is essentially what they've done. Carville's theory was and remains controversial--his critics point to the lasting damage Trump has inflicted everywhere since his rapacious return to office while the Democrats have looked on haplessly. But as the 2026 midterms approach, Carville's advice seems likely to be vindicated.

Essentially: Do no harm, strive to remain at least in the ballpark of "normal," and bank on one huge built-in advantage--opposition parties typically do well in midterms. Also, the past 10 years have shown repeatedly that Republicans vote far less reliably when Trump is not on the ballot. Finally, for all the blundering, there remain just two viable political parties in the United States, and the Democrats are still one of them, despite themselves. No party wants to "lose America," as the white papers put it. But when the other side is destroying it, there are worse things to be than the alternative.



This article appears in the March 2026 print edition with the headline "Why Do Democrats Hate Winning?"
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Howard Lutnick's Epstein Story Doesn't Make Any Sense

The commerce secretary has no answer for his misleading statements about his dealings with the sex offender.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 11 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.

"I have nothing to hide. Absolutely nothing," Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick told a Senate committee yesterday. Perhaps that's true--but given his recent history, don't bet on it.

During a podcast interview this past fall, Lutnick talked about an unsettling encounter he and his wife had with the late sex offender Jeffrey Epstein, who used to be his next-door neighbor, in 2005. After Epstein offered them a house tour and showed them his infamous massage table, Lutnick recalled, he was creeped out and left. "My wife and I decided that I will never be in the room with that disgusting person ever again," he said. "So I was never in the room with him socially, for business, or even philanthropy."

Only that wasn't true at all. Documents in the Epstein files released by the Justice Department show repeated, if more cordial than chummy, conversation between the two men, as well as some shared business dealings. That's okay, you might think--they never hung out socially again. Right? He seemed to confirm that, recently telling The New York Times, "I spent zero time with him."

Well, about that: Yesterday, testifying before Congress, Lutnick reiterated, "I barely had anything to do with that person." Then he admitted to having visited Epstein's private island in 2012.

"I did have lunch with him, as I was on a boat going across on a family vacation," Lutnick said. "My wife was with me, as were my four children and nannies. I had another couple; they were there as well, with their children. And we had lunch on the island. That is true. For an hour. And we left with all of my children, with my nannies, with my wife."

Lutnick seems understandably eager to show that he was not involved in sexual misconduct, and as Senator Chris Van Hollen noted, there is no evidence that he was. But he has no answer for his misleading statements about his dealings with Epstein, and his previous lies make it harder to believe him now. So much for having nothing to hide.

The Trump administration has always been tied to the Epstein scandal--the president himself was once a close friend of Epstein's--but these new details drag his allies still further into the spotlight. Even before his testimony, Lutnick was facing calls to resign from Democrats as well as from renegade Republican Representative Thomas Massie of Kentucky. The secretary, whose penchant for putting his foot in his mouth was already well established, seems to have held on to his job this long only because he is personally friendly with Donald Trump and because the president refuses to give his political adversaries satisfaction by firing anyone. (This stands in contrast to many other organizations and institutions that have been eager to create distance from Epstein by separating themselves from individuals who were connected to him.)

But Lutnick isn't the only top Trump aide to come up in the new tranche of documents. Navy Secretary John Phelan, a reported billionaire Trump donor who was appointed despite lacking any military or naval experience, was listed as a passenger on flights between London and New York on Epstein's private plane in 2006. (The flights took place before Epstein was first indicted later that year; Phelan has not been accused of any wrongdoing and has not commented on the revelations.)

One reason the Epstein files have created such a stir is that they have revealed the elaborate social and financial ties among so many people in positions of power. It's not that most or even many of the big names who appear in them were pedophiles or sexual predators, but rather that their dealings with him demonstrate that there's a wealthy, powerful, globe-trotting club, and the rest of us ain't in it. Lutnick inadvertently reinforced this image with his mentions of his "nannies," plural. These glaring markers of privilege are what Senator Jon Ossoff, a Georgia Democrat, was talking about this past weekend when he called the Trump administration "a government of, by, and for the ultrarich. It is the wealthiest Cabinet ever. This is the Epstein class ruling our country."

The defense that people connected to Epstein--from the billionaire financier Lutnick to the leftist intellectual Noam Chomsky and his wife--have offered is that they didn't grasp Epstein's abuses when they socialized with him and were appalled once they did. One problem is that this is sometimes demonstrably false: Lutnick visited the island four years after Epstein's conviction for sex crimes, and emails show Chomsky offering Epstein public-relations advice after accusations became public.

Another problem is that many of them should have known. You don't have to take my word for it. Take Trump's. In 2019, he declared his surprise at the Epstein allegations: "No, I had no idea. I had no idea." But the Palm Beach police chief at the time recalled that Trump commended him in July 2006, when charges first became public. "Thank goodness you're stopping him; everyone has known he's been doing this," Trump said, as reported by Julie K. Brown of the Miami Herald.

(Trump may have had his suspicions for some time. In 2002, he told New York that Epstein is "a lot of fun to be with. It is even said that he likes beautiful women as much as I do, and many of them are on the younger side.")

The Epstein revelations are starting to sink in for members of Congress. "Well, initially, my reaction to all this was, 'I don't care. I don't know what the big deal is.' But now I see what the big deal is, and it was worth investigating," Senator Cynthia Lummis, a Wyoming Republican, told NewsNation. (One reason Lummis may be willing to say so is that she is retiring, which insulates her from Trump's wrath.)

These revelations about Trump's close allies could affect the GOP's electoral chances if enough voters become aware of them, but at the same time that members of the Trump administration are popping up in the newly released files, coverage in conservative media outlets has dropped significantly, CNN's Aaron Blake reports. The result is that Democratic voters, who already dislike and distrust the president, are hearing a great deal about Epstein, but Republican ones, who might be swayed, are not. When MAGA pundits such as Dan Bongino talked about a media cover-up of the Epstein scandal, they were onto something--they were just wrong about the media outlets in question.
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Today's News

	Attorney General Pam Bondi testified before Congress amid questioning over the Justice Department's release of files related to Jeffrey Epstein that revealed sensitive victim information; Bondi defended the department's actions.
 	Federal officials offered conflicting explanations for an overnight closure of airspace over El Paso, Texas, that briefly grounded flights before it ended early today. The Federal Aviation Administration initially cited "special security reasons" when it ordered what was originally supposed to be a 10-day halt; a U.S. official confirmed to Fox News that the stoppage was prompted because the U.S. military had shot down a party balloon that it had suspected was a cartel drone.
 	The House is set to vote to overturn President Trump's tariffs on Canada after several Republicans broke with party leaders to allow Democrats to advance the measure.




Evening Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



AI Is Getting Scary Good at Making Predictions

By Ross Andersen

To live in time is to wonder what will happen next. In every human society, there are people who obsess over the world's patterns to predict the future. In antiquity, they told kings which stars would appear at nightfall. Today they build the quantitative models that nudge governments into opening spigots of capital. They pick winners on Wall Street. They estimate the likelihood of earthquakes for insurance companies. They tell commodities traders at hedge funds about the next month's weather.
 For years, some elite forecasters have been competing against one another in tournaments where they answer questions about events that will happen--or not--in the coming months or years. The questions span diverse subject matter because they're meant to measure general forecasting ability, not narrow expertise. Players may be asked whether a coup will occur in an unstable country, or to project the future deforestation rate in some part of the Amazon. They may be asked how many songs from a forthcoming Taylor Swift album will top the streaming charts. The forecaster who makes the most accurate predictions, as early as possible, can earn a cash prize and, perhaps more important, the esteem of the world's most talented seers.


Read the full article.
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Five Basic Truths About America's Most Polarizing Policy Debate

Lawmakers need to acknowledge these<strong> </strong>realities about immigration<strong> </strong>if they want to implement policy that is both popular and in the nation's best interest.

by Conor Friedersdorf

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




"If Liberals Won't Enforce Borders, Fascists Will."



So warned my colleague David Frum in the headline of an April 2019 article about America's failure to control mass immigration. "Demagogues rise by talking about issues that matter to people, and that more conventional leaders appear unwilling or unable to address," he wrote. "If difficult issues go unaddressed by responsible leaders, they will be exploited by irresponsible ones."



That thesis looked shaky in 2020. Voters declined to reelect Donald Trump; for the first time in more than 50 years, Gallup found that Americans who wanted immigration to increase outnumbered those who wanted it to decrease--a seeming rebuke of Trump's cruel family-separation policy and attacks on Mexicans and Muslims--and that 77 percent said immigration is a good thing for the United States. Then Joe Biden failed to control the southern border and presided over record surges in unlawful entries. By 2024, a majority wanted less immigration, Trump won the presidency while promising the biggest mass deportation in U.S. history, and an analysis of why voters rejected Kamala Harris found that "too many immigrants crossed the border" was nearly tied for the top reason.



Today, Frum's warning seems prescient: The Trump administration has deployed a force of aggressive masked officers onto American streets while promising "retribution." They've detained, pepper-sprayed, assaulted, shot, and killed Americans. And high-ranking officials have repeatedly gotten caught lying about events captured by citizen video footage.



A majority now disapproves of Trump's handling of immigration. Perhaps Democrats will prevail in their current efforts to force ICE officers to take off their masks and get warrants, or even win back Congress as a result--the MAGA coalition is no less vulnerable than the left to voter backlash. But a Democratic victory in 2026 is not likely to end this cycle, in which majorities hate how both parties handle immigration and ping-pong unhappily between them.



I have covered immigration politics and policy for 25 years; here's my sense of five basic truths that lawmakers need to acknowledge if they want to implement immigration policy that is both popular and in the nation's best interest.

1. Even many of those Americans who say that they want to deport all immigrants who are here illegally would likely not stand by that position in practice.
 
 Lots of MAGA supporters insist that deporting all immigrants in the U.S. illegally is a prudent goal. Some argue that conserving the rule of law requires doing so. "I don't care if it's a grandma who's been here for 23 years and sits quietly on her porch all day long," the populist-right pundit Walter Curt wrote. "We either have laws or we don't, we either have borders or we don't, there is no middle ground."
 
 Although superficially seductive, that logic is monomaniacal. In the real world, federal laws are enforced by presidents in a manner that predictably fails to catch anything close to 100 percent of lawbreakers, because resources are scarce, trade-offs are real, and maximalist outcomes are simply incompatible with limited government.

Consider the example of tax law. Most Americans abhor tax cheats. But they, and especially most conservatives, would oppose deploying thousands of masked, armed IRS agents into whatever American neighborhoods the president fancies and allowing them to search houses, workplaces, and private papers to catch all the tax cheats.



Yes, lots of Americans tell pollsters that they want every immigrant who came here illegally deported, but how many would stick to that position if told that it would require house-to-house raids, or that the federal government must choose between spending limited funds on apprehending undocumented grandmothers who stayed after their work visas and spending on other societal needs, such as finding a cure for cancer or paying down the national debt?

2. A majority of Americans support some level of immigration enforcement, particularly for unauthorized immigrants who commit violent crimes.



If excessive immigration enforcement is incompatible with liberty, insufficient immigration enforcement is incompatible with representative democracy--Republicans are correct that our immigration laws were duly enacted, and every plausible read of election results and polling data confirms that Americans favor some meaningful level of immigration enforcement.



Americans' preferences are clearest on the question of immigrants in the country illegally who have been convicted of violent crimes: According to an Associated Press poll, 83 percent of Americans strongly or somewhat favor deporting them, a position that is also held by 79 percent of Democrats. The persistence of contrary policies in some Democrat-controlled jurisdictions is harmful to public safety and the political interests of that coalition.



I support sanctuary cities insofar as that means that local police don't enforce immigration law, because they want residents to cooperate with law enforcement. But it doesn't follow that jailers should refuse all cooperation with deportations. If you favor any immigration enforcement at all, who better to focus on than incarcerated bad actors, who can be found without spending any money on searches or deploying federal officers among the public?


 3. Refugee crises will happen--and every response likely to satisfy the public requires prior planning.



Perhaps the most difficult challenge on immigration is what to do with large, sudden surges of people. The future will bring wars, natural disasters, regime collapses, famines, and more. Barring entry to desperate refugees seems cruel, but letting in large, unanticipated flows of foreigners can cause voters in democracies to feel overwhelmed and empower authoritarians. Escaping this dysfunctional cycle is in the interests of restrictionists and inclusionists alike. All potential solutions come with challenges, but none is more formidable than the status quo. The future will confront us with many such crises. We need a plan.



4. Even many Americans who argue for a stricter immigration policy find the demonization of immigrants concerning.



It is one thing to deport people and another thing to vilify them while doing so. In my youth, the Republican Party was explicit about the goodness and humanity of most immigrants--see, for example, the way that Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush talked about the issue in 1980. Bush noted that "honorable, decent, family-loving people" were in violation of the law.
 
 Today, in an America where there are many more immigrants, lawful and not, and where violent crime is lower than it was for the entire 1980s and '90s, data suggest that unauthorized immigrants commit felonies at lower rates than U.S. citizens and immigrants who are authorized to be here. Obviously, some do commit murders and other serious crimes, but it is misleading and incendiary to talk about the entire class as if a large share are violent criminals, or to treat particular ethnic groups as scapegoats for citizens' financial struggles. Many Americans find such talk unnerving and distasteful.



That is not mere political correctness. It is rooted in the fact that U.S. history is rife with examples of the demonization of ethnic-minority groups preceding mob violence against them. I hope America is beyond atrocities like the Los Angeles Chinese massacre, the World War I-era lynching of ethnic Germans, and the Zoot Suit Riots. But humans today are no more evolved than the perpetrators of those atrocities. Insofar as we're less likely to participate in mob attacks, it's because of the existence of cultural guardrails--the very ones that the MAGA coalition is dismantling.



5. Every high-immigration country has citizens who fear immigration and immigrants. They are least likely to sow dysfunction when their predispositions are understood and to some degree accommodated.



The United States has no choice but to tolerate people who fear immigration and immigrants. Although many humans enjoy diversity, a percentage of people in all countries and racial and demographic groups are psychologically uncomfortable with difference. Their discomfort may be to some degree innate, and they are either unable or unwilling to change.



America should never allow its xenophobes to persecute immigrants or violate their rights. But people who hold anti-immigrant views are fellow citizens who influence our culture, politics, and public policy--and we can influence whether they do so in ways that are better or worse for immigrants.



In The Authoritarian Dynamic, the social psychologist Karen Stenner explains how people with a latent predisposition to authoritarianism get triggered, and how best to respond to preserve a pluralistic society. Her work suggests that liberals should stop framing immigration as a celebration of multicultural difference and instead emphasize ways in which immigrants are just like the rest of us: people who seek safety, opportunity, and a better future for their family. These framings can better assuage the fears of those with xenophobic tendencies, she argues. Stenner suggests that countries implement practical assimilationist policies, such as encouraging and assisting with English fluency. She argues that immigration is most sustainable--and backlash against it least likely to succeed--when inflows of new immigrants are controlled, and subject to known limits rather than unlimited in a way that feels unpredictable.



As she puts it in her book, insisting on unconstrained diversity "pushes those by nature least equipped to live comfortably in a liberal democracy not to the limits of their tolerance, but to their intolerant extremes." And once a society's authoritarians are activated, the outcome depends in part on how its conservatives react. If they side with authoritarians, repressive policies follow. But under the right conditions, conservatives can be counted on to rally behind pluralism and tolerance. One condition is that they feel reassured "regarding established brakes on the pace of change, and the settled rules of the game," Stenner writes.



If Democrats or Republicans hope to create sustainable immigration policy, that policy must roughly reflect the public will. Instead of efforts to alter public opinion through persuasion, we've seen a succession of fringe factions forcing extremist positions on majorities that hate them. Politicians from both parties should moderate according to what voters actually want. Otherwise, endless political failures risk causing many to lose faith in all politics--which is an existential danger to our democracy.
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People Who Don't Understand Downtowns Are Destroying Downtowns

A far-fetched plan to demolish Dallas's seat of government reflects the city's diminished role in the region.

by Henry Grabar

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




Countless American downtowns are struggling to find their identity, and their tax base, after the convulsions of the COVID-era remote-work experiment. But only one major city is poised to demolish its seat of government.

That would be Dallas, where leaders say the monumental I. M. Pei-designed City Hall is in such bad shape that the city might be better off tearing it down and relocating the government into vacant office buildings nearby. That could create an enormous plot for the Dallas Mavericks, whose casino-company owners, the Adelson-Dumont family, want to build what Mavs CEO Rick Welts calls a "full-blown entertainment district" around their new basketball arena. One of the team's owners, Miriam Adelson, has also been lobbying to legalize casino gambling in Texas, raising the possibility that Dallas City Hall might ultimately be razed for a casino--a perfect symbol for our era of civic impoverishment and gambling addiction.

This half-baked vision may be the nation's worst downtown-revival strategy, and not only because it would destroy the city's one-of-a-kind Brutalist colossus. The imagined payoff--a brand-new, suburban-style entertainment district--is based on a fundamental misunderstanding of what makes downtowns worthy of their designation in the first place.

No doubt City Hall needs some work. Dallas began deliberations over the building's fate this past fall, but the discussion was complicated by staff's varying estimates of the deferred maintenance bill: The high end was $93 million in 2018, so could it really be $595 million today? Could citizens trust estimates from a government that had just been forced to auction off a new building for its permitting department because it was not up to code? City Hall's defenders were suspicious to see the eye-watering tab arrive right as the Mavs came looking for a place to play.

The special tragedy of City Hall's fate is that the building was designed, not so long ago, to represent Dallas's growth and ambition in a different moment of uncertainty. After John F. Kennedy was assassinated in Dealey Plaza, Mayor J. Erik Jonsson envisioned a new building as part of reforms to repair Dallas's reputation as the "city of hate." After an extensive listening tour, the Chinese American Pei--a novel choice to design a public building in Texas but, notably, the architect of the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library, in Boston--concluded that Dallas needed something grand enough to match the pride of its citizens, and sturdy enough to represent the public sector across from the corporate skyscrapers nearby. He persuaded the reluctant city council to buy a huge block of land for a public plaza to properly orient the building toward the central business district.

Kaid Benfield: From concrete desert to oasis: Designing a better Dallas

The result, which took more than a decade to finance and construct, is a tremendous concrete anvil with its facade leaning at a vertiginous 34 degrees, 74 feet wider at its roof than at its entrance. Jonsson thought the building was a good reflection of the city. "It's strong, and the people of Dallas are strong people," he said. "Concrete is simple, and they are simple people--in the best sense of the word, plain people. So the monolithic structure was entirely appropriate." But the triangular profile wasn't just form for form's sake: Pei hoped that by concentrating the bureaucracy on the upper floors, he would offer arriving citizens a neat and clean experience of government. Mark Lamster, the architecture critic at The Dallas Morning News, has written that no building better exemplifies Dallas: City Hall was "forthright, brash, inventive, optimistic, futuristic and downright beautiful."

In the years since, not everyone has experienced the building as the city's welcoming front porch. In his 1990 biography of Pei, Carter Wiseman observed that the building could come across as unfriendly, standoffish, and even ominous: "It seems to frown under the load of municipal responsibility it contains." The writer Edward McPherson likened it to an "architectural bully, looming overhead, dwarfing the individual and threatening to crush all who dare enter the halls of civic duty." For Americans of a certain age, the building might be most famous for its role as the evil corporate headquarters in the 1987 film RoboCop. "It has more strength than finesse, Pei himself conceded: "There's a lot of brute force in this building." And some people think it's just plain ugly.

All of which has influenced the public conversation over whether the structure is worth the cost of repairs. Many architects have lined up to save the building, and the designer Steven Holl has written to the mayor that its demolition would be a "crime." Some locals do not see it that way. "The building has too many limitations and not enough of the assets that make for a functional hub of office work or civic pride," the developer Shawn Todd wrote in The Dallas Morning News last year. He is part of a chorus of real-estate developers saying that Dallas should tear it down.

Technically, the question of City Hall's viability is being considered in isolation: What are the costs of fixing the building, and what are the costs of leaving it? But well understood in Dallas is that should the government pack up and go, one developer in particular is on the lookout for a big parcel downtown. A Mavericks-arena district could occupy the vacated land, plus a bunch of empty blocks around it. And the conversation is taking place against a backdrop of more existential questions about the city's place in the larger, 8.3-million-person region.

On January 5, one of Downtown Dallas's largest employers, AT&T, announced that it would be moving its headquarters to nearby Plano. That will exacerbate a 27.2 percent office-vacancy rate, one of the highest in the country, according to CoStar data reported by The Wall Street Journal.

One reason for the relocation is particularly concerning for Dallas boosters: By moving more than 20 miles north of downtown, AT&T says it will be closer to most of its workers. It's common for suburban headquarters to be convenient for a company's CEO, but the fact that such a location is better for the majority of AT&T's workforce illustrates how far north the region's center of gravity has shifted. It's a mortal threat: What is downtown but the easiest place for the greatest number of people to get to? "To call downtown the center is no longer really true," Patrick Kennedy, a board member of Dallas Area Rapid Transit, told me. "If you look at the job center based on traffic volume, it's now some amorphous place up near 635 and the tollway. There's been so much growth to the north, and so little investment in the south."

That economic migration is one reason that Plano's mayor no longer wants to be part of DART, which connects Dallas to Plano by light rail and anchors downtown's place as the center of the region. Plano is one of five suburbs, with a combined population of 600,000, that will hold a vote this spring on whether to secede. (In its place, the suburban mutineers are proposing some kind of subsidized taxi service.)

Jonathan Chait: Democrats mess with winning in Texas

In Texas, the question of mass-transit funding is closely tied to the local hunt for corporations and sports teams. The state limits local sales-tax revenue to 2 percent. Every penny that goes to buses and trains is a penny that cannot be spent nabbing a company from a neighboring city--a strategy that feels newly relevant in Dallas's peripheral business centers, which are out of cheap land and fenced in by still-younger suburbs.

Irving, a suburban rival northwest of Dallas, will also hold a special election this year to determine whether to sever its transit connections to the city and pocket that tax money for other purposes. Last year, Irving rezoned 1,000 acres of land recently purchased by the Las Vegas Sands Corporation, whose COO, Patrick Dumont, is also in charge of the Mavericks, for a "high-intensity mixed use district" that would permit an arena with more than 15,000 seats. The Mavericks insist that's what they want to build in Dallas, but the suburban escape hatch gives them leverage.

The Mavs originally set their deadline for March, which happens to be right after the Dallas Economic Development Corporation will publicly present the results of its City Hall assessment.

Dallas is in a tough spot: No one likes to see a team move out. Texas has strict rules on the use of eminent domain for economic development, which limits the city's power to assemble a complex urban site for the team--unless it's on city-owned land. But trading City Hall for an arena would be short-sighted, overestimating the power of stadiums as engines of regeneration and underestimating the value of a public asset.

Many stadium-led developments disappoint, and students of those deals say that people who point to sports as the source of revitalization in San Diego or Baltimore, for example, mistake correlation for causation. Stadiums usually require huge amounts of public subsidy, in land or tax breaks. They tend to be islands of activity whose spillover effects end at the parking garage (casinos are even worse). They are good for some businesses (bars) but not so much for others (grocery stores, doctor's offices). They cannibalize jobs and spending that might have occurred elsewhere in the city, and hang the prior stadium and associated neighborhood out to dry--in the Mavs' case, the 25-year-old American Airlines Center, which is a mile away.

Stadium megadevelopments that entice the public's contribution with the promise of neighborhood renewal are under way in cities such as Nashville and Washington, D.C., but there is always a risk that economic conditions change and reality falls short of the plans. Such a scenario wouldn't be the first time a failure to launch led to another parking lot in Downtown Dallas: City Hall itself was designed to permit an extension in the back; now the site is parking.

The push to abandon City Hall is even more reckless. Tearing down the building would trade today's cost of repair for the cost of demolition, and tomorrow's maintenance for rent. It would forfeit a purpose-built structure with grounds for public protest, city-council chambers, soaring interior spaces, and a municipal garage for a few vacant floors of office space that no one else wants. It would sacrifice a symbol of the city at a time when downtown's sense of identity is wavering, to add one more empty lot to a neighborhood that is full of them. It would destroy an irreplaceable piece of America's cultural heritage to facilitate a real-estate project that could, by the Mavericks' own admission, just as soon be plopped down by the side of a highway.

Richard Parker: Seeing the real Dallas

For decades, a fatal assumption of American downtowns has been that, to compete, they must offer their best approximation of the big, blank parcels and ample parking of their suburban rivals. It's an impossible game to win. Dallas might instead try to be different. It's not hard to imagine a stadium district that enfolds City Hall, embracing the contrast and the uniqueness of the historic building in its midst. The jumble, juxtaposition, and surprise of parcel-by-parcel development can distinguish a downtown even when it has lost its claim as the economic center.

This is already happening in Dallas, where the residential population downtown has increased from a few hundred to more than 15,000 over the past two decades, in part thanks to piecemeal conversions of obsolete office buildings. A trio of Dallas architects has made the case that City Hall and the arena could have a symbiotic relationship in a renewed, resident-anchored downtown that would benefit from being busy at all times of day.

That means planning for something other than drivers from elsewhere, with safer and slower streets, local businesses, and redevelopment incentives for vacant lots. That kind of organic growth is what sets a city up to resist the lure of the suburbs and lowers the stakes of negotiations with giants such as AT&T and the Mavs. Nothing is terribly exciting about investing in shade trees or crosswalks, but at least a crosswalk never traded Luka Doncic.
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AI Is Getting Scary Good at Making Predictions

Even superforecasters are guessing that they'll soon be obsolete.

by Ross Andersen

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




To live in time is to wonder what will happen next. In every human society, there are people who obsess over the world's patterns to predict the future. In antiquity, they told kings which stars would appear at nightfall. Today they build the quantitative models that nudge governments into opening spigots of capital. They pick winners on Wall Street. They estimate the likelihood of earthquakes for insurance companies. They tell commodities traders at hedge funds about the next month's weather.

For years, some elite forecasters have been competing against one another in tournaments where they answer questions about events that will happen--or not--in the coming months or years. The questions span diverse subject matter because they're meant to measure general forecasting ability, not narrow expertise. Players may be asked whether a coup will occur in an unstable country, or to project the future deforestation rate in some part of the Amazon. They may be asked how many songs from a forthcoming Taylor Swift album will top the streaming charts. The forecaster who makes the most accurate predictions, as early as possible, can earn a cash prize and, perhaps more important, the esteem of the world's most talented seers.

These tournaments have become much more popular during the recent boom of prediction markets such as Polymarket and Kalshi, where hundreds of thousands of people around the world now trade billions of dollars a month on similar sorts of forecasting questions. And now AIs are playing in them, too. At first, the bots didn't fare too well: At the end of 2024, no AI had even managed to place 100th in one of the major competitions. But they have since vaulted up the leaderboards. AIs have already proved that they can make superhuman predictions within the bounded context of a board game, but they may soon be better than us at divining the future of our entire messy, contingent world.






Three times a year, the forecasting platform Metaculus hosts a tournament that is known to have especially difficult questions. It generally attracts the more serious forecasters, Ben Shindel, a materials scientist who ranked third among participants in a recent competition, told me. Last year, at its Summer Cup, a London-based start-up called Mantic entered an AI prediction engine. Like other participants, the Mantic AI had to answer 60 questions by assigning probabilities to certain outcomes. The AI had to guess how the battle lines in Ukraine would shift. It had to pick the winner of the Tour de France and estimate Superman's global box-office gross during its opening weekend. It had to say whether China would ban the export of a rare earth element, and predict whether a major hurricane would strike the Atlantic coast before September. It had to figure out whether Elon Musk and Donald Trump would disparage each other, in public, within a certain range of dates.

A few months later, the guesses from Mantic's prediction engine and the other tournament participants were scored against the real-life outcomes and one another. The AI placed eighth out of more than 500 entrants, a new record for a bot. "It was an unexpected breakthrough" according to Toby Shevlane, Mantic's CEO. Shevlane told me that he left a cushy gig as a research scientist at Google DeepMind to co-found the company. He wanted to celebrate the AI's triumph, but he worried that it had been the product of some lucky guesses. He and his team entered a new version of it into the Metaculus Fall Cup. That bot did even better. Not only did it finish fourth, another record, it beat a weighted average of all human-forecaster predictions. It proved itself wiser than the wisdom of a pretty wise crowd.

Mantic's AI engine is designed to make accurate forecasts in just about any domain. Shevlane wouldn't show me the engine's interface, and he was cagey about its precise construction. He described it only as a "scaffolding" that comprises several large language models with different inclinations. These individual LLMs are themselves getting much better at general forecasts, especially those made by OpenAI, Anthropic, and Google. That's partly because good forecasting requires reading and processing enormous amounts of information. To guess the winner of the Tour de France, for example, a human forecaster might spend hours building a basic regression model based on previous years' results, while also scouring injury and conditioning reports and reading commentary from fans and experts. AIs have a natural advantage here. They can read much faster than humans, and their cognitive skills don't break down after a string of all-nighters.

Last year, a team advised by Haifeng Xu, a professor at the University of Chicago, built a benchmarking service that evaluates AI's predictions on a continuing basis. Almost every day, it asks the major models new questions pulled from the betting markets on Kalshi. (It recently asked them who Apple's next CEO would be and also who would star in the upcoming season of The White Lotus.) Their accuracy scores continually update as the questions resolve. "They all have different forecasting personalities," Xu told me. The version of ChatGPT that the service evaluates is conservative, perhaps too conservative; on Xu's leaderboard, it currently trails versions of Grok and Gemini.

Mantic's prediction engine combines a bunch of LLMs and assigns each one different tasks. One might serve as an expert on a database of election results. Another might be asked to scan weather data, economic outcomes, or box-office receipts, depending on the question that it's attacking. The models work together as a team to generate a final prediction. Shevlane told me that Mantic is using its computing resources to experiment with more complex scaffoldings, which make use of even more models. I asked him whether they have sought AI's input on the general structure of these scaffoldings. Not yet, he said, but like almost everyone else, they are using it to help write the code for their prediction engines.

A company called Lightning Rod Labs has been experimenting with predictive models that are purpose-built for specific domains. They have even designed one to predict Trump's erratic behavior. Ben Turtel, the company's CEO, told me that his team presented to the model a set of more than 2,000 forecasting questions with known outcomes that were not included in its training data. Then the model checked its answers against the things that Trump had actually done, and learned from its mistakes. When the company had the small model forecast Trump's behavior on a new set of questions--whether he would meet with Xi Jinping in person, for example, or attend the Army-Navy football game--it outperformed OpenAI's most advanced models.

Read: Do you feel the AGI yet?

This year could be big for AI prediction. In January, Mantic entered its most recent souped-up engine into the Metaculus Spring Cup for 2026. It has already been asked how many Oscars Sinners will win and if the United States will soon attack Iran. By May, these questions will resolve, and we will see how the engine fared. If it moves up one spot from its most recent finish, it will become the first AI to medal in a major prediction tournament.

If the AI takes gold, that might signal a new era. Human beings--predictors of eclipses, theorists of cosmic heat death--may no longer be the best guides to the future. From this point on, for as long as we exist, we might be asking AIs what comes next. We won't always understand how they arrived at their predictions. This crystal ball may be like a black hole with an event horizon, past which the light of its insight cannot escape. We may just have to take it at its word.

So far, elite human forecasters have been pretty good sports about this possibility. When I spoke with Shindel, the highly ranked forecaster, he had nothing but admiring things to say about the AIs. "Their reasoning capabilities are very good," he told me. "They don't have the same biases that people have. They can find out about news right as it happens, and they don't become attached to their predictions." On Metaculus, a group of forecasters has taken to estimating when AIs will have the chops to out-predict an elite team of humans. Last January, they said there was about a 75 percent chance this would happen by 2030. Now they think it's more like 95 percent.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/02/ai-prediction-human-forecasters/685955/?utm_source=feed
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I Went to the March for Billionaires

A celebration of the 0.01 percent was also a funeral for irony.

by Matteo Wong

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




A couple of weeks ago, word began to spread around San Francisco that somebody was organizing a "March for Billionaires." A mystery organizer had posted on social media that "billionaires get a bad rap," and soon, some flyers appeared around the city. A website provided a time and rendezvous point; it also celebrated the societal contributions of Jeff Bezos and Taylor Swift, exhorting people to "judge individuals, not classes." The message seemed to be: Not all billionaires.

Initially, everybody I asked in the city was certain that this was satire, perhaps the workings of Sacha Baron Cohen or a stunt by union activists; after all, the website also lauds the value created by James Dyson, Roger Federer, and the CEO of Chobani (for having "popularized Greek yogurt"). I was reminded of how, several years ago, the faux-conspiracists of the Birds Aren't Real movement rallied outside Twitter's headquarters to critique dangerous social-media rabbit holes.

Still, in a city where AI founders are giddy about automating entire industries and selling digital "friends," and in a state that is weighing a new and aggressive tax for its wealthiest residents, I wasn't so sure. The March for Billionaires website appeared to have thoroughly obscured the ownership of its domain, so I contacted one of the march's social-media accounts last week and quickly received a response: The organizer would meet me for coffee.

His name is Derik Kauffman, and he seemed very serious. The protest was the first that Kauffman, a 26-year-old AI-start-up founder, had organized. "I'm someone who stands up for what I believe in," he told me over coffee (well, he ordered a green juice). "Even if that's unpopular." For an hour, as I did my best to prod Kauffman's sincerity, he did not flinch. He is not against social welfare, agreed that poverty is bad, and at one point launched into a detailed discussion of tax loopholes exploited by the ultrarich. Still, although not a billionaire himself, Kauffman is a fanboy. He said that he'd organized the march with both a specific goal--opposing the wealth tax on billionaires in California proposed by a major health-care workers' union--and a broader one: to spread the word that billionaires are ultimately friends of the working class. His thinking was contradictory at times but extensive; if this was a hoax, the execution was quite good.

And so, on Saturday, a group of like-minded dissidents gathered with him in Pacific Heights, home to San Francisco's "Billionaires' Row," to lend the nation's 924 wealthiest people their support. The event topped out, by my count, at 18 pro-billionaire attendees, who hoisted signs with slogans such as Tip Your Landlord and Property Rights Are Human Rights. At least 15 counterprotesters showed up as well, making everything more confusing because they were parodying the idea of supporting billionaires. Some wore full suits or elaborate dresses and held Trillionaires for Trump signs; others offered pulled-pork sandwiches labeled Musk a la Guillotine and chanted "Eat the poor." Reporters and photographers outnumbered both groups handily.




The proposed "billionaire tax" is a one-time tax on billionaires to make up for federal cuts to California's health-care budget. Fears about the tax rose after The Wall Street Journal reported that Sergey Brin and Larry Page, the co-founders of Google, were considering leaving the state. The threat of this or any future billionaire tax, Kauffman said, could damage the entrepreneurship that makes California great. (An eclectic set of wealthy and influential figures in the state, including California Governor Gavin Newsom, the White House AI adviser David Sacks, and the venture capitalist Peter Thiel, oppose the initiative.)

Beyond pushing back against any particular policy, the march was also taking a moral stand. "Billionaires are often vilified," Pablo, one of the demonstrators, told me. "In terms of people appreciating them or just not hating them, they are probably among the worst off in the whole world." Another, Flo, suggested to me that anti-billionaire sentiment is "growing in left circles" and needs to be resisted. None of the pro-billionaire marchers I spoke with other than Kauffman would tell me their surname.

There is, of course, truth to the statement that billionaires are reviled. A recent Harris Poll survey found that nearly three-quarters of Americans believe that billionaires are too celebrated; more than half believe that billionaires are a threat to democracy. (The march's timing on the heels of the release of the latest batch of Epstein files, which feature a number of billionaires, is hard to ignore.) As the procession walked toward City Hall, along streets known for upper-end shopping and dining, pedestrians, bikers, drivers, and people seated outside for brunch booed, jeered, and honked; one store owner came out, filmed the march, and called its participants "billionaire brownnosers." Matt, one of two people holding the large banner at the front of the procession (Billionaires Build Prosperity), told me that he was marching in part because "I try to make a habit of doing one courageous thing a day."

Perhaps now is a good time for some context: The top 0.1 percent of Americans control 14.4 percent of the nation's wealth, nearly six times that of the bottom 50 percent. The 400 wealthiest individuals pay a smaller portion of their income in taxes than the average American. The disparity is even more pronounced in Silicon Valley, where nine households control 15 percent of the region's wealth and the top 0.1 percent control 71 percent of its wealth, according to an analysis from San Jose State University. The same Harris Poll survey that captured Americans' hostility toward billionaires also found that 60 percent of respondents wanted to become billionaires themselves.

Any attempt at a debate with Kauffman or the other pro-billionaire demonstrators--to suggest that immense wealth inequality is harmful and that the market does not, on its own, allow many Americans to get by, let alone thrive--always boiled down to the same, unshakable belief: Billionaires are the engine of the U.S. economy, and because people pay for goods on Amazon and use Google Search, billionaires' fortunes are deserved. If Amazon causes brick-and-mortar stores to close, it's simply because those stores "weren't providing as much" value to consumers, Mike, a protester, told me. Never mind the low wages, acquisition of competitors, price manipulation, and other practices many billionaires use to stay on top.

Read: Welcome to pricing hell




For all the spectacle, the tensions between the pro- and faux-billionaires were sharp and reflective of real animosity. As the main procession chanted "Property rights are human rights," Vincent Gargiulo, a counterprotester dressed in a white mock-billionaire suit, began shouting "Fuck poor people." Things briefly escalated as a demonstrator confronted Gargiulo for being "not sincere." He grabbed and snapped her pro-billionaire sign. Then Kauffman approached and threatened to call the police unless Gargiulo left. Another pro-billionaire demonstrator eventually snatched the sign back. "I am offended that there's a march to support people who are making money that I will never see in my entire life," Gargiulo told me when I asked why he had broken character. The next chant in defense of the wealthy was "End the class war!"

As the march progressed, something odd began to happen between the countervailing messages. The two sides--representing, I suppose, the 0.01 percent and the rest of us, respectively--almost melded together. Kauffman blared, "Thank you, California billionaires" through his megaphone, and the counterprotesters, wearing crowns, shouted back, "You're welcome." As they approached City Hall, where the group would deliver some speeches, the pro-billionaire rally cheered, "Abolish public land" while the counterprotesters jeered, "Tip your landlord," a slogan that was itself on one of the pro-billionaire posters. At one point, both sides chanted "Poverty should not exist" in unison--the marchers suggesting that billionaires will alleviate poverty, the counterprotesters either trying to reclaim the statement or simply playing into its absurdity.




It was, in a way, a fitting blend. Wealth disparities and unaffordability are among several crises that tech companies are simultaneously contributing to and selling solutions for. (Every pro-billionaire attendee I spoke with described themselves as in tech or "tech adjacent" fields.) Silicon Valley is dizzyingly self-contradictory. Top CEOs have aligned themselves with a xenophobic White House while relying heavily on an immigrant workforce. AI companies offer products that claim to improve the economy by automating large swaths of it. Billboards around San Francisco advertise a product that conducts audits before your AI girlfriend breaks up with you; founders are earnest about curing death. Meanwhile, Elon Musk and other tech leaders post like teenage boys while making society-altering decisions. Everything is ironic, and nothing is.

As the march neared its destination, we passed by an Amazon delivery driver standing outside his van. He was filming the procession, and I approached to ask what he thought of it all. His English was limited, and he seemed a bit confused by what was going on at first, saying that he supported the march--as in, protesting in general. I explained that the march was in support of the likes of Bezos and Musk. Did he support billionaires? "No, no," he clarified. "Everybody has to get more money. Everybody, not only one person."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/02/march-for-billionaires-silicon-valley-ai/685957/?utm_source=feed
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Iran Wants Him Arrested. He's Going Back Anyway.

After Jafar Panahi is done promoting his Oscar-nominated film, <em>It Was Just an Accident</em>, he plans to return to his home country--despite the threat of a prison sentence.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 12 Feb 2026




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

Late in Jafar Panahi's Oscar-nominated film, It Was Just an Accident, comes a confrontation. An Iranian woman looks into the face of a sadistic prison official and taunts, "You think this country belongs to you?" Panahi, who wrote and directed the film, describes it as an artificial fast-forward, set in a time when the violence has died down, the prisoners have been released, life has returned to normal, and the urgent open question is to forgive or to take revenge.

Of course, that time still feels far away. The Iranian regime has recently killed thousands of protesters and sentenced even moderate dissenters to long prison sentences. Panahi's co-writer Mehdi Mahmoudian was recently jailed after signing a letter objecting to the crackdowns. Panahi, who also signed the letter and has been touring the United States to promote his film, has been sentenced to one year in prison in absentia. His lawyer has said they plan to appeal the sentence. Still, he insists that as soon as Oscar season is over, he will head back home.

Like many of Panahi's other films, this one is improbably funny. The action mostly consists of four misfits driving around Tehran fighting about what to do with the man they've kidnapped, someone they believe to be their torturer. Also like his other films, he shot it in secret, with limited takes, natural lighting, and locations chosen to evade the authorities (nearly a third of the film is shot from inside a van). Panahi has been ducking censors long enough that he seems to have cracked the code of how to make rich, sarcastic, brutally critical movies despite the regime's relentless repression. And in the case of It Was Just an Accident, he made a movie that offers empathy even to the torturer.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk to Panahi about his characters, his film's enigmatic ending, and what he's hearing from friends in Iran. Panahi was in the U.S. when American protesters were shot and killed by federal agents in Minneapolis, and we talk about parallels he sees between the U.S. and Iran.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: Iranian director Jafar Panahi's latest movie, It Was Just an Accident, shot in secret in Tehran, is nominated for two Oscars. In it, a group of misfits roam around in a white van trying to figure out what to do with the person they just kidnapped.

[Clip from It Was Just an Accident]

Rosin: One of the women is wearing a wedding dress the whole time. One of the men is a hothead, perpetually at 11. They bicker about what to do with their victim, who is sedated and locked in a box.

[Clip from It Was Just an Accident]

Rosin: It's the setup for a caper, and lots of ridiculous things do happen. But at its core, the movie is driving towards the country's real open wound.

The man locked in the box is someone they all suspect to have been their torturer in prison, a sadistic agent of the regime named Eghbal, who ruined each of their lives in distinct ways.

The dig at the Iranian regime is not subtle.

[Music plays over clip from It Was Just an Accident]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Today, we're talking to Panahi. He's in the U.S. in the lead-up to the Oscars, and he joins us at a moment when Iran is seeing some of the largest protests in the country's history, met by some of the most violent government crackdowns. Estimates of protesters killed range from the thousands to the tens of thousands.

In recent days, the government has started arresting even moderates and extended the sentence of an activist and Nobel Peace Prize winner to 17 years in prison. Panahi's co-writer was recently arrested, and Panahi himself has been sentenced to one year in prison in absentia. His lawyer has said they intend to appeal the sentence.

It seems like once again Iran, still potentially a nuclear power, has the world on edge.

Rosin: Does he like to be called by his, like--Jafar or Panahi or ...?
 Sheida Dayani: (Translates in Farsi.)
 Jafar Panahi: (Answers in Farsi.)
 Dayani: Whatever you're comfortable.
 Rosin: Okay. (Laughs.) All right, well, Jafar--


Rosin: We talked to Panahi about all of this and his film It Was Just an Accident earlier this week, through his interpreter, Sheida Dayani.

[Music]

Rosin: But what did you want an audience, either Iranian or international, to understand or be thinking about when they're watching this movie?

Panahi: Usually, these types of films are made after the fall, or the change of a regime, because then, that's when people go back to see what happened, and based on their understanding of the past, then they make a film. And it's also very important for people to make films in a secure fashion. But I wanted to make this film now because I wanted to have the audience think about the future and I wanted to prepare the audience about what is about to come.

Rosin: Oh.

Panahi: To me, it was very important to raise this question to the audience about whether the cycle of violence going to continue or if we can be hopeful that, at some point, it's going to end.

Rosin: Mm.

[Music]

News anchor (from BBC News): Shopkeepers and market stallholders began protesting against rocketing food prices on Sunday, and today, they were joined by university students demanding political change--


Rosin: Speaking of the cycle of violence, where were you when you heard about the protests in late December in Iran?

[Sounds of chanting]

Rosin: Who told you about them, and what were you hearing from friends and family?

Panahi: I have been outside Iran for some time because of the Oscar campaign for this film, but as I have said before, as soon as the campaign ends, I will return to Iran.

[Panahi's answer in Farsi]

[Music]

Panahi: When the protests broke, I was in Paris, and when they shut down the internet--

News anchor (from CNN): Iran is in a near-total internet blackout amid widespread anti-government protests--


Panahi: --my friends and I issued a statement and said, When they do shut down the internet, it means that they're going to commit a big massacre.

News anchor (from BBC News): One human-rights group based in the U.S. has now confirmed the killing of over 6,000 people. It's also investigating 17,000 more deaths--


[Panahi's answer in Farsi]

Panahi: Of course, with the complete telecommunications blackout, I also lost touch with my family members. My son, my sisters and brothers all live there, and I was not in touch with them.

After the internet came back--I don't remember how long it took--I was also in touch with close-by family members. My immediate family members are okay, but distant family members are not.

Rosin: Your co-writer Mehdi Mahmoudian was just recently arrested. How did you hear about that?

Panahi: When Mehdi got arrested, it was when the internet was more or less back, and we were sending messages to each other. I sent him a message around 3:30 a.m. Paris time, and the message was not seen, and it was not delivered either. And I waited until noon of the next day, and it still was not seen, and that's when I was suspicious that something has happened, so I started contacting my friends. And it was around 4 or 5 p.m. that I heard through BBC Persian that he has been arrested.

It seems that they arrested Mehdi because of a statement that we co-signed together with other activists, human-right lawyers, and, in total, 17 of us, among whom we have people who have won the Nobel Peace Prize; we have people who have won the Sakharov Prize. And these were all acknowledged and known Iranians inside Iran, and some of them were outside.

After that statement, they arrested Mehdi and a few other people, and it's a statement that puts the fault and the blame of the massacre on [Iranian supreme leader] Mr. [Ali] Khamenei.

Rosin: And when someone is arrested, do you know what happened to him? Does your imagination fill in the blanks? Sort of what happens next when a friend is arrested?

Dayani: Does he know, meaning can he imagine, or does he have information?

Rosin: Well, I guess, does he have information? And if he does not, does his imagination fill in the blanks?

Dayani: Mm-hmm. (Translates in Farsi.)

Panahi: They usually never announce in the beginning who has taken these people, where they have been taken to, and for what reason. We have to wait for the person who has been arrested to contact the family members.

Mehdi was able to contact his family after two or three days, but only for one minute. And he had only one minute to say that he is alive, and he is okay, and he has been arrested, and then the phone got shut off.

Now we know that he is in Nowshahr city. And he is kept in a cell of 17 by 17 meters with 30 other prisoners, none of whom are political prisoners--they have crimes of drugs, drug trafficking, and murder.

Rosin: Oof. I'm asking because this movie is so much about what happens to people after they get arrested.

Panahi: At different times, prisoners have been treated differently, but of course, with every movement, when people take to the streets, with every protest, things become much harder inside the prisons. And especially this time, with the number of dead and wounded and arrested, they have become extremely harsh inside.

[Music]

Panahi: This time, the protests were peaceful, but then the trolls of the regime penetrated the protests, and they started committing acts of violence in order to make the protests violent. And that gave the agents of the regime, and the regime itself, an excuse to crack down violently and commit the atrocities that it did.

When the protests first began, because they were peaceful, family members went with their children, even babies in strollers, because there was not going to be anything violent happening. But the government could not even tolerate that, and in about 10 hours, only 10 hours, within two days--the first day, four hours, and the second day, six hours--they started killing the protesters blindly, and the number of the dead has now risen to over several tens of thousands of people.

[Music]

Rosin: Is there anyone that you're especially worried about?

Panahi: Now you cannot think about individuals. You cannot think about specific people, because the numbers are so high and the pain is so strong that people feel that they're each other's family members. So when one person is dead, one person is killed, one person is made disappeared, everyone feels the pain, and everyone is in mourning.

Rosin: Mm.

[Panahi's answer in Farsi]

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, Jafar Panahi has a warning for America. And he breaks down the meaning of the end of his film.

[Break]

Rosin: You haven't been to the U.S. in 20 years or so. As an Iranian, what do you notice that's different now?

Panahi: Well, in fact, the atmosphere here is also very different than what I had seen before. Sometimes I see signs speaking to the fact that here too things are becoming very difficult.

The U.S. is different. When the political atmosphere changes in this direction in the U.S., it will also be contagious in the rest of the world.

Rosin: What do you mean "contagious"? What do you mean?

Dayani: (Translates in Farsi.)

Panahi: Whether we accept it or not, what happens in the world is affected by the great powers, including the U.S.

The more repressed the greater powers are, the more you see its effect in the other countries.

Rosin: Mm.

Panahi: It is as if it has been tested and then it's decided that it is now the time for the world to move in this certain direction.

Rosin: I wanna make sure I understand what he's saying so that I'm reading between the lines correctly. What he's saying is sort of we're moving in a more repressive direction and that can be a model for other countries?

Panahi: Not that they model themselves after the U.S., but that they get affected by it.

Rosin: Mm-hmm, mm-hmm. I mean, you've been on tour while the two American protesters were killed here by government forces. Two is not tens of thousands, but were you surprised? What were your thoughts when you heard that news?

Panahi: The killing of even one person anywhere in the world is too much.

As soon as this happens, you can be sure that there is a problem.

And that problem will grow, and one day, it will reach tens of thousands of people.

Rosin: I did not wanna hear that from an Iranian with experience. (Laughs.)

Dayani: (Translates in Farsi.)

Panahi: This is what I'm talking about when I'm talking about signs. Because we have seen and experienced these signs, we know exactly what happens. We know exactly what's coming at the end.

It is true that when it happens in certain countries, it's going to affect the rest of the world more, but it doesn't really matter where it happens. We, as people, have to stand against it.

With any kind of job, profession, work that we do--whether we're an artist or filmmaker or writer or doesn't matter what we do--if, in our own work, we cannot stand against repression, it's going to get out of control.

[Music]

Panahi: When they gave me a ban of not working for 20 years, I had two choices: Either I could just sit at home and do not work because they had told me not to work, or I had to look for solutions.

I remember back then, a lot of students would come to me and say that the situation is very difficult--they cannot work. And they were immersed in hopelessness.

I said to myself one day, Should I be like them and keep nagging and keep saying it's not possible? Or should I think of a solution and do something?

There was a time that when I wanted to make a film, everything was in the hands of the government. It was not as easy. But now, with all the technological advances, you could even make a film on a cellphone camera.

Because the authorities had told me that I cannot make a film, my friend and I started making a film in my home, and we said, This is not a film.

[Clip from This Is Not a Film]

Panahi: And then I thought to myself, What can I do if I cannot work in film? And I thought, There are a number of things, including driving, that I could do as a profession. But then, because I knew myself, I was sure that even if I start driving, I'm going to hide a camera somewhere in a taxi, and that's exactly what happened: I hid a camera and started making the stories of my passengers, and that became the film Taxi.

[Clip from Taxi]

Rosin: Hey, listeners, this is Hanna interrupting with a spoiler warning. If you remember, It Was Just an Accident is about a group of Iranians kidnapping a man they suspect to have been their interrogator and torturer in prison. My next question is about how the movie ends. If you wanna avoid hearing that, you can skip ahead four minutes.

Rosin (in interview): So I wanna ask about the end of this movie, It Was Just An Accident. It has a very hopeful moment, where it seems like everything's going to go back to normal, and it also, the end of the movie, suggests that the cycles of violence may continue. Is that how you feel?

Panahi: Happiness and sorrow are part of everyday work, and this is also part of the realism sense of the film.

I consider myself a socially engaged filmmaker, and I try to speak about the realities of the society. So first, my audience has to believe the film, and it has to believe that it's watching a semidocumentary. Omitting any of those elements can harm the sense of realism in the work.

The humor that you see in the film at some point was intentional, and I wanted the audience to move along quite comfortably throughout, at least up until the last 20 minutes of the film.

And then in the last 20 minutes, I intentionally took out the humor from the film.

Rosin: Yeah.

Panahi: And I wanted the audience to hold its breath and to think about the film.

[Clip from It Was Just An Accident]

Panahi: Under any circumstances, hopefulness will help people. It will help human beings to continue to live.

When you hear the sound of the footstep at the end of the film, it first shocks you, and you think that the interrogator is here to arrest him.

[Clip from It Was Just An Accident]

Panahi: And then there is some silence.

[Clip from It Was Just An Accident]

Panahi: And then the sound of footsteps goes away, as if it starts getting further and further.
 
 [Clip from It Was Just An Accident]

Panahi: So at some point, the audience can think that even the character of the interrogator could change.

The fact that the interrogator might have been moved, as little as it might be, is that point of hope and hopefulness that the cycle of violence could end at some point.

Rosin:  So that's why you wanted to capture the humanity of the interrogator.

Panahi: These people like the interrogator may be very different people in their family settings. Their family members may not even know who they are and what kind of work they do. These people, to their family members, are fathers, they're spouses, and they might look very different than what we see.

The problem is not with the individual. The problem is with the system, and it's with the situation and the conditions.

If we put the blame on these little parts of a system, then we lose our way into understanding what the fault is actually and who is to blame and what is to blame.

[Music]

Rosin: You have repeated that you are going back to Iran after award season, even though you've already been sentenced to a year in prison, even though you've been to prison before. Is that just because you can't figure out how to live anywhere else or just don't feel comfortable anywhere else?

Panahi: At the end of the day, I want to have the sense of living, and I know it's in a certain place that I can have a sense of living. I could come here in the U.S. and make a commercial film and make a film that could make a lot of money. But then, when it's me and myself in my solitude, I would ask myself if I am embarrassed by making that film.

This is not to say that commercial films are bad--not at all. The question is the calling of the director, and once a director makes up their mind, they have to be truthful to that decision.

I can easily say that, in my own solitude, I have not been regretting any of the films that I have made.

Rosin: This is a last question. This moment is so serious and dangerous around the world. Is there anything specific or even small that makes you feel like you're living, as you said, or brings you joy that you hold on to?

Dayani: (Translates in Farsi.)

Was your question only about what gives him joy, or was there another part to it?

Rosin: I hate that question, the joy question.

Dayani: (Laughs.)

Rosin: Because he said "living," I'm trying to pull out a thread of how he continues to pull through, you know what it is that he hangs on to, that has him--joy is a little much.

Dayani: Right, right, right, right, right.

Rosin: It's not quite the right word. (Laughs.)

Dayani: No, but I got it. But this helps.

Rosin: Yeah, yeah.

Dayani: (Translates in Farsi.)

Panahi: Because I have made my choice about what type of filmmaker I want to be and who I want to be, I will find a way around it, no matter what.

I'm not a captive of moments or days, because I see a greater future. I see from above.

Rosin: Jafar, Sheida, thank you so much for talking to us and joining us today.

Dayani: Of course. Thank you.

Panahi: Thank you.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by 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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/podcasts/2026/02/jafar-panahi-iran-oscars/685963/?utm_source=feed
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America Isn't Ready for What AI Will Do to Jobs

Does anyone have a plan for what happens next?

by Josh Tyrangiel

Tue, 10 Feb 2026




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

In 1869, a group of Massachusetts reformers persuaded the state to try a simple idea: counting.

The Second Industrial Revolution was belching its way through New England, teaching mill and factory owners a lesson most M.B.A. students now learn in their first semester: that efficiency gains tend to come from somewhere, and that somewhere is usually somebody else. The new machines weren't just spinning cotton or shaping steel. They were operating at speeds that the human body--an elegant piece of engineering designed over millions of years for entirely different purposes--simply wasn't built to match. The owners knew this, just as they knew that there's a limit to how much misery people are willing to tolerate before they start setting fire to things.

Still, the machines pressed on.

So Massachusetts created the nation's first Bureau of Statistics of Labor, hoping that data might accomplish what conscience could not. By measuring work hours, conditions, wages, and what economists now call "negative externalities" but were then called "children's arms torn off," policy makers figured they might be able to produce reasonably fair outcomes for everyone. Or, if you're a bit more cynical, a sustainable level of exploitation. A few years later, with federal troops shooting at striking railroad workers and wealthy citizens funding private armories--leading indicators that things in your society aren't going great--Congress decided that this idea might be worth trying at scale and created the Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Measurement doesn't abolish injustice; it rarely even settles arguments. But the act of counting--of trying to see clearly, of committing the government to a shared set of facts--signals an intention to be fair, or at least to be caught trying. Over time, that intention matters. It's one way a republic earns the right to be believed in.

The BLS remains a small miracle of civilization. It sends out detailed surveys to about 60,000 households and 120,000 businesses and government agencies every month, supplemented by qualitative research it uses to check and occasionally correct its findings. It deserves at least some credit for the scoreboard. America: 250 years without violent class warfare. And you have to appreciate the entertainment value of its minutiae. The BLS is how we know that, in 2024, 44,119 people worked in mobile food services (a.k.a. food trucks), up 907 percent since 2000; that nonveterinary pet care (grooming, training) employed 190,984 people, up 513 percent; and that the United States had almost 100,000 massage therapists, with five times the national concentration in Napa, California.

From the February 2026 issue: Alexandra Petri tried to be the federal government. It did not go well.

These and thousands of other BLS statistics describe a society that has grown more prosperous, and a workforce endlessly adaptive to change. But like all statistical bodies, the BLS has its limits. It's excellent at revealing what has happened and only moderately useful at telling us what's about to. The data can't foresee recessions or pandemics--or the arrival of a technology that might do to the workforce what an asteroid did to the dinosaurs.

I am referring, of course, to artificial intelligence. After a rollout that could have been orchestrated by H. P. Lovecraft--"We are summoning the demon," Elon Musk warned in a typical early pronouncement--the AI industry has pivoted from the language of nightmares to the stuff of comas. Driving innovation. Accelerating transformation. Reimagining workflows. It's the first time in history that humans have invented something genuinely miraculous and then rushed to dress it in a fleece vest.

There are gobs of money to be made selling enterprise software, but dulling the impact of AI is also a useful feint. This is a technology that can digest a hundred reports before you've finished your coffee, draft and analyze documents faster than teams of paralegals, compose music indistinguishable from the genius of a pop star or a Juilliard grad, code--really code, not just copy-paste from Stack Overflow--with the precision of a top engineer. Tasks that once required skill, judgment, and years of training are now being executed, relentlessly and indifferently, by software that learns as it goes.

AI is already so ubiquitous that any resourceful knowledge worker can delegate some of their job's drudgery to machines. Many companies--Microsoft and PricewaterhouseCoopers among them--have instructed their employees to increase productivity by doing just that. But anyone subcontracting tasks to AI is clever enough to imagine what might come next--a day when augmentation crosses into automation, and cognitive obsolescence compels them to seek work at a food truck, pet spa, or massage table. At least until the humanoid robots arrive.




Many economists insist that this will all be fine. Capitalism is resilient. The arrival of the ATM famously led to the employment of more bank tellers, just as the introduction of Excel swelled the ranks of accountants and Photoshop spiked demand for graphic designers. In each case, new tech automated old tasks, increased productivity, and created jobs with higher wages than anyone could have conceived of before. The BLS projects that employment will grow 3.1 percent over the next 10 years. That's down from 13 percent in the previous decade, but 5 million new jobs in a country with a stable population is hardly catastrophic.

And yet: There are things that economists struggle to measure. Americans tend to derive meaning and identity from what they do. Most don't want to do something else, even if they had any confidence--which they don't--that they could find something else to do. Seventy-one percent of respondents to an August Reuters/Ipsos poll said they're worried that artificial intelligence will "put too many people out of work permanently."

This data point might be easier to dismiss if the modern mill and factory owners hadn't already declared that AI will put people out of work permanently.

In May 2025, Dario Amodei, the CEO of the AI company Anthropic, said that AI could drive unemployment up 10 to 20 percent in the next one to five years and "wipe out half of all entry-level white-collar jobs." Jim Farley, the CEO of Ford, estimated that it would eliminate "literally half of all white-collar workers" in a decade. Sam Altman, the CEO of OpenAI, revealed that "my little group chat with my tech-CEO friends" has a bet about the inevitable date when a billion-dollar company is staffed by just one person. (The business side of this magazine, like some other publishers, has a corporate partnership with OpenAI.) Other companies, including Meta, Amazon, UnitedHealth, Walmart, JPMorgan Chase, and UPS, which have recently announced layoffs, have framed them more euphemistically in sunny reports to investors about the rise of "automation" and "head count trending down." Taken together, these statements are extraordinary: the owners of capital warning workers that the ice beneath them is about to crack--while continuing to stomp on it.

It's as if we're watching two versions of the same scene. In one, the ice holds, because it always has. In the other, a lot of people go under. The difference becomes clear only when the surface finally gives way--at which point the range of available options will have considerably narrowed.

AI is already transforming work, one delegated task at a time. If the transformation unfolds slowly enough and the economy adjusts quickly enough, the economists may be right: We'll be fine. Or better. But if AI instead triggers a rapid reorganization of work--compressing years of change into months, affecting roughly 40 percent of jobs worldwide, as the International Monetary Fund projects--the consequences will not stop at the economy. They will test political institutions that have already shown how brittle they can be.

The question, then, is whether we're approaching the kind of disruption that can be managed with statistics--or the kind that creates statistics no one can bear to count.

Austan Goolsbee is the president of the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago, the Robert P. Gwinn Professor of Economics at the University of Chicago's Booth School of Business, and a former chair of the Council of Economic Advisers under Barack Obama. He's also one of the few economists you would not immediately regret bringing to a party. When I asked Goolsbee if any conclusive data indicated that AI had begun to eat into the labor market, he delivered an answer that was both obvious and unhelpful, smiling as he did it. The nonanswer was the point.

I've known Goolsbee long enough to enjoy these moments, when he makes fun of our shared uselessness. Economists are rarely equipped to give straight answers about the present. Journalists hate when the future won't reveal itself on deadline.

We spoke in September, shortly after the release of what's come to be known as "The Canaries Paper," written by three academics from the Stanford Digital Economy Lab. By crunching data from millions of monthly payroll records for workers in jobs with exposure to generative AI, the authors concluded that workers ages 22 to 25--the canaries--have seen about a 13 percent decline in employment since late 2022.

For several days, the paper was all anyone in the field wanted to talk about, and by talk about I mostly mean punch holes in. The report overemphasized the effect of ChatGPT. Youth employment is cyclical. The same period saw a sharp interest-rate spike--a far more likely source of turbulence. "Canaries" also contradicted a study released a few weeks earlier by the Economic Innovation Group, which argued that AI is unlikely to cause mass unemployment in the near term, even as it reshapes jobs and wages. That paper was knowingly titled "AI and Jobs: The Final Word (Until the Next One)."

This was the point Goolsbee wanted to emphasize: Economists are constrained by numbers. And numerically speaking, nothing indicates that AI has had an impact on people's jobs. "It's just too early," he said.

A lack of certainty should not be mistaken for a lack of concern. The Fed's mandate is to promote maximum employment, so the corporate pronouncements about imminent job loss have Goolsbee's attention. But the numbers don't add up. It's possible that the labor market is softer than it looks, but that the softness is being absorbed within firms rather than showing up in the unemployment rate. If companies are sitting on more workers than they need, however--a phenomenon known as labor hoarding--you'd expect that to reveal itself as weak productivity growth. It's as predictable as a hangover: too many workers, not enough work, sagging productivity. "But it's been totally the opposite," Goolsbee said. "Productivity growth has been really high. So I don't know how to reconcile that."

Productivity is the cheat code for a more prosperous society. If each worker can produce more in the same hour--more goods, better services, faster results--then the total economic pie grows, even if the number of workers doesn't. It's the rare efficiency gain that expands the pie rather than merely redistributing slices.

America has been on a productivity tear for the past few years. It might be temporary, the result of a onetime boost, such as the COVID-era boom in new small businesses. But with the special joy of someone paid to complicate everything, Goolsbee pointed out that general-purpose technologies such as electricity and computing can create lasting productivity gains, the kind that make whole societies wealthier.

Whether AI is one of those technologies will only become clear over time. How long before we'll know? "Years," Goolsbee said.

In the meantime, there's another complication. The immediate risk to employment may not be AI itself, but the way companies, seduced by its promise, overinvest before they understand what it can actually do. Goolsbee reached back to the internet bubble, when companies spent wildly on laying fiber cables and building capacity. "In 2001, when we found out that the growth rate of the internet is not going to be 25 percent a year, but merely 10 percent--which is still a pretty great growth rate--it meant we had way too much fiber, and there was a collapse of business investment," Goolsbee said. "And a bunch of people were thrown out of work the old-fashioned way."

A similar crash in AI investment, if it comes, would likely look familiar: painful, destabilizing, and accompanied by surges of CNBC rants and recriminations. But it would amount to a financial reset, not a technological reversal--the kind of outcome economists are especially good at recognizing, because it resembles a thing that's happened before.

This is the paradox of economics. To understand how fast the present is hurtling us into the future, you need a fixed point, and the fixed points are all in the past. It's like driving while looking only at the rearview mirror--plenty dangerous if the road stays straight, catastrophic if it doesn't.

David Autor and Daron Acemoglu are among the most accomplished rearview drivers. Both are at MIT, and both excel at understanding previous economic disruptions. Acemoglu, who won the Nobel Prize in Economics in 2024, studies inequality; Autor focuses on labor. But both insist that the story of AI and its consequences will depend mostly on speed--not because they assume lost jobs will automatically be replaced, but because a slower rate of change leaves societies time to adapt, even if some of those jobs never come back.

Labor markets have a natural rate of adjustment. If, over the course of 30 years, 3 percent of employees in a profession retire or have their jobs eliminated annually, you'd barely notice. Yet a decade later, a third of the jobs in those professions would be gone. Elevator operators and tollbooth attendants went through this slow fade to obsolescence with no damage to the economy. "When it happens more rapidly," Autor told me, "things become problematic."

From the July/August 2015 issue: Derek Thompson on a world without work

Autor is most famous for his work on the China shock. In 2001, China joined the World Trade Organization; six years later, 13 percent of U.S. manufacturing jobs--about 2 million--had disappeared. The China shock took a disproportionate toll on small-scale manufacturing--textiles, toys, furniture--concentrated primarily in the South. "Many of the workers in those places still haven't recovered," Autor said, "and we're obviously living with the political consequences."

But AI isn't a trade policy. It's software. Even if it hits some professions and places first--a lawyer in a large urban firm, say, may feel the impact years before a worker in a less digitized industry--the technology won't be constrained by geography. Eventually, everyone will be affected.

All of this sounds foreboding, until you remember the most important thing about software: People hate it, almost as much as they hate change.

This is what gives many economists confidence that the AI asteroid is still at least a decade away. "These tech CEOs want us to believe that the market for automation is preordained, and that it will all happen smoothly and profitably," Acemoglu said. He then made a disdainful noise from his Nobel Prize-winning bullshit detector. "History tells us it's actually going to happen much slower."

The argument goes like this: Before AI can transform a company, it has to access the company's data and be woven into existing systems--which sounds easy, provided you're not a chief technology officer. A trade secret of most Fortune 500 companies is that they still run many critical functions on lumbering, industrial-strength mainframe computers that almost never break down and therefore can never be replaced. Mainframes are like Christopher Walken: They've been going nonstop since the 1960s, they're fantastic at performing peculiar roles (processing payments, safeguarding data), and nobody alive really understands how they work.

Integrating legacy tech with modern AI means navigating hardware, vendors, contracts, ancient coding languages, and humans--every one of whom has a strong opinion about the "right" way to make changes. Months pass, then years; another company holiday party comes and goes; and the CEO still can't understand why the miracle of AI isn't solving all of their problems.

Every new general-purpose technology is, for a time, held hostage by the mess of what already exists. The first electric-power stations opened in the 1880s, and no one debated whether they were superior to steam engines. But factories had been built with steam engines in their basements, powering overhead shafts that ran the length of the buildings, with belts and pulleys carrying power to individual machines. To adopt electricity, factory owners didn't just need to buy motors--they needed to demolish and rebuild their entire operations. Some did. Most just waited for their infrastructure to wear out, which explains why the major economic gains from electrification didn't show up for 40 years.

None of this is reassuring enough for the economist Anton Korinek. He's "super worried," he told me. He thinks that America will see major job losses--"a very noticeable labor-market effect"--as soon as this year.

"And then those economists you've been talking to, they're going to say, 'I see that in the data!' " Korinek paused. "Let's not joke about it, because it's too serious."

Korinek is a professor and the faculty director of the Economics of Transformative AI Initiative at the University of Virginia. Last year, Time magazine put him on its list of the most influential people in AI. But he did not set out to become an economist. He grew up in an Austrian mountain village, writing machine code in 0s and 1s--the least glamorous form of programming, and the most unforgiving. It teaches you where instructions bottleneck, where systems jam, and what breaks first when pushed too hard.

He'd kept a close watch on developments in AI since the deep-learning breakthroughs of the early 2010s, even as his doctoral work focused on the prevention of financial crises. When he got his first demo of a large language model, in September 2022, it took "about five seconds" before he considered its consequences for the future of work, starting with his own.

We met for breakfast in Charlottesville in the fall. Korinek is youthful and slender, with delicate wire-frame glasses and a faintly red beard. My overall impression was of someone who'd rather be customizing Excel tabs than prophesizing doom. Still, here he was, saying the five words economists disdain the most: This time may be different.




The crux of Korinek's argument is simple: His colleagues aren't misreading the data--they're misreading the technology. "We can't quite conceptualize having very smart machines," Korinek said. "Machines have always been dumb, and that's why we don't trust them and it's always taken time to roll them out. But if they're smarter than us, in many ways they can roll themselves out."

This is already happening. Many of the least comprehensible ads during sporting events are for AI tools that promise to speed the integration of other AI tools into the workflows of large companies. Because many of these systems don't require massive new hardware or human-engineered system rewrites, the rollout time shrinks by as much as 50 percent.

This is where Korinek parts company with the rearview economists. If AI moves as fast as he expects, for many workers the damage will arrive before institutions can adapt--and each successful use will only intensify the pressure for more.

Consider consulting firms, which have always charged high fees for having junior associates do research and draft reports--fees clients tolerated because there was no alternative. But if one firm can use AI to deliver the same work faster and cheaper, its competitors face a stark choice: adopt the technology, or explain why they are still charging a premium for human hours. Once a firm plugs in and undercuts its rivals, the rest must either race to follow or be left behind. Competition doesn't just reward adoption; it makes delay indefensible.

Korinek concedes the two standard objections: The numbers don't show anything definitive yet, and new technologies have historically created more jobs than they've destroyed. But he thinks that his peers need to start driving with their eyes looking ahead. "Whenever I speak to people at the labs on the West Coast"--Korinek is an unpaid member of Anthropic's economic advisory council--"it does not strike me that they are trying to artificially hype what they're producing. I usually have the sense that they are just as terrified as I am. We should at least consider the possibility that what they are telling us may come true."

Korinek is not sure that the technology itself can be steered by policy, but he wants more economists doing scenario planning so that policy makers aren't caught flat-footed--because mass job loss doesn't just mean unemployment; it means missed loan payments, cascading defaults, shrinking consumer demand, and the kind of self-reinforcing downturn that can transform a shock into a crisis, and a crisis into the decline of an empire.

After thE brief period in early 2025 when CEOs were openly volunteering "thought leadership" about AI and its impact on their workforces and profit margins, the pronouncements stopped, eerily, at roughly the same time. Anyone who has seen a shark fin break the water and then disappear knows this is not reassuring.

The simple explanation comes courtesy of the Bureau of Labor Statistics. America employs about 280,590 public-relations specialists, an increase of 69 percent over the past two decades. (They outnumber journalists almost 7 to 1.) It's not hard to imagine their expert syllogism: AI is unpopular. CEOs who talk about job cuts are even less popular. So maybe shut up about AI and jobs?

In October, the day after The New York Times revealed Amazon executives' plan to potentially automate more than 600,000 jobs by 2033, the PR chief at a large multinational firm told me, "We are so done speaking about this." It was at least a small piece of history--the first time I'd been asked to grant anonymity to someone so they could explain, on the record, that they would no longer be speaking at all.

All of which is to say that the chief executives of Walmart, Amazon, Ford, and other Fortune 100 companies, as well as executives from rising AI-driven firms including Anthropic, Stripe, and Waymo--people who had been remarkably chatty about AI and jobs a few months earlier--declined or ignored multiple interview requests for this story. Even the Business Roundtable, an association of 200 CEOs from America's most powerful companies that exists to speak for its members on exactly these kinds of issues, told me that its CEO, former George W. Bush White House Chief of Staff Joshua Bolten, had nothing to say.

Of course, telling a reporter you won't speak on the record isn't the same as not speaking. The CEOs are talking to at least one person: Reid Hoffman, the co-founder of LinkedIn and a Microsoft board member. Hoffman is a technologist by pedigree and an optimist by temperament. He knows everyone in corporate America, and everyone knows he knows everyone, which makes him Silicon Valley's favorite mensch--a reasonable, neutral sounding board whom CEOs can go to when they want to think out loud. He told me that AI has sorted the CEOs into three groups.

The first are the dabblers: latecomers finally spending some quality time with their chief technology officers. The second rushed to declare themselves AI leaders out of vanity or a desire to have their traditional businesses taken more seriously by tech snobs. "They're like, Look at me! I'm important! I'm central here. But they're not actually doing anything yet," Hoffman said. "They're just like, Put me at the AI table too." The third group is different: executives who are quietly making transformational plans. "These are the ones who see it coming. And to their credit, I think a lot of them want to figure out how to help their whole workforce transition with this through education, reskilling, or training."

But what all three groups share is a belief that investors--after years of hearing about AI's promise--have lost patience with dreaming. This year, they expect results. And the fastest way for a CEO to produce results is to cut head count. Layoffs, Hoffman said, are inevitable. "A lot of them have convinced themselves this only ends one way. Which I think is a failure of the imagination."

Hoffman doesn't waste time urging CEOs not to make cuts; he knows they will. "What I tell them is that you need to be presenting paths and ideas for how to get benefits from AI that aren't just cutting costs. How do you get more revenue? How do you help your people transition to being more effective using AI?"

"It's a fever," Gina Raimondo, the former governor of Rhode Island and commerce secretary under Joe Biden, told me, referring to the rush to cut jobs. "Every CEO and every board feels like they need to go faster. 'We have 40,000 people doing customer service? Take it down to 10,000. AI can handle the rest.' If the whole thing is about moving fast with your eye strictly on efficiency, then an awful lot of people are going to get really hurt. And I don't think this country can handle that, given where we already are."

Like Hoffman, Raimondo occupies an unusual niche: a Democrat who can walk into a boardroom without setting off the cultural metal detectors. She co-founded a venture-capital firm, and AI executives, who see her as pragmatic and fluent in tech, are willing to talk to her. "This is a technology that will make us more productive, healthier, more sustainable," Raimondo said. "But only if we get very serious about managing the transition."

Last summer, Raimondo made the trip to Sun Valley, Idaho, for the four-day Allen & Co. conference known as "summer camp for billionaires." She asked people the same two questions: How are you using AI? And what happens to your workers when you do? A number of CEOs admitted that they felt trapped. Wall Street expects them to replace human labor with AI; if they don't do it, they'll be the ones out of a job. But if they all order mass job eliminations, they know the consequences will be enormous--for their workforces, for the country, and for their own humanity.

Raimondo's response was that "it's the responsibility of the country's most powerful CEOs to help figure this out." She sees the possibility of "new public-private partnerships at scale. Imagine if we could get companies to take ownership over the retraining and redeployment of people they lay off."

She knows how this sounds. "A lot of people say, 'Oh, Gina, you're naive. Never going to happen.' Okay. But I'm telling you it's the end of America as we know it if we don't use this moment to do things differently."

If executives' concern is as genuine as Raimondo thinks, then perhaps they can be moved to action. Liz Shuler, the president of the AFL-CIO, is trying--and mostly failing--to do just that. CEOs and tech leaders are so focused on winning the AI race that "working people are an afterthought," she told me.

Shuler's aware that this is a predictable take from a union leader, so she volunteered a concession: "Most working people, and especially union leaders, start out with a panic, right? Like, Wow, this is going to basically obliterate all jobs and everyone's going to be left without a safety net and we have to put a stop to it--which we know is not going to happen." Instead of panicking, Shuler said, she talked with the leaders of the AFL-CIO's unions, representing about 15 million people, and pushed them to use the brief moment before AI is imposed on them to figure out what they want from the technology--and what they might be prepared to trade for that.

Michael Podhorzer: The paradox of the American labor movement

So far the olive branch has been grabbed by precisely one company. Microsoft has agreed to bring workers into conversations about developing AI and guardrails around it. Most remarkably, the deal includes a neutrality agreement that allows workers to freely form unions without retaliation--something that's never been done before in tech. "We think it's a model," Shuler said. "We would love to see others acknowledge that working people are central to this debate and to our future."

Squint and you might convince yourself that the Microsoft deal is indeed proof of concept. More likely, it's an anomaly. Because all the coaxing, reasonableness, and appeals to patriotism and shared humanity are battling a truth as old as wage labor: American capitalism rushes toward efficiency the way water flows downhill--inevitably, indifferently, and with predictable consequences for whoever happens to be standing at the bottom. And with AI, for the first time, capital has a tool that promises the kind of near-limitless productivity the factory and mill owners could never have imagined: maximum efficiency with a minimum number of employees to demand a share of the gains.

In that context, the silence of the CEOs takes on a different resonance. It could be a cold acknowledgment that the decisions have already been made--or a muffled plea for the government to save them from themselves.

And so to Washington.

You're probably aware that our politics are unbearable at the moment. And yet the only way to make them bearable--to recover the glimmer of promise at their core--is more politics. That's the joke at the heart of Washington: The very struggle that's hollowed the place out is also the only way it can be renewed.

If there were ever an issue capable of relieving the national migraine--something large enough and urgent enough--you might assume the future of American jobs would be it. "At least from my interactions here in the Senate, not many people are talking about it," Gary Peters, the senior senator from Michigan, told me. "There's a general attitude among my colleagues"--Peters, a Democrat, singles out Republicans, though he says there's blame to go around--"like, We don't need to do anything. It's going to be fine. In fact, the government should just stay out of it. Let industry move forward and continue to innovate."




It's hard to slow AI without abdicating America's tech supremacy to China--a point the tech lobby makes with religious fervor. It's hard to force AI labs to give advance notice of the consequences of their deployments when they often don't know themselves. You could regulate the use of job-displacing AI, but enforcement would require a regulatory apparatus that doesn't exist and technical expertise the government doesn't have.

That said, the government has a decades-old playbook on how to get workers through economic shocks. And Peters has been banging his head on his desk trying to get Congress to use it.

Since 1974, when the United States began opening its economy more aggressively to global trade, the Trade Adjustment Assistance program has helped more than 5 million people with retraining, wage insurance, and relocation grants, at a cost in recent years of roughly half a billion dollars annually. In 2018, Peters co-sponsored the TAA for Automation Act, which would have extended the same benefits to workers squeezed by AI and robotics. It died quietly, as many things in Congress do. In 2022, authorization for the TAA expired, and in a Congress allergic to trade votes and new spending, Peters's efforts to revive it have gone nowhere.

This is very stupid. The United States has about 700,000 unfilled factory and construction jobs. (Ironically, one of the few things slowing AI is a shortage of HVAC technicians qualified to install cooling systems in data centers.) Jim Farley, the Ford CEO who predicted that half of white-collar jobs could disappear in a decade, has been saying that the auto industry is short hundreds of thousands of technicians to work in dealerships--jobs that sit in a long-term sweet spot: technical enough to earn six figures, and dependent on precise manual dexterity that makes them hard to roboticize. But someone has to pay for the months of training the jobs require. "These are really good jobs," Peters said. But "we spend a lot more money from the federal government for four-year higher-education institutions than we do for skilled-training programs."

There's no shortage of ideas about what to do if AI hollows out large swaths of work: universal basic income, benefits that don't depend on employers, lifelong retraining, a shorter workweek. They tend to surface whenever technological anxiety spikes--and to recede just as reliably, undone by cost, politics, or the simple fact that they would require a level of coordination the United States has not managed in decades.

The 119th Congress is a ghost ship, steered by ennui and the desire to evade hard choices. And the AI industry is paying millions of dollars to make sure no one grabs the wheel. To cite just one example, a super PAC called Leading the Future--which has reportedly secured $50 million in commitments from the Silicon Valley venture-capital firm Andreessen Horowitz and $50 million more from the OpenAI co-founder Greg Brockman and his wife, Anna--plans to "aggressively oppose" candidates from both parties who threaten the industry's priorities, which boil down to: Go fast. No, faster.

Shuler told me that the AFL-CIO will keep pressing national elected officials for a worker-focused AI agenda, but that "this game is not gonna be played at the federal level as much as it will be at the state level." More than 1,000 AI bills are bubbling up in statehouses. Of course, the AI money will be there, too; Leading the Future has already announced plans to focus its efforts on New York, California, Illinois, and Ohio.

The executive branch has delegated almost all of its AI oversight to David Sacks--nominally a co-chair of the President's Council of Advisors on Science and Technology, but functionally a government LARPer who maintains his role as a venture capitalist and podcast host. Sacks, who is also the White House crypto czar, co-wrote the Trump administration's "America's AI Action Plan." A New York Times investigation found that Sacks has at least 449 investments in companies with ties to artificial intelligence. The fox isn't just guarding the henhouse; he's livestreaming the feast.

AI is just a newborn. It may grow up to transform our lives in unimaginably good ways. But it has also introduced profound questions about safety, inequality, and the viability of a wage-labor system that, despite its flaws, spawned the most prosperous society in human history. And there's no sign--none--that our political system is equipped to deal with what's coming.

Which means the deepest challenge AI poses may not be to jobs at all.

"Gosh, the textbook ideal of democracy," says Nick Clegg, "is the peaceful articulation and resolution of differences that otherwise might take a more disruptive or violent form. So you'd like to think that a strong democracy could digest these kinds of changes."

Clegg is a former deputy prime minister of the United Kingdom and leader of the Liberal Democrats. When he lost his seat in Parliament after Brexit, he moved to California, where he spent seven years running global affairs at Facebook/Meta, becoming a kind of Tocqueville with vested options, before returning to London in 2025. Many governments "just don't have the levers" to deal with AI, Clegg told me.

He suspects that the societies best positioned to navigate the next few years are small homogenous ones like the Scandinavians, who are capable of having mature conversations--they'll put together "some commission led by some very wise former finance minister who will come up with a perfect blueprint which everybody consensually will then do, and they will remain in a hundred years the happiest societies"--or large authoritarian ones that refuse to have conversations at all. China, America's primary AI rival, has repeatedly demonstrated a capacity to impose rapid, society-wide change (the one-child policy, the forced relocation of more than 1 million people for the Three Gorges Dam) without consent or delay.

"If democratic governments drift into this period, which may require much more rapid change than they currently appear to be capable of delivering," Clegg warned, "then democracy is not going to pass this test with flying colors."

He then delivered, over Zoom, a fantastically British pep talk, combining Churchillian resolve with a faintly patronizing nod to America's centuries-long streak of pulling four-leaf clovers out of its ass. "You are extraordinarily dynamic," he began. "It's remarkable the number of times people have written off America."

If politics is to be part of the solution, Gary Peters will not be around to participate; he's retiring next year. Marjorie Taylor Greene, Congress's most articulate Republican advocate (really) for safeguarding the workforce from AI, has already resigned. Gina Raimondo is being considered as a potential presidential contender for 2028, and she's a centrist with the chops to balance the reasons for speeding forward on AI with the need to do so warily. But the issue is unlikely to wait that long. "We're going into a world that seems to be getting more unstable with each and every day," Peters said. "And that uncertainty creates anxiety, and anxiety leads to sometimes dramatic shifts in how people act and how they vote."

Which brings us to Bernie Sanders, who has been wrestling with an AI-shaped future since it was still theoretical. "Are AI and robotics inherently evil or terrible? No," Sanders told me in his familiar staccato. "We are already seeing positive developments in terms of health care, the manufacturing of drugs, diagnoses of diseases, etc. But here is the simple question: Who is going to benefit from this transformation?"

At the Davenport, Iowa, stop on his 2025 Fighting Oligarchy tour, audience members booed when he mentioned AI. And Sanders, the ultimate vibes politician, can feel decades of anger--over trade, inequality, affordability, systematic unfairness, government fealty to corporations--coalescing around AI.

In October, he issued a 95 theses-style report on AI and employment. It included all of the dire CEO and consulting-firm quotes about the looming job apocalypse and proposed a shorter workweek; worker protections; profit sharing; and an unspecified "robot tax on large corporations," whose revenue would be used "to benefit workers harmed by AI." It's a furious document, as though Sanders typed it with his fists.

At least one populist politician thinks Sanders didn't go far enough.

Steve Bannon's D.C. townhouse is so close to the Supreme Court that you can read JUSTICE THE GUARDIAN OF LIBERTY from the top step. He greeted me in his signature look: camouflage cargo pants, a black shirt, also a brown shirt, also a black button-down shirt. He hadn't shaved in days. It would not have surprised me if he suggested that we get hoagies, or form a militia.

From the July/August 2022 issue: Jennifer Senior on Steve Bannon, a lit bomb in the mouth of democracy

Bannon has, shall we say, some scoundrel-like tendencies. But he's not an AI tourist. In the early 2000s, while still a film producer, he tried to buy the rights to Ray Kurzweil's The Singularity Is Near, a sacred text of the AI movement that imagines the day when machines surpass human intelligence. Bannon thought it would make a good documentary. He hired an AI correspondent for his War Room podcast a few years ago, and he tracks every corporate-layoff announcement, searching for omens.

He's concerned about rogue AI creating viruses and seizing weapons--fears that are shared more soberly by national-security officials, biosecurity researchers, and some notable AI scientists--but he believes the American worker is in such imminent danger that he's prepared to toss away parts of his ideology. "I'm for the deconstruction of the administrative state, but I'm not an anarchist," Bannon told me. "You do have to have a regulatory apparatus. If you don't have a regulatory apparatus for this, then fucking take the whole thing down, right? Because this is what the thing was built for."

What Bannon wants goes beyond regulation. It's a callback to an old idea: that when the government deems a technology strategically vital, it should own part of it--much as it once did with railroads and, briefly, banks during the 2008 financial crisis. He pointed to what he called Donald Trump's "brilliant" decision to have the federal government take a 9.9 percent stake in Intel in August. But the stake in AI would need to be much greater, he believes--something commensurate with the scale of federal support flowing to AI companies.

"I don't know--50 percent as a starter," Bannon said. "I realize the right's going to go nuts." But the government needs to put people with good judgment on these companies' boards, he said. "And you have to drill down on this now, now, now."

Instead, he warned, we have "the worst elements of our system--greed and avarice, coupled with people that just want to grasp raw power--all converging."

I pointed out that the person overseeing this convergence is the same man Bannon helped get elected, and recently suggested should stick around for a third term.

"President Trump's a great business guy," Bannon said. But he's getting "selective information" from Elon Musk, David Sacks, and others who Bannon thinks hopped aboard the Trump bandwagon only to maximize their profit and control of AI. "If you noticed, these guys are not jumping around when I say 'Trump '28.' I don't get an 'attaboy.' " He said that "they've used Trump," and that he sees a major schism coming within the Republican Party.

Bannon's politics don't naturally lend themselves to cross-party coalition building, but AI has scrambled even his sense of the boundaries. He and Glenn Beck signed a letter demanding a ban on the development of superintelligent AI, out of fear that systems smarter than humans cannot be reliably contained; they were joined by eminent academics and former Obama-administration officials--"lefties that would rather spit on the floor than say Steve Bannon is with them on anything." And he's been sketching out a theory of the coalition needed to confront what's coming. "These ethicists and moral philosophers--you have to combine that together with, quite frankly, some street fighters."

Horseshoe issues--where the far right and far left touch--are rare in American politics. They tend to surface when something highly technical (the gold standard in 1896, or the subprime crisis of 2008) alchemizes into something emotional (William Jennings Bryan's "cross of gold," the Tea Party). That's populism. And the threat of pitchforks has occasionally made American capitalism more humane: The eight-hour workday, weekends, and the minimum wage all emerged from the space between reform and revolution.

No one understands or exploits that shaggy zone quite like Bannon. His anger about AI can sound reasonable in one breath and menacing in the next. We were discussing some of the men who run the most powerful AI labs when he said, "Let's just be blunt": "We're in a situation where people on the spectrum that are not, quite frankly, total adults--you can see by their behavior that they're not--are making decisions for the species. Not for the country. For the species. Once we hit this inflection point, there's no coming back. That's why it's got to be stopped, and we may have to take extreme measures."

The trouble with pitchforks is that once you encourage everyone to grab them, there's no end to the damage that might be done. And unlike in earlier eras, we're now a society defined by two objects: phones that let everyone see exactly how much better other people have it, and guns should they decide to do something about it.

America would be better off if its elites could act responsibly without being terrified. If CEOs remembered that citizens are a kind of shareholder, too. If economists tried to model the future before it arrives in their rearview mirror. If politicians chose their constituents' jobs over their own. None of this requires revolution. It requires everyone to do the jobs they already have, just better.

There's an easy place for all of them to start--a bar so low, it amounts to a basic cognitive exam for the republic.

Erika McEntarfer was the commissioner of labor statistics until August, when Trump fired her after the release of a weak jobs report. McEntarfer has seen no evidence of political interference at the Bureau of Labor Statistics, but "independence is not the only threat facing economic data," she told me. "Inadequate funding and staffing are also a danger."

Most of the economic papers trying to figure out the impact of AI on labor demand use the BLS's Current Population Survey. "It's the best available source," McEntarfer said. "But the sample is pretty small. It's only 60,000 households and hasn't increased for 20 years. Response rates have declined." An obvious first step toward figuring out what's going on in our economy would be to expand the survey's sample size and add a supplement on AI usage at work. That would involve some extra economists and a few million dollars--a tiny investment. But the BLS budget has been shrinking for decades.

The United States created the BLS because it believed the first duty of a democracy was to know what was happening to its people. If we've misplaced that belief--if we can't bring ourselves to measure reality; if we can't be bothered to count--then good luck with the machines.



This article appears in the March 2026 print edition with the headline "What's the Worst That Could Happen?"
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What Happened to the Great American Protest Concert?

The war in Gaza has inspired lots of angry activism, but not in music.

by Spencer Kornhaber

Wed, 11 Feb 2026


The Artist for Aid benefit concert in Los Angeles last month (Ronaldo Bolanos / Los Angeles Times / Getty)



In early January, at the Shrine Auditorium in Los Angeles, a concert benefit for Palestine and Sudan conjured all the fury of an acoustic night at the local coffee shop. Musicians played stripped-down songs on a stage decorated with rugs, floor lamps, and couches. Members of the audience, mostly 20-somethings and teens, leaned in and filmed intimate performances by their favorite cult artists.

But the quiet broke late in the evening when a woman with a mane of red curls walked onstage. Shrieks and screams rang out as people recognized the surprise guest: the 27-year-old superstar Chappell Roan.

I'd come to watch precisely because no one of Roan's stature had been slated to play what have been, to date, the American music world's only major communal performances in response to the conflict between Israel and Palestine. The concert, titled Artists for Aid, featured a 20-artist lineup of if-you-know-you-know types--such as the buzz band Geese and the TikTok-beloved Ravyn Lenae--plus Shawn Mendes, a recovering pop heartthrob who hasn't had a hit in years. The previous two installments of Artists for Aid, which took place in 2024 in New Jersey and London, had received scant media attention. I wanted to find out why a war that has sparked intense outrage worldwide had inspired relatively low-wattage and under-the-radar efforts in American music--and whether that might be changing.

Music is the art form most associated with protest, and its history is full of united actions against war and humanitarian crises. Think of Woodstock-era sung-and-spoken condemnations of the Vietnam War, the 1980s megaconcerts and charity singles inspired by famine in Ethiopia and apartheid in South Africa, and the Rock Against Bush compilations that challenged America's invasion of Iraq. Only a few years ago, pop music overflowed with sloganeering lyrics and concert rallies related to Black Lives Matter, #MeToo, and Donald Trump. But in the 2020s, much of that energy has mellowed--or at least been dispersed into individuals' scattered statements and social-media posts.


Chappell Roan performs at the Artists for Aid benefit in Los Angeles. (Ronaldo Bolanos / Los Angeles Times / Getty)



Gaza is a big part of why. The 2023 Hamas attacks that killed some 1,200 people in Israel, including 378 people at the Nova music festival, spurred a military response that has decimated Gaza and resulted in at least 70,000 deaths. Among countries historically allied with Israel--prime among them the U.S.--the fallout has inflamed tensions over free expression. Though polls show that a majority of Americans now have an unfavorable view of Israel--an 11-point increase from before the war--the ensuing protests have faced unusual social and legal consequences. Universities whose students demonstrated against the war have been subject to sweeping government investigations and sanctions justified as efforts against hate speech. Activists have been targeted for deportation on the basis of protests they've been involved in or, in at least one case, because of an op-ed they'd written.

A confluence of factors have made Gaza a particularly risky situation to speak out about. One is the clear and rising tide of anti-Semitism worldwide. Defenders of Israel have often argued that a critique of Zionism is an attack on all Jews--thereby collapsing the distinctions among, for example, the bigoted conspiracy theories of Louis Farrakhan, the extremism of fringe activists who cheer for Hamas, and the moral objections levied by mainstream voices for Palestinian rights (many of whom are Jewish themselves). The bloody history of the conflict has made it so that some people interpret the language of Palestinian liberation as a call for the wanton murder of Israelis. These dynamics have been leveraged by lobbyists for Israel and by politicians of both major U.S. parties to subject the broader pro-Palestine movement to a level of scrutiny way beyond what other contemporary causes have been subject to. Cultural institutions and businesses looking to avoid controversy are motivated to embrace that scrutiny.

The music world has learned this a number of times. Last April, the R&B singer Kehlani was disinvited from a concert at Cornell after a pro-Israel student group flagged her history of strident anti-Zionism, including a music video of hers featuring the phrase "Long live the intifada." Intifada is an Arabic word for "uprising" that many hear as a call for violence against Jews. Her concert in Central Park was later canceled after the office of New York City's then-Mayor Eric Adams raised concerns about public safety. In a video message prior to the second cancellation, Kehlani called herself "not anti-Semitic" but rather "anti-genocide." She also alluded to losing other career opportunities because of her criticism of Israel.

Kehlani, a singer known for her queer sex jams and fixation on astrology, hardly fits the stereotype of a militant. Some of music's most headline-grabbing advocates for Palestine have been more extreme and faced more extreme consequences. The Irish band Kneecap is a rap trio steeped in the history of Irish republicanism--one member wears a balaclava. They had signaled admiration for terrorist groups--"Up Hamas, up Hezbollah," shouted one member at a November 2024 concert--before controversy erupted over their pro-Palestine statements at Coachella 2025. After U.K. police opened a terrorism investigation (resulting in a charge against one member that was eventually dropped) and the group lost its visa sponsor in the U.S., Kneecap said they have never supported Hamas or Hezbollah, and that they "condemn all attacks on civilians, always."

Another example: Last year, the front man of the rap duo Bob Vylan chanted "Death, death to the IDF!" at the Glastonbury Festival in the U.K. Following condemnation from British Prime Minister Keir Starmer and the revocation of their visas by the U.S. State Department, the band put out a statement saying: "We are not for the death of Jews, Arabs or any other race or group of people. We are for the dismantling of a violent military machine." Later, when one of its concert crowds tried to get a "Death to IDF" chant going, Bob Vylan's vocalist encouraged them to instead say "Free Palestine," lest the band get in more trouble.

Performers who flirt with murderous rhetoric and ideologies hardly make ideal mascots for the pro-Palestine movement, or for anyone else who advocates to end, not intensify, violence in the Middle East. Even so, these controversies have demonstrated that what artists say about this issue is not treated with the deference that creative expression is traditionally afforded in democracies. Hip-hop, rock and roll, and even country music are full of revolutionary rhetoric and bloodthirsty threats. As First Amendment advocates have had to repeatedly point out lately, a legal distinction exists between making statements and committing or materially supporting violence. When government officials weigh in on what's acceptable to say onstage, it not only limits the definition of free speech but sends a cautionary message to all kinds of cultural figures: artists, labels, venues.

The music industry wrestled with tensions related to Palestine before October 7. Boycott campaigns against Israel, which have been under way for decades, garnered support from artists including Elvis Costello, Patti Smith, and Questlove. In 2012, pro-Israel forces in the entertainment industry formed the anti-boycott activist group Creative Community for Peace, which was supported by industry figures such as the famous artist manager Scooter Braun and the Atlantic Music Group CEO Elliot Grainge.

Since October 7, many pro-Palestinian artists have said that they feel at odds with prevailing attitudes in their industry. Brian Eno said on Instagram that one of the biggest regrets of his career was that "so many of us have remained silent about Palestine. Often that silence has come from fear--real fear--that speaking out could provoke a backlash, close doors or end a career." Last year, the trip-hop group Massive Attack formed an alliance intended to support pro-Palestinian artists in the face of "intimidation" from within the industry. More than 1,000 artists and labels have backed a new boycott effort to geo-block their music from being streamed in Israel.


The audience at the Shrine Auditorium in Los Angeles, a concert benefit for Palestine and Sudan in January (Ronaldo Bolanos / Los Angeles Times / Getty)



But signing a petition is one thing, and organizing a show is another. The storied benefit shows and protests of music history were logistical undertakings that involved many parties--booking agents, promoters, venues, multiple artists. When it comes to Gaza, pulling off such an effort might be especially complex, given how viewpoints and appetites for blowback will vary from party to party. Nevertheless, Eno helped put on a benefit, Together for Palestine, in London last year. And Artists for Aid has emerged as America's primary musical response--cautiously.

The Artists for Aid shows are benefits, not protests. They have paired advocacy for Palestine with advocacy for the people of Sudan, where a civil war has raged since 2023 and cost at least 150,000 lives. In Los Angeles, $5.5 million were raised for the Palestine Children's Relief Fund and the Sudanese American Physicians Association. The model Bella Hadid, one of the two hosts (the other was the actor Pedro Pascal), spoke about "families living through unimaginable loss, displacement, hunger, violence." The Palestinian American poet Noor Hindi and the Sudanese American poet Safia Elhillo described the devastation of their homelands. But none of the speeches named a protagonist--a state, a leader--responsible for the destruction they mourned.

This circumspection was by design. "I'm trying to be really careful about the way that I present these concerts to the world," Mustafa, the 29-year-old singer-songwriter who'd organized the venture, told me the day after the concert. Although he anticipated that some critics would find Artists for Aid to be too soft-focus, too vague in its objectives, Mustafa intentionally discouraged political callouts from stage. The shows were meant to give musicians an opportunity to "communicate their solidarity through song," he said. "Because that is the thing they practice their whole life. That is the language that they know."

The circumstances we met in reminded me that the Palestinian cause isn't without behind-the-scenes support. Mustafa, formerly known as Mustafa the Poet, was staying at a stunning mansion in Bel Air that a donor had rented in order to house a few of the artists who played the show. Pizza boxes were strewn about from the night before, and a few straggling musicians and associates were puttering around, dipping their feet in the infinity pool. Mustafa's 2024 debut album, Dunya--a folk memoir about growing up as a devout Muslim in a violent Toronto housing project as the son of immigrants from Sudan--was wildly acclaimed. He's a pop insider who's had a birthday dinner thrown for him by Drake and who has helped write songs for Justin Bieber, The Weeknd, and the Jonas Brothers.

Despite that industry clout, he told me, he had trouble securing a venue for the benefit. Mustafa said he and his team had approached multiple locations in the Los Angeles area, but most declined the booking without explanation. At one point, after the show had been announced but before a stage had been confirmed, he considered canceling it and releasing "the list of all of the venues that refuse to accept me." The problem wasn't demand: The show had sold out within minutes, and scalpers listed tickets online with exorbitant markups. Mustafa had wanted to book an arena that could fit tens of thousands of people. Instead, Artists for Aid ended up in the 6,300-person Shrine Auditorium. "We weren't in the Shrine by choice," he said. "Really we were in the Shrine by circumstance."

Confirming performers wasn't simple either. According to Mustafa, he secured most of the evening's lineup himself, coordinating with artists directly via text message, sometimes to the surprise of their managers. But it didn't seem to be the full bill he'd hoped for. A number of artists who'd signed on to perform backed out just before the show's announcement, offering what he felt were flimsy excuses. One musician--"I swear to God, one of the bigger artists in the world," Mustafa said--declined by saying that they didn't want to invite "the sting of the establishment."


Mustafa, the 29-year-old singer-songwriter who'd organized the venture, intentionally discouraged political callouts from stage. (Taylor Hill / Getty)



Still, some of the bigger artists in the world did pop up. Roan had called the singer-songwriter Lucy Dacus, who was on the bill, a few days before the show and asked to duet with her. The two ended up playing a wistful cover of the Magnetic Fields' wry ballad "The Book of Love." Backstage, Olivia Rodrigo posed for photos. (A few weeks later, Rodrigo announced that she'd covered that same Magnetic Fields song for a compilation album to raise money for War Child UK, a charity helping kids in conflict zones worldwide.)

Read: Students yelled at me. I'm fine.

The presence of these Gen Z icons seemed to reflect a generational divide when it comes to musical activism. For years, the most famous mainstream benefits have been headlined by a class of musicians associated with the Democratic establishment--Bruce Springsteen, Katy Perry, Alicia Keys. Over the past year, many in that class have continued to work in the familiar mode of anti-Trump resistance, as with Springsteen's new song about the turmoil in Minneapolis. But Gaza has defied the dynamics of party politics; Roan rejected calls to endorse the Democrats in 2024 because of the party's support of Israel, among other issues (though she said she voted for Kamala Harris anyway). Artists for Aid was for and largely by the generation that upended American political discourse after October 7 with campus sit-ins, the generation that hardly seems daunted by the crackdowns against them.

Some in the audience wore keffiyehs or T-shirts indicating their activist bona fides. But most just looked like fashionable music fans, flaunting boots and baggy denim while taking selfies. They screamed out wildly for Dacus, Daniel Caesar, Clairo, Faye Webster, and Omar Apollo--young gods of the bedroom-pop pantheon that has flourished in the streaming era. Many of those musicians are among the more than 600 people who've signed on to the Artists4Ceasefire effort that began in 2023.

Those artists largely sang their own songs, but certain lyrics and sounds took on a special resonance. The show opened with the Geese front man Cameron Winter, the current It Boy of indie rock and a 23-year-old Jewish person whose music is filled with references to war and God (he played another, smaller Gaza benefit in Ridgewood, Queens, not long after). He sang a gorgeous rendition of an unreleased track called "If You Turn Back Now." Its fluttering piano runs sent a message: Settle in; focus; feel something.

Is it enough to let the music speak? I'd gone into the concert suspecting it to be a tragically late and modest effort--coming, as it did, after a cease-fire had been brokered and, despite continued violence in the region, a host of other crises had grabbed the public's attention. And the show itself hardly turned out to be bold in its presentation. But as I watched artist after artist, from a variety of genres, step up, play, and hand the mic on to the next singer--as other performers watched, swaying their heads, from couches around the stage--my cynicism faded. The overlap between an artistic scene, a demographic wave, and a political movement was being made visible and tangible. Many of the musicians and audience members belonged to a generation that's often stereotyped as languishing in apathy and isolation--but whose indignation about the suffering in Gaza has far outpaced that of other generations. And given all the ambient discouragement against speaking up about this particular cause, solidarity isn't just a buzzword. It matters that so many of music's rising guard have gone on the record.

In the weeks since then, I've thought back to Artists for Aid's conscientious approach while a broader thaw has taken place in America regarding protest. The pushback against immigration agents in Minneapolis has been peaceful, coordinated, and focused--and, it seems, has gotten results. At least some of the politicians, celebrities, and business leaders who have fallen into silence or acquiescence during the past year of multifront overreach from the Trump administration are finally saying that something's amiss in America, if in measured language. Gaza showed how power brokers from the White House on down seem eager for pretexts to punish dissent in ways that create a chilling effect, and that the hottest rhetoric from activists can be exactly that pretext. The effective protest movements to emerge from these circumstances will show wisdom in choosing when to shout and when to communicate by other means.
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The Indie-Cinema Dilemma

The Sundance Film Festival, which once helped turn small movies into blockbusters, is losing its Hollywood pull.

by Shirley Li

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




Jonathan Dayton and Valerie Faris arrived at their first Sundance Film Festival feeling worn down. Making their debut feature, Little Miss Sunshine, had taken much longer than they'd anticipated; financing hiccups had forced the pair to spend years rescuing the film from development hell. But by the time Dayton and Faris left Park City, Utah, in January 2006, they were practically rock stars: Little Miss Sunshine, about a scrappy family trying to make it to a children's beauty pageant, had become a festival darling, prompting an all-night bidding war among distribution companies. Fox Searchlight, the victor, bought the film for a then-record-setting $10.5 million and immediately sent the couple on a tour of more than 20 cities to drum up interest in the movie before its summer release.

In the months following the festival, Dayton and Faris went from theater to theater, watching audiences absorb their work. They participated in Q&A after Q&A. Eventually they wound up at the Oscars, where Little Miss Sunshine was nominated for Best Picture. "It changed our lives, coming here," Dayton told me when we met at this year's Sundance.

Faris, sitting next to him, noted that the two didn't return to the festival in the 20 years since their film's premiere for a reason. "That experience was so monumental," she said, "that it was sort of hard to imagine coming back and not having that."

Throughout its 40-plus years in Park City, Sundance has earned a reputation for offering new filmmakers an unbeatable time. The festival, which spotlights independent films, launched the careers of directors such as Steven Soderbergh, Todd Haynes, and Richard Linklater; more recent alumni include Chloe Zhao, Ryan Coogler, and Celine Song. In the 1990s and 2000s, Sundance was an offbeat destination for Hollywood's creative talent, rejecting the glitz of European festivals and the solemnity of awards season in favor of strong movies that garnered word-of-mouth interest. (The Sundance Institute, the nonprofit organization behind the festival, also cultivates emerging artists through its series of labs and fellowships.) In 1999, the premiere of The Blair Witch Project ushered in the era of found-footage horror; five years later, Napoleon Dynamite won over festivalgoers, who later helped enter "Vote for Pedro" into the pop-culture lexicon. Sundance could anoint hits, dotting the industry's creative landscape with unlikely blockbusters.

Read: Ryan Coogler didn't want to hide anymore

Yet I had a hard time picturing that version of Sundance while at this year's festival, which concluded earlier this month. Main Street, without any screenings at the picturesque Egyptian Theater, wasn't particularly crowded. Nights were tame and quiet for the most part, other than the evening of the afterparty for The Moment (a mockumentary starring Charli XCX), which took place at a hilltop club. Plenty of showings around town were sold out, but few generated feverish headlines about bidding wars during the festival's run--a worrying development for the filmmakers who come to Sundance in hopes of finding a distributor for their work. Even the weather seemed off: Park City, usually blanketed in snow this time of year, was warm enough for some locals to walk around in just long-sleeved shirts.

Part of the muted atmosphere probably had to do with the fact that this year's Sundance was the final one held in Park City before the festival's move to Boulder, Colorado, in 2027--as well as the fact that this was the first edition since the passing of Sundance's founder, the actor Robert Redford, in September. But the downbeat mood also seemed to reflect the lackluster indie-film business that's been dogging the festival for years. The box-office success stories of the '90s and 2000s--The Blair Witch Project, Saw, Four Weddings and a Funeral, (500) Days of Summer--inspired distributors to pour tens of millions into acquiring projects at the festival over the following decade, in the hope of discovering a critical and cultural phenomenon that could also turn a profit. Yet only a few films ever offered a substantial return on the financial investment; the last major box-office hit to break out of Sundance was 2017's Get Out, which earned nearly $260 million. Last year, only two out of the 10 U.S. competition entries--Sorry, Baby and Twinless--grossed more than $1 million worldwide.

Of course, Sundance has always operated as a microcosm of Hollywood's wider shifts. This year's final rodeo in Park City seemed marked by the uncertainty generated by ongoing industry woes--massive studio mergers, job insecurity, and the growing use of AI during production, among others. While at the festival, I spoke with many filmmakers who were bringing their directorial debuts to Sundance. Having their work selected remains an achievement, but traveling to a popular, pricey ski destination such as Park City, many of them told me, feels riskier than ever. The cost of bringing a small movie there hoping to lock down distribution may not pay off, given buyers' dwindling interest. "Sundance was like that island on the horizon that I could never get to, that I applied to every year, to the labs, and never got in," Vera Miao, the writer-director of the contemplative ghost story Rock Springs, said. But, she added, "it's extremely expensive. You know, you want people here, and everyone wants to be here. It's just an incredible moment of celebration and community, and the tension of that has been a hard one."



Some films that played in Park City this year arrived with name recognition and instant buzz: a drama starring Channing Tatum, a black comedy from Olivia Wilde. The director John Wilson could also be considered something of a known quantity. As the creator of the irreverent HBO docuseries How to With John Wilson, he has gained a cult audience for his rollicking work built on seemingly prosaic subjects--including, in one notable short film, his own failed efforts to get his work accepted into Sundance. Almost 10 years later, Wilson's feature directorial debut was selected as one of Sundance's opening-night films. The History of Concrete, a documentary that captures the director's attempts to finance a project ostensibly about, yes, concrete, has been well received: The morning of our interview, we had planned to meet at the theater in which the film was being screened, but then had to find another spot--there were too many attendees crowding the cinema.

Several quality documentaries have emerged from Sundance in recent years; all five of this year's Oscar nominees debuted there. Yet as of this writing, The History of Concrete still hasn't found a distributor. Wilson, for his part, didn't seem to spend all of his time in Park City thinking about the film's chances of landing a buyer. Certainly he'd like to find a distributor, he told me, so he can pay back his collaborators. But as "existentially terrifying" as it is to think about how much steeper the slope has become for indie filmmakers, he said, "doing your best to not consider the market in a certain way is the strongest kind of start you can have." The movie's aim, he added, is to remind viewers that "people shouldn't be afraid to create."

Wilson isn't alone in shutting out the noise of the industry's upheaval. Stephanie Ahn, the director of the tender romance Bedford Park, told me that her film had taken almost 10 years to make--years she spent searching for financing and readjusting her goals depending on the resources available to her. "On the other side of it, the world that your film might encounter might be very different than what you expected," Ahn said, "and you just have to be okay with that."

Before being accepted into Sundance with Bedford Park, Ahn said, she had submitted her work what felt like hundreds of times. At the start of her career, she imagined the kind of reception she might get if she made it to Park City, her reveries riffing on the success stories she kept hearing about. (Little Miss Sunshine's trajectory--the word-of-mouth momentum, the bidding wars, the rock stardom--was once the standard.) "When I was younger and striving to be a filmmaker and striving at Sundance, I fantasized about what it would be like," she explained. "I think I let go of the fantasy some years ago." She added, "I think a lot of us have let go of the old way of success."




Bedford Park turned out to be a festival rarity: The film sold to Sony Pictures Classics, becoming one of just five narrative titles to land a buyer out of Park City so far. That statistic underlines just how hesitant companies have become to acquire indie projects. The internet offers various other distribution channels and ways to promote your film outside of a festival, some of the filmmakers I spoke with said. Sundance's core value, then, is to offer a venue to showcase work to an invested, film-loving viewership.

Elaine Del Valle, a writer and producer of the visually inventive documentary TheyDream and a director herself, is a Sundance veteran who has begun to rely on grassroots tactics. For her most recent feature, last year's coming-of-age drama Brownsville Bred, she skipped Sundance and reached out to theater chains before finding a distributor at a smaller film festival. By that point, Del Valle just wanted to share her work with an audience who cared. "It's not about the money," she told me. "It's about the value." These days, she does as much as she can on her own. "I say to myself, I run a studio," she said. "What part of my studio needs my attention most today?"

Sundance has long championed that indie sensibility, elevating work produced outside of the studio system off a shoestring budget. But in order to remain a meaningful platform for creative renegades, the festival needs to also take risks. At least, that's what the filmmaker (and Robert's daughter) Amy Redford told me when I spoke with her the night before screenings began. "More and more, I think what we will see is people finding a way to get their stories out there on their own terms, because they can," she said. In some ways, she pointed out, the festival's forthcoming move to Boulder may offer a chance for a reset. "Sometimes," Redford said, "you need to change your landscape to understand what you're made of," even if that change is as simple--or, as she put it, "exciting and messy and imperfect"--as relocating to a different town.
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Downhill Racing

"Ski racing is undoubtedly one of the finest of sports, certainly one of the most exacting as a test of courage and skill."

by Arnold Lunn

Tue, 01 Feb 1949





Shortly before Christmas, 1898, the villagers of Chamonix were intrigued by the antics of half a dozen English visitors who were attempting to master the new sport of skiing on the nursery slopes. Among these visitors was the present writer, a small boy of ten who had been given a pair of children's skis by his father as a Christmas present. It has been my good fortune to see skiing sweep through Central Europe and evolve, in half a century, from the specialty of a few eccentrics into one of the world's most popular sports.


Skiing in the days of my youth meant ski touring and exploration. Every run was a new discovery. At the beginning of the century Hahnenmoos Pass and Faulhorn were as undisturbed in winter as the remoter glaciers half a century before. In summer the Alps had been forced to submit to the indignity of human invasion, but when the autumn snows had dusted the green cattle Alps with silver, and the last of the cows had jangled her way down to the valley, the mountains resumed their interrupted sovereignty and the skier who invaded these solitudes felt as though he were entering a country illegally.

In those days the climb was not regarded as a tedious prelude to a downhill run. The austere spell of the remote and lonely snows meant as much to us as the actual run. Skiing was a branch of exploration. A new chapter in the history of mountaineering was beginning. Little or nothing was known of the ever changing moods of winter snow. Summer routes, we knew, were sometimes dangerous even on the ascent, and useless to the skier planning his descent. We had to solve our own problems, with little help from guidebooks or guides, who knew no more than we did and with whom I usually dispensed.

The first serious raid into the High Alps on skis was the Oberland traverse by Paulke in 1897, and the first end-to-end traverse of the Oberland was carried out by me in January, 1908 (Kandersteg, Petersgrat, Lotschenlucke, Finsteraarhorn, Oberaarjoch, Meiringen). I was the only member of the party who possessed sealskins. On our first day we climbed fourteen hours to the Petersgrat and on our third day twelve hours to the Lotschenlucke. Today the skier leaves the Scheidegg after breakfast, takes the train to the Jungfraujoch station (11,400 feet above the sea), skis down over the Lotschenlucke, and returns to the Scheidegg the same night.

In those days there was no Jungfrau railway, and we knew that if any of us should break a leg near the Concordia (half an hour below the Jungfraujoch railway station today), the best part of twenty-four hours would pass before a guide dispatched for help would return with a stretcher.

Skiing as practiced by ski mountaineers is immeasurably different from skiing as it is understood by the overwhelming majority of modern skiers. In the early decades of this century a man was regarded as a good skier if he could find his way about the mountains in winter and in spring, if he knew enough about snowcraft to keep clear of avalanches and to plan a tour so as to get the maximum value out of the snow, and if he was both reasonably fast and steady while descending over unknown ground irrespective of the different varieties of snow which he might encounter. A modem skier can easily make an international reputation without knowing enough about mountaincraft to lead an easy expedition and without being able to run with speed and safety on any snow but the hard-beaten standard courses.

A few months after crossing the Oberland glaciers I came away with loose rock and fell a hundred feet in three bounds. My right leg was not merely broken but shattered; this and various other injuries made me feel that the charms of solitary climbing had been overrated. It was eighteen months before I could climb again, and even then I did not enjoy the experience, for my right leg was short and misshapen and my nerve was impaired. Ten years passed before the last fragment of splintered bone emerged from an open wound, and though I continued to climb in summer, I soon realized the advantage of skiing, in which most of the work could be done by my uninjured leg, over foot slogging, in which the injured leg had to do its fair share.

I also found that by postponing my expeditions till April or May I could climb all the ordinary peaks and ski most of the way down to the valley into the bargain. It was this injured leg which made me one of the pioneers of late spring skiing on the glaciers.

The Alps are never lovelier than in the late spring. I remember looking down on Grindelwald from the crest of the Eiger in May, the cherry blossoms showing as threads of silver, the buttercups adding a shimmer of gold. It is a wonderful experience to begin the day linking one's Christianias down the perfect spring snow of some glacier pass, to remove one's ski at the frontier between winter and spring, and to end the day strolling down through the scented pines past fields in all the polychrome glory of Alpine flowers to the valley echoing with the overture of spring.


Ski mountaineering was my first love but it would be ungracious of me to give the impression of wishing to belittle ski racing. All that I urge is that the ski racer, when his racing days are done, should launch out into ski mountaineering. A thing does not cease to be good because other things are better, and ski racing is undoubtedly one of the finest of sports, certainly one of the most exacting as a test of courage and skill. Races have been won at an average speed of 60 miles per hour; and no racer can approach the international class unless he can hold uneven ground at speeds approximating 60 miles per hour. Inevitably in practice he will fall at such speeds and take punishment as severe as that of the boxing ring.


Skiing was introduced into the Alps by the Norwegians. Most of the skiing country in Scandinavia is gentle and undulating. There are, of course, steep mountains, particularly in Norway, but a typical day's skiing for a Norwegian consists of a long hike over country where an occasional short climb is followed by an equally short descent. The traditional Scandinavian competition consists of a combined event: a long-distance race of about 12 miles and a jumping competition.

The Alpine peoples blindly copied the Scandinavian precedent and, instead of setting courses down from mountains, painfully flagged out long-distance courses around their valley floors. I was the first person to suggest in print that a downhill race was a better test of downhill skiing as practiced in the Alps than a long-distance race.

My first task was to convert my own countrymen, who, like the Swiss, were so overawed by the prestige of Norwegian skiing that they considered it impious to depart from Scandinavian precedents. The British were the first to award a championship on downhill racing, or rather on the combined result of a downhill race and a slalom race. The modern slalom is an invention of my own, and I am always sorry that I used the old Norwegian word slalom for a form of competition which has nothing in common with the Norwegian slalom. The German word Torlauf (gate race) is a far better word for a competition which consists in racing down a course defined by pairs of flags through which the racer must pass and which are so arranged as to test every variety of turn short and abrupt, long and sweeping.

The Kandahar Ski Club was founded at Murren in 1924 to promote downhill racing, and in 1924 the Ski Club of Great Britain sent a memorandum to all the Ski Associations urging that downhill and slalom racing should take the place of the long-distance race as the appropriate test of Alpine skiing. There was so little interest in our proposals that we did not receive a single reply to this memorandum.

Our first convert on the Continent was the Swiss University Ski Club, and the Anglo-Swiss University Race is the oldest team race in downhill racing. In the United States the first group of skiers to adopt our rules were the skiers of Dartmouth College. Professor Proctor was a member of the Ski Club of Great Britain and he did a great work in propagating downhill racing.

In 1930 I attended the International Ski Congress in Oslo and succeeded in obtaining international recognition of the British rules for downhill and slalom racing. I had great opposition to overcome, for the Norwegians regarded the slalom as a kind of gymkhana event "suitable for ladies and untrained Englishmen." "It is beneath our dignity," a leading Norwegian skier had remarked, "even to discuss the slalom." Any apostle of these heresies would, in any event, have met with a cool reception in Oslo, but my offense was aggravated by the fact that I had been rash enough to remark, in the Year-Book of the Ski Club of Great Britain, that "the average standard of downhill skiing among visitors at Norwegian skiing centres was deplorably low." The words which I have italicized were omitted in quotation and I was generally believed to have asserted that the average standard of skiing among the Norwegians was deplorably low. No wonder I was unpopular. In 1930 a Norwegian was considered a good skier if he could cover long distances on undulating country in a short time and jump his 80 or 40 meters in good style. And judged by this type of skiing Norway led the world.

Eric Horn, who was assigned the task of looking after me during the Holmenkollen meeting, was a very fine straight runner, and having failed to impress me by the comparatively gentle downhill sections of the Holmenkollen race, dived down one of the few steep slopes in the Holmenkollen woods and just failed to stop without falling before a clump of bushes. I avoided a fall by a few cautious S turns. This was the first time, Horn told me when we met again in 1946, that he had seen four continuous downhill turns. "Your father," he explained to my son Peter, "did some slalom turns which were more economical"--that is, economical of falls, a delightful phrase which I must remember now that I have reached the "economical", phase of an aging skier's career. This demonstration of "economy" and some copies of the Year-Book of the Ski Club of Great Britain transformed Eric Horn into an ardent pioneer of Alpine skiing.

Of course, directly the Norwegians got down to the job of mastering downhill racing, they had no difficulty in becoming experts. In fact the Norwegians won the Men's and Ladies' Downhill Races at the Olympic Games of 1936, but they have not yet produced any Norwegian who has finished in the first three places in a World Championship in downhill racing.

The great sports, like the great cultures, have their prescribed cycles, and the springtime of a sport has the same charm as the first phase of a culture cycle. There was a spontaneity about Gothic skiing which one recalls with nostalgic regret. Indeed there could be no greater contrast than that between the first race for the Roberts of Kandahar Challenge Cup, which is now the world's senior challenge cup for downhill racing, and the races at the Winter Olympics of 1948.

On a January day in 1911 some twenty competitors left Montana and climbed for eight hours to the Wildstrubel Hut on the Plaine Morte glacier. (Today every racer expects to be conveyed to the start in a ski lift.) After spending the night in the Hut, the competitors lined up and started when the oldest competitor gave the word to go. (Modern competitors start at minute intervals, a fact which robs the finish of dramatic interest.) The Kandahar competitors raced across the glacier and down 4000 vertical feet of snow shaped, by sun, frost, and wind. (The modern competitors race down a course which has been transformed either by skiers or by workmen into the regulation hard-beaten surface of a standard course. In an important race scores of workmen will be mobilized to stamp the course in the event of a disastrous fall of natural snow on the eve of the race.)

The overwhelming majority of these Kandahar competitors had never been over the course, and the race was therefore a fine test of picking the best line over unknown country. (No modern racer would start unless he had been over the course again and again.) The only flags on the Wildstrubel course were the finishing flags. (A modern race course is defined by direction and control flags.) The organization costs of the Roberts of Kandahar were nil, but the cost of preparing a modern race course, particularly the Slalom, for an Olympic event may, if there are heavy snowfalls, approach $5000. Every yard of a Slalom has to be stamped by foot day after day in order to ensure the bricklike surface which will remain virtually unaltered from the beginning to the end of the Slalom. Special "snow cement" is used still further to harden the snow.

I confess that as I refereed the Olympic Slalom with its elaborate system of artificial timing to permit more than one competitor being on the course at once and its large clock, the moving second hand of which kept the public informed as to the time which had elapsed since a competitor had started, my mind traveled back nostalgically to the primitive Slaloms at Murren where the timekeeper watched for the drop of the starter's flag and timed the competitor on an ordinary wrist watch.


Sport, like other human activities, reflects the dominant philosophy of the age. The dogma "Sport has nothing to do with politics" is a survival of the age of laissez-faire Liberalism.


But it is essential for a dictator to prove that the prestige of the country is due to the regime, and sport must therefore contribute to ideological propaganda. The young Nazis were encouraged to believe that a ski race was a competition in which Germans raced to prove, not that they were better skiers than other people, but that Nazism was better than democracy. The thing that mattered, and the only thing that mattered, was victory, and all means which led to this end were justifiable. At the Olympic Games in Garmisch the course was closed to all competitors on the day before the race. The Nazis, we subsequently learned, practiced down the course at dawn.

When a German lost the so-called World Championship held during the war at Cortina, the Nazis protested against the marks for style awarded by the Swiss judge and sent the Acting President of the International Ski Federation (FIS) photographs of the German jumper, jumping in excellent style. Two photographs were submitted of the two jumps for the championship. Unfortunately he was wearing different colored socks in each photograph. The photographs were not taken during the Championship but during practice on different days, and the best from the point of view of style were selected from a series.

Before the Nazis came into power German skiers were decent friendly people who contributed their share to the building of a real freemasonry transcending national frontiers. But the Nazi ski teams were mobilized like ski troops. German competitors were not allowed to accept invitations as individuals. If the team was not invited the individual could not accept. The technique of making protests was developed as a fine art. If the Nazi flag was not displayed with sufficient prominence, a protest was promptly lodged. Any decision which could be challenged was challenged.

I am proud of the fact that the British have yet to lodge their first protest in international skiing; though on many occasions a protest would have been more than justified. As to the Union Jack, it is almost invariably upside down, chiefly because not one European in a thousand knows that there is a right and a wrong way to hang the Union Jack.


V-J Day succeeded V-E Day and once again skiers began to race each other down the Alpine snows. The war had done nothing to diminish the exaggerated nationalism which had spoiled international skiing. Nations which had been humiliated sought compensation for injured pride in the victories of sport. Our difficulties were aggravated by the commercial rivalries. The Alpine countries were competing fiercely for skiing tourists, and this competition was reflected in exaggerated claims for the virtues of the national ski schools. Now the dynamics of ski movements is a branch of science, and though the Russians may repudiate "bourgeois" science, we of the West are still reactionary enough to believe that science recognizes no frontiers whether of class or of nation. To me, at least, it seems as absurd to talk of French or Swiss ski schools as to talk of French or Swiss science. It is impossible to patent innovations in technique. Any new discovery spreads rapidly from one end of the skiing world to the other.


Unfortunately there are thousands of foolish people who deduce from the fact that a French skier has beaten a Swiss skier by a fraction of a second the conclusion that the French school is better than the Swiss. Consequently the tourist industries are commercially interested in Olympic and other victories. The resultant tensions aggravate the difficulties of those who believe that an International Race meeting should be a party rather than a battle, a reunion of the ski family rather than a rehearsal of the next great war.

The dreary pattern of totalitarian sport is repeating itself in the modern world. The Yugoslavs refused to start at Chamonix in 1947 until their government had given them permission to ignore the insult to their flag which, as I remember, had been accidentally hung too near the Italian flag. At St. Moritz all the teams from the Eastern states were housed together to avoid contamination with the plutocratic West. Their hotel, the Stahlbad, was christened Stalinbad by the Swiss.

Certainly the opening of the 1948 Winter Olympics was not auspicious. First there was the ice hockey controversy, in which Mr. Avery Brundage was ethically in the right and legally in the wrong. Then there was the legacy of the war in the shape of a protest against an Austrian skier who had been conscripted to drive the car of a Gestapo chief. It was my job to deal with such protests and I constituted myself into a miniature Nuremberg court, and read through police dossiers which seemed to me to tell wholly in favor of the accused. Anyhow I could not be expected to override the decision of the competent authorities in Austria who had cleared this young skier of any voluntary support of or active sympathy for the Nazi organizations.

My dismissal of the case produced loud protests from the representatives of the Satellites, who sobered down, however, when I pointed out that I was less interested in extinct terror organizations than in those which were still active in their respective countries. Tiger shooting is great fun, but there is not much to be said for shooting tigers that are both dead and skinned.

In spite of this inauspicious beginning the Olympic Games were a success. I was delighted with Gretchen Fraser's victory in the Slalom, for Gretchen is a product of American skiing, a daughter of Sun Valley, where I had seen her ski and had predicted in our Ski Year-Book that she would one day win a World Championship. There were, of course, unpleasant incidents and unsporting grumbles by defeated stars, but there was much to be said on the credit side of the account. The Italians, for instance, came to St. Moritz with justifiable hopes of success. Celina Seghi is certainly the best woman skier competing today, but one Silver Medal was all that the Italians won at St. Moritz. In spite of their disappointment they remained imperturbably good-humored and uncritical of the courses and officials.

And I remember with gratitude the sportsmanship of a French crowd at Chamonix who enthusiastically applauded the Italians who finished first and second in the AK Slalom, and the stoic courtesy with which Steve Knowlton of the U.S.A. accepted disqualification in the Downhill Race. He might well have finished among the first three in the combined but for an error for which an official was partly responsible. His only reaction was to go out of his way to thank one of the hardworking officials, a politeness which is all but unique in my experience of racing.

It is memories such as these which encourage me to hope that the brotherhood of skiing is not an empty phrase and that skiing chauvinists will fail in the future, as they failed in the past, to ruin a noble sport.
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Winter Olympics Photo of the Day: Starting Speed

A skeleton racer gets off to a fast run.

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




Austin Florian of Team USA begins a run at a skeleton men's training session at Cortina Sliding Center, in Cortina d'Ampezzo, on February 11, 2026, during the 2026 Winter Olympic Games. Skeleton athletes, wearing spiked shoes, sprint for up to 100 feet at the beginning of a race, propelling themselves into a slide that can reach speeds of more than 90 miles per hour.

Previously:

	February 10: Wipeout on the Ice

	February 9: A Midair Celebration

	February 8: Sliding Beneath the Mountain

	February 7: Drone Chase

	February 6: Dynamic Cauldrons
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Where Does the Other 0.01 Percent Live?

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




Updated with new questions at 3:45 p.m. ET on February 11, 2026.

You won't find this in Cortina d'Ampezzo over the next few weeks, but for several decades of the Olympics' history, the contest awarded medals not just for sport but for art too.

In the Summer Games from 1912 to 1948, musicians, painters, and plenty of other aesthetes went brain-to-brain in events such as lyric poetry and chamber music. "Town planning" was even contested one year under the umbrella of the architecture competition.

Lest you think the arts' inclusion odd--one wonders what muscles need stretching before going for gold in watercolor--the submissions had to be at least about sports.

The Olympic committee ought to bring these events back. Well, maybe not town planning--but add trivia to the mix instead. Organizers can throw in a few sports questions for good measure, but with trivia, if you're not working up a sweat thinking, you're not doing it right.

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

Wednesday, February 11, 2026

	Years before founding a humanitarian organization, what battlefield nurse helped establish a cemetery for soldiers who died at the Confederate prison camp in Andersonville, Georgia?
 -- From Drew Gilpin Faust's analysis of a new book on the Civil War's atrocious prisons
 	The United States' 924 richest people would feel right at home living in the luxe three-block length of San Francisco known by what nickname shared with a similar stretch of New York's 57th Street?
 -- From Matteo Wong's dispatch from a topsy-turvy protest defending the ultrawealthy 
 	The inverted-pyramid shape of Dallas City Hall was designed by what Chinese American architect more famous for a right-side-up pyramid in Paris?
 -- From Henry Grabar's article on the atrophying of Dallas's city center




And by the way, did you know that the Andersonville prison popularized the word deadline? Before it came to mean "due date," the word had a gory, literal meaning: Prisoners at Andersonville and camps like it who crossed a certain boundary marked on the ground--the deadline--would be shot without warning. As dispatches emerged from Andersonville toward the end of the Civil War, understanding of (and horror at) the term quickly spread.

By the 1920s, newspapers had taken up the "do not cross" meaning to describe the time by which they had to finalize their next edition, and the rest of the world took the papers' lead.

Until tomorrow.



Answers:

	Clara Barton. From the book, Faust pulls out the detail that three times as many Union soldiers died at Andersonville as at the Battle of Gettysburg; nearly 13,000 men, Faust writes, are buried in the cemetery set up by Barton, who went on to found the American Red Cross. Faust traces how the prison camps' cruelty led to the creation of international humanitarian law. Read more.
 	Billionaires' Row. This was the starting point of a recent protest demanding better treatment for billionaires, writes Matteo, who spent considerable effort making sure the whole thing wasn't a hoax. Sincere demonstrators showed up, he writes, but by the end of their march, their chanting had practically converged with the slogans shouted by those mocking them. Read more.
 	I. M. Pei. Whereas the Louvre's glass pyramid is in no danger of disappearing, Dallas leaders have said that Pei's pioneering City Hall "is in such bad shape that the city might be better off tearing it down," Henry reports. He writes that it is a textbook example of a downtown being destroyed by people who don't understand downtowns. 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 10, 2026

	The inaugural Golden Globe for Best Podcast was awarded last month to Good Hang, hosted by what comedian (and four-time Golden Globes emcee)?
 -- From David Sims's review of the first episodes of Pete Davidson's new podcast
 	At the opening ceremony of this year's Winter Olympics, the musician Giovanni Andrea Zanon played a 300-year-old violin built by what master famed for his long-lasting string instruments?
 -- From Ellen Cushing's article on the retro feel of the Olympic kickoff
 	In the capital city Ashgabat, a 40-foot-tall golden statue honors Saparmurat Niyazov, former president of what country?
 -- From Gal Beckerman's essay on President Trump's monuments to himself




And by the way, did you know that--well, where to begin with Ashgabat? The massive statue of Niyazov is, like, the ninth thing you notice about the city.

All the marble hits visitors first. The capital has nearly 550 buildings clad in white marble, the highest concentration anywhere in the world. Combine that with the desert setting and the wide avenues that international visitors report as spotless and eerily empty, and you get an otherworldly effect.

Hoping to get around the ghostly city? Enjoy your ride in a white car; darkly colored cars are outlawed. You can head to the airport modeled on a flying white falcon, or to the world's largest enclosed Ferris wheel, made of white steel. There is also the massive (white) Palace of Happiness, which can accommodate seven weddings at once. And in case you were wondering, brides in the country typically wear--got you here!--red.



Answers:

	Amy Poehler. To begin with, David isn't really sure that Davidson's new project is a "podcast": You can watch it only on video and, then, only on Netflix. But if we're judging it as a podcast, then we should judge it a failure, David says--too slack, too slouch. Celebrities hanging out does not always a hit podcast make. Read more.
 	Antonio Stradivari. His instruments--each of which is known as a Stradivarius--are a core part of Italy's heritage, which skews very, very old; Ellen writes that Italy is "a country whose best-known cultural influences lived during the Renaissance." But she imagines that's not the sole reason this Games' opening show was so focused on the past. Read more.
 	Turkmenistan. If the size of the statue that Niyazov built doesn't telegraph his opinion of himself, consider that it used to rotate 360 degrees every day so that it always faced the sun. Likewise, Gal writes, Trump's instinct to monumentalize himself is clarifying--and alienating--for anybody watching. Read more.




Monday, February 9, 2026

	What is the name--all too familiar to athletes--of the knee ligament between the femur and tibia that acts as a stabilizer for pivoting motions?
 -- From Sally Jenkins's essay on Lindsey Vonn's Olympic spill on the ski slopes
 	The tradition of crotch-related controversies at the Super Bowl halftime show can be traced to the 2007 performance by what artist (or "the artist formerly known as" what)?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's article on Bad Bunny's buoyant performance
 	Despite its name, what beverage actually contains only 3.25 percent fat, rather than the full 4 percent or more that naturally occurs?
 -- From Sarah Zhang's article on what happens to all that extra fat




And by the way, did you know that humans have a bone that does not connect to any other? We think of the skeleton as pretty contiguous, but in the middle of the neck, the hyoid bone, which supports the base of the tongue, is articulated only distantly to the rest of the skeleton by muscles and ligaments. It is, as scientists call it, a "floating bone."

Because it's not readily attachable, the hyoid is often left off of model skeletons. High-end ones hang it with string or wire.

You know how to select a good avocado (squeeze) or watermelon (slap); now, next time you're skeleton shopping, you'll be able to pick a winner.



Answers:

	ACL. Vonn, the American favorite in this Olympics' downhill-skiing competition, tore her left ACL just more than a week before competing. But, as Sally writes, the 41-year-old who had spent decades pushing her body to the limit was never going to bow out rather than risk further injury. Read more.
 	Prince. Spencer writes that the sight of (and scattered pearl clutching over) Bad Bunny's crotch grabs is actually refreshing--that amid the suffocating "fascism discourse" elsewhere, some sexy gyrating feels "subtly throwback-y and weirdly wholesome." Read more.
 	Whole milk. As Sarah reports, the milk that cows produce hovered for decades around 3.65 percent fat by weight, but selective breeding in recent years has pushed it as high as 4.24 percent. This has led to a great butterfat glut; cheese makers find the milk too rich to work with, and dairy farmers selling whole milk at 3.25 percent fat have to figure out where to put all the excess. Read more.
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How Trump Could Break the 2026 Elections
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On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, David opens with his reaction to the racist AI video of Barack and Michelle Obama that was posted and quickly deleted by President Trump's Truth Social account. He argues that when the president engages in this behavior, it undermines his administration's other actions that resemble those of a normal presidency.

David is then joined by Stephen Richer, a former Republican county recorder of Maricopa County. They discuss Stephen's experience navigating Trump's 2020 election denial, standing up to pressure from the president, and confronting election denialism within his own party. They also examine the Trump administration's current activities in Georgia and how they could set the stage for more election denialism in 2026.

Finally, David reflects on Edward Gibbon's The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire as the series marks its 250th anniversary. Though the monumental work remains essential to understanding the fall of Rome, David explores how Gibbon's moralizing of history can lead modern readers to dangerous conclusions.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome back to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Stephen Richer, formerly recorder of Maricopa County, Arizona, the chief election official in the city of Phoenix in the swing state of Arizona, and we'll be discussing election integrity and the threats to election integrity--the conspiracy theories and lies that are told about elections past, and that present a threat to the integrity of free and fair elections in 2026.

My book this week is The [History of the] Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, which I choose because this month, February 2026, marks the 250th anniversary of the publication of the first volume of that famous book in February 1776. There are six volumes altogether, the last published in 1788, but February 1776 announces the arrival of this tremendous achievement of historical research and English literary triumph.

Before turning to either the dialogue or the book, I wanna begin with some thoughts about a very upsetting thing that happened over the past few days, and that is the posting on the social-media account of the president of the United States of a scurrilous, racist, insulting, and stupid video about the past president of the United States President Barack Obama and his wife, former First Lady Michelle Obama.

I'm sure many of you have seen the video or images of it; you know what I'm talking about. You've heard the many stories that the Trump White House has told, many contradictory stories about how this came to be. I'm not interested in decoding which of those stories is closest to the truth or furthest from a lie, and I'm not interested in adding my voice, one more condemnation to this offensive and stupid act. The whole country has reverberated with condemnation, which is right and just, and I'll say I agree. What more can be said?
 
 But there is a deeper thing going on here that does deserve some comment. Race, of course, is the fundamental chasm, a fundamental wound in American society, and moving toward a more just racial constitution of the United States has been the work--oh, well, it's been a work that you cannot date when it begins and you cannot date when it ends. It goes on and continues to this day. But the society is changing, and a new racial constitution has been coming into being. Right now, about 93 million Americans are either immigrants themselves or the children of immigrants; that's almost a third of the country. It's a different country than it was when the Civil Rights Act was passed or when the affirmative-action programs of the 1970s began to be devised. In the half century since those affirmative-action programs have come to be devised, the racial fabric of America has been reinvented in many ways. And one of the questions that we're all left [with] in the 2020s is whether these programs of racial restitution continue to make sense in a country that is so different from the country that existed when these programs were put into place.

Now, it has fallen in the Trump administration's time to respond to these changes. The Supreme Court of the United States has ruled, in important decisions, that it is more and more skeptical of programs of racial preference to correct for past racial injustice. In 2023, a pair of cases ruled that preferential treatment of undergraduates seeking admission to colleges is probably almost always illegal. And the Trump administration, in one of its more normal actions, something that you would expect from a more normal kind of government, has followed up, or responded to this, the lead of the Supreme Court, by issuing executive orders rolling back preferential treatment in many areas of employment and hiring. And many American companies have responded by changing their approach to equal opportunity. They're ending the practice of trying to ameliorate past injustice by having preferences in the present and moving toward an approach that treats all applicants more equally than they have been treated in the recent past.

I must say, I regard this as progress. I think this is the right way to go. I think it's the only way to go in a country where, as I say, 93 million people are immigrants or the children of immigrants to whom America's tortured racial history was something that happened before their families arrived on these shores, and they don't understand why their life chances should be abridged or artificially boosted because of something that happened in a past that was not their own familial, personal past. It's not sustainable in such a country to treat people from certain backgrounds more favorably and people from other backgrounds less favorably. It's not sustainable, and it will only inflame feelings that are already touchy enough. But the administration that has the job of bringing us to a more perfect union, of restoring more equal treatment, of finding some way forward from the preferential programs of the past, it is absolutely indispensable that such an administration show itself in every respect to be animated by ideals of equal treatment, racial fairness, justice for all.

When the president is acting like some kind of internet troll, some kind of Klansman with access to an AI machine, he discredits everything that his administration is doing that looks like something that another administration might also do. He ratifies every allegation of every critic of that administration, of every critic of the Supreme Court, of every critic of anyone who has ever held out for equal treatment under law by saying, You know what? The president is obviously motivated by racial animus. He's overseeing these acts of racial profiling by a paramilitary force that is masked and poorly trained and poorly led; and that is apprehending people because they don't like the way their accent sounds, they don't like the look of their face, and sending them to prisons, where they're held without due process for weeks and months; that is sending children under the age of 10 to similar kinds of camps--in every way that this administration tries to prove that it is indeed motivated by the worst, ugliest, most primitive kinds of prejudice. And then it asks Americans to trust it as it dismantles outdated correctives to the prejudices of the past. This isn't sustainable either.

If you are going to attain equal justice, you have to do it by treating people equally; I believe that. I think the Supreme Court, its decisions on these matters have been broadly correct. I think it's going in the right direction. And I think that the critiques of past diversity programs, maybe they were not as powerful at the beginning as they are at the end, but by the 2020s, they remain very powerful. And there are 93 million people to whom all of this has to seem oppressive, unfair, and none of their concern. But if we're going to get from here to there, we can't be poisoned by the kind of talk that comes off the president's social-media page and comes from the lips of the people around him. The people who lead the government must be seen to be just for anyone to believe in the justice of what they do. And this is one case of so many where even the parts of the Trump administration's agenda that some people might like, that even I might like, are disqualified and discredited by the Trump administration's own actions and by the president's own personality.

It's so tragic. It's so unnecessary. It's so ugly. It's so stupid. It's so shameful. It just makes you wince and say, Why does it have to be like this? Why can't it be better? Why can't we be having a politics that is productive? Why can't we be talking about things that matter? Why do we have to have people who act like children and adolescents at their worst when we are discussing the things that matter most, or should matter most, to us all? 

And now my dialogue with Stephen Richer. But first, a quick break.

[Break]

Frum: Stephen Richer was elected recorder of Maricopa County, Arizona, in November of 2020, and served in that role from the 1st of January 2021 to the end of December 2024. Maricopa, of course, is the county around the city of Phoenix, the biggest city in what has become a crucial swing state, and the recorder is the most important election official in that county.

Richer, a Republican, held firm against President [Donald] Trump's conspiracy theories and wild allegations against the election of 2020, and then faced another round of such allegations in 2022 and another round again in 2024, when Kari Lake was on the ballot, first for Arizona governor and then for the United States senator from Arizona. Richer now writes, teaches, and practices law. He's a native of the state of Utah, a graduate of Tulane and the University of Chicago, from which he holds both his law degree and also an M.A.

I got to know Stephen as a regular contributor to my Frum Forum website in the 2010s. He's a man of steadfast courage, and it's a pleasure to welcome him to The David Frum Show at a time when the Trump administration is mounting a renewed attack on the independence and integrity of the American voting system.

Stephen, welcome to The David Frum Show.

Stephen Richer: Thank you very much. Thanks for all you taught me previously, and it's good to be back. My wife keeps saying, When do you think these invitations are gonna dry up? And then President Trump does something related to elections, and I get another round of interviews and invitations, so it's good for business.

Frum: So long as he's crazy, you'll be employed.

Richer: (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) Or you'll be busy anyway because you have a new life away from all of this madness. But let's start with your first exposure to the madness. So you take office on the 1st of January of 2021, minutes before the attack on Congress, in the throes of all of these denunciations of the integrity of the vote, especially in your state. What was that like in 2021?

Richer: It was surreal because so many people were asking things about the 2020 election, and I was just getting into this office. I was still figuring out, basically, how to dial out of the office, who works in different spots in the office. COVID's going on. It's an office of 160 people; I'm just trying to get to know everyone's faces. And meanwhile, we have January 6 that happens, and then we have protesters outside of our facility. We have some of my erstwhile allies saying that my office had participated in stealing the 2020 election. And then, by my second week, I had been subpoenaed from the Arizona Senate for all of the materials relating to the 2020 election, and that began the whole endeavor known as the Cyber Ninjas forensic audit. And (Laughs.) boy, we spent a whole year going over 2020, and it was a lot.

Frum: Because you were a Republican and always have been a Republican, people in the president's camp were looking to you to agree with their story, however farcical it was, and you didn't.

Richer: That's right. Well, I was very patient with it, and a lot of the people who were coming to me with these allegations were people who I considered friends, they were supporters, and so they were people who I presumed to have good-faith questions about election administration. And I thought that if I dug in, if I researched them, and if I got them answers, and I did it in a way that was polite, and if I did it in a way that was factual, that this would just be a scientific process, and we would have questions, and we would have answers, and we would move on. It took me a while, but maybe a year into the process, I realized that was not going to be the case.

Frum: Yeah. I'll say here, as someone who's known you for a while and then watched you or observed you in your public presence, in these public interactions, you're a very nonfiery personality. You are very patient and low-key, and you agree to take seriously a lot of things that--people will say, I had a vision. It came to me in a dream. The ballots are hidden in a vault underneath a lake. And you would say, Okay, can you give me the GPS location of the vault and the lake? (Laughs.) And you never lost your cool, but the allegations just got wilder and wilder, didn't they?

Richer: They did, and more than that, they seemed adverse, they seemed stubborn to getting any answers, and eventually, I just realized, You don't want answers from me. You don't want me to investigate. You just want me to affirm what you want to believe to be true. And that was very saddening to me because I come from a world in which the epistemological process is highly valued, in which man is a rational creature and things can be scientifically discovered. And so why did I try to be nice? I tried to be nice because I don't think anyone has ever persuaded somebody else by telling them that they're an idiot, even though it might be satisfying to say. And I tried to be nice just so that when I look back on my actions throughout this whole affair, I can hopefully at least feel good that I wasn't too terribly mean to people. I've had a few moments where I've slipped, but I think I've done pretty well.

Frum: Now, you make the point that what was especially frustrating about these allegations was it was not one allegation that people would dig in and stick to, no matter all the contrary evidence. It was a series of contradictory allegations, and each time one fell apart, another would manifest itself, and then it would fall apart, and then there would be another, and it was just a wild series of mutually contradictory--always the same answer, but never the same explanation.

Richer: That's right, and you're on the internet, I think, a healthy amount, but you're on the internet enough to see that a lot of these claims keep popping up. It's like Whac-a-Mole. And weirdly, the burden of proof always seems to be on those of us who won all the court cases, those of us who won all of the audits, and yet it's on us to disprove every single wild-eyed allegation. I really hate that framework--I think it should instead be on the movant, so to speak, on the people who are alleging the thing, to have to bear the burden of proof. But what I do is: Somebody throws out a claim, I investigate it, and then I disprove it, and then they move on to another one. And it's frustrating, and it's exhausting, and again, it just goes to the fact that a lot of these people aren't looking for facts; a lot of these people are just looking for affirmation of their beliefs. But my mentality is that if there's still people out there who are looking for facts, then I wanna give it to them.

Frum: Let's bring this forward to the present because the reason all of this is suddenly so very, very urgent is not just that we've had this ever-continuing claim by Donald Trump, where he says things like, I won the state of Minnesota three times, when he won it no times. And you might think, Okay, well he's just a deluded old man who happens to be president, and that's probably not even the most harmful, untrue thing he believes. He is president now--no one doubts that--and he wasn't president for the four years after the election he lost, and that's history. But right now, the president and his supporters, including the director of national intelligence, are engaged in an attack on the voting system in Georgia in 2026, with an eye to what looks like some scheme to distort or twist the elections that are expected in November of this year. You have written about what you think may be going on. What's going on?

Richer: We don't know. I think we're gonna find out more in the next 48 hours because the affidavit for the warrant in Fulton County, Georgia, is going to be unsealed, and that could give us a better idea of what motivated this FBI search, what allowed the judge to be convinced that they had probable cause that a crime had been committed. But I don't know to what ends. Is it really just to pursue one or two people and try to charge them with a crime? Is it with the goal of claiming that the 2020 election should be, I don't know, undone for--sort of like when they find out that a football team had actually used drugs or had paid players and they strike off the championship from the historical records, and this way, they'll strike off Joe Biden's 2020 victory from the historical records? Or is it for stuff moving forward? I'm not sure, but this is unprecedented territory. Sure, Donald Trump and others have done a lot to cast doubt on our election system, but this is the first time where the entire machinery of law enforcement of the federal government has mobilized and has gone into a county.

Frum: Well, one thing that you hear said that they may be thinking of is, in the wilder precincts of election denialism in 2020 and 2021, there was a fantasy that the government of Venezuela, not a known technological leader, but that somehow had magic technology, which allowed it to change the outcome of votes in the United States. And now there has been the Trump raid into Venezuela, which a lot of us hoped would be some effort to restore Venezuela democracy, but, no, it's just a kidnapping of one of the thugs who runs Venezuela, leaving all the other thugs intact. But the election aspect is, some people speculate that what Trump has in mind is take Nicolas Maduro, former dictator, put him in front of an American court, and have the prosecutors--the ones who have not resigned because they have integrity, but the ones who remain who don't--have them say, Dictator Maduro, you can either spend the rest of your life in an American jail, or we can let you go, if you just affirm this crazy idea we have that magic Venezuelan technology changed the results in 2020. Does any of that sound like something that could happen?

Richer: So some of your listeners might be like, What the heck is David talking about? What is he making up? This is so facially ludicrous that nobody would believe this. But people do believe this. This is born out of a theory from the 2020 election that two election technology companies, Smartmatic and Dominion Voting Systems, had connections to [former Venezuelan President] Hugo Chavez, who had somehow gotten in cahoots with those companies to rig future elections, and that this tabulation equipment flipped votes from Donald Trump to Joe Biden. And I should say that we know this isn't true because 98 percent of Americans vote on paper ballots and those paper ballots can't be hacked and they are hand-count audited after the election. Nonetheless, people believe this, and so some people think that, Oh my gosh, the reason we went to Venezuela, the reason that we extracted Maduro isn't because of narcoterrorism, isn't because of opioids in American streets, isn't because of wanting to get their oil, but is because finally, the plot will be uncovered to steal the 2020 election.

And so if you're Nicolas Maduro and you're sitting there in, I think, presumably not the nicest conditions, I think he's gotta be thinking about this as potentially a golden ticket out because you and I know, and many [who] are surrounding Trump know, that the one way that you can get in his good grace, no matter what misdeed you have committed in the past, is that you can tell him that he certainly has never lost an election and that the 2020 election was stolen from him. This has just been a path for so many people to get appointments, a path for other people to get pardons, a path for people to get business negotiations. Even right now, Tina Peters, the Mesa County clerk who committed a number of felonies under state law in Colorado, but they were done in the name of Donald Trump winning the 2020 election, he's pulling out all the stops to try to get her out of prison in Colorado, and I think it could even extend to a mass murderer like Maduro.

Frum: Well, Trump let out the former president of Honduras, who's one of the biggest drug dealers in the world. That wasn't about the election. By the way, in the Tina Peters case, she was convicted under state law, correct? So Trump can't just pardon her--he has to muscle the state of Colorado into somehow releasing her.

Richer: But it's extraordinary what he's doing right now. He's pulling funds from Colorado. He vetoed a water bill that was very important to the residents of Colorado. He's calling [Governor] Jared Polis a terrible person on a regular basis. And so he will leverage whatever power he has. And in the instance of Maduro, he does have much more power than he has over Tina Peters.

Frum: Now, let's go to the forward-looking part of this. Are we seeing in Georgia some kind of dress rehearsal for using the muscle of the federal government and the military or other assets to intervene in state-run elections in 2026, and try to stave off what otherwise looks like a likely Republican defeat if the elections are allowed to be free and fair? And the scheme seems to be: Find some way, by looking backwards to 2020, to prevent the elections of 2026 from being free and fair.

Richer: Yeah, I don't know. I don't know how much of this is about Trump's ego and about looking backwards. You had the president of the Brennan Center on previously. He's somebody who has said that this is about looking forwards--this is about the 2026 election; this is about the 2028 election. But your guess is as good or better than mine, and so is this a dress rehearsal for involving the federal government in ways that never would've been before contemplated?

And I'll say that, over the last few months, I've ordinarily been pretty reluctant to embrace any sort of theory that Donald Trump can manipulate the 2026 elections. People normally talk about stationing ICE at a few voting locations, or they talk about him pulling federal funding from cybersecurity programs. And to those allegations, or to those concerns, I usually say, Well, at the end of the day, the counties run elections. They're run by bipartisan teams. They have a lot of checks and balances built into the process. And they're gonna be administered. But this is the first instance in which I could begin to believe that something truly spectacular is going to happen in which our 2026 midterm elections are not administered like past elections have been.

Frum: Well, let me ask you because you sat in the chair; you ran the office. You know the very minute details of how elections are administered, something most of us don't pay attention to, because we just think we'll go vote. The votes get counted. We believe what they say. Sometimes the one we want wins, and we're happy. And sometimes the one we want doesn't win, and we say, Wait 'til next time. But going inside the box, supposing you--I'm not going to ask you to say anything that, probably, the people who would abuse this information don't already know--but you're at a tabletop exercise, and you're invited, in the name of election-hardening, to say, We want you to play the other team. We want you to play the leader of the team that is trying to cheat in 2026. On the basis of your knowledge, what would be your scheme for interventions to sway the result against the will of the people in 2026 if you had to tabletop that exercise?

Richer: Yeah, so we do a fair amount of this, actually, within a number of different election communities, and I always fall back on where I think President Trump is most potent is still in the post-election procedures, still in sowing doubt in the minds of enough Americans that they don't think the elections are legitimate and, therefore, I don't know, they don't have to recognize the new elected officials, or the Congress doesn't have to seat its new members. That's certainly a popular theory that's floating about: that Speaker Mike Johnson, the outgoing speaker, will choose not to seat the new members, because they're in allegedly disputed elections.

I find that to be much more plausible than, We're gonna go in, and we're gonna tip over every single tabulation machine so that those can't be used, and then there's just pandemonium because they have to do hand-count auditing. Or: We're going to try to send the FBI to run the 9,000 different voting jurisdictions in the United States. Our election system is just so disaggregated, so driven by state law, so driven by local nuances, that I think it would be very, very challenging for the federal government to really take over here.

Frum: Well, a lot depends on whether the '26 elections are close or not close. If we're in a true wave, and 40 seats are changing hands, and the Senate is changing majority, probably, at that point, if you try to send the FBI to do something, it would be both hopeless, but it would also look obviously illegitimate. But if it's not 40 seats that are changing hands but just six, and you have an idea in the week before the election which those six are likely to be, could you do something then? Could you send Tulsi Gabbard and the FBI to Charlotte and Tucson and a few chosen jurisdictions and seize machines there? Would that have any positive outcome for them, or is it still hopeless?

Richer: Yeah, so I think that is a scenario that's been discussed, where you don't go to every 9,000 voting jurisdictions. You don't go to all the precincts. You certainly don't go to all the polling places. But you do go to the competitive swing races for the United States House, and you do something to disrupt them. And perhaps, in that instance, you could present law enforcement on such a significant level that election administrators would just have to throw their hands up and say, We can't operate in this environment, or We can't operate without our machinery, such that you can never get a conclusive result. I still don't know how, at the end of the day, you make the ballot say something different than what they said. But just seizing everything and not even allowing the process to go on, that would be pretty extraordinary, but that would have, obviously, a disruptive effect, and then I guess we would never really know who won those contests.

And I think that this is especially vulnerable in California, where California usually takes about two weeks to complete their count because almost everyone votes by mail, and a large percentage of people either drop off their mail ballot on Election Day or they even mail it, they postmark it, on Election Day and then it doesn't even arrive until several days later. And so if the administration already knows that it's gonna come down to just a few swing districts in California, moves in there--California, of course, is already ready to be seen as sort of the liberal boogeyman, and so maybe the narrative writes better there.

Frum: Based on your experience in Arizona, how far down this highway will other Republican officials go? When Donald Trump and the people around him and Kari Lake were saying these crazy things about the elections in your state, did most Republican officeholders sort of shrug wearily, or did they say, Well, it may not be true, but it's our team that's saying the thing that is not true, so we have to be full throated?

Richer: Do not underestimate the importance of politics for a politician. David Mayhew said politicians are "single-minded seekers of reelection," and I learned that when I got into office. And Republicans care about the opinion of Donald Trump because he is uniquely powerful within the Republican Party. And so almost every single Republican that I spoke with after the 2020 election, in terms of elected Republicans, knew that there was very little to Donald Trump's allegations of a stolen election. At best, they stayed quiet. At worst, they went full-throated along with it because they knew it was a path to political riches, whether higher office or fundraising and so on and so forth. And so I was just consistently disappointed at how few people there were who were willing to stand up and say, No, two plus two still equals four, even if the president doesn't want it to be so.

Frum: How robust are the state courts and the federal courts in election administration?

Richer: So I do think that this is one thing that we can take some solace in and that was very consistent and strong from 2020 onward, is that--I know that people take issue with courts of appeals and with the United States Supreme Court on some highly politicized issues, but in terms of election denialism, in terms of saying that, for instance, again, that Dominion tabulation was connected to Hugo Chavez, there was not a single state or federal court that indulged those fanciful lies. And so still, I think that if there's one place where we consistently win because we have all the facts and we have all the law, it's in the courts. And so I still have put great faith in the courts, I still have a lot of confidence in the courts, and I do think that that is one of the bulwarks against anything that might happen in the 2026 election.

Frum: Can you decode the role? How is it that the director of national intelligence has any role in anything to do with an election?

Richer: Well, I think all the formalities and lines have been blurred quite a bit in the Trump administration, and even this one is a bit confusing because President Trump said that he had no idea why Tulsi Gabbard was there. And then the next day, at the National Prayer Breakfast, he said, Well, Pam--being Pam Bondi, the attorney general--had asked her to be there. And then a number of other people have had shifting analysis as to whether or not she was supposed to be there and what she's been doing there. But I think Tulsi Gabbard realizes, as many have realized before her, that Donald Trump cares deeply about this and less important than coloring within the lines, or only doing what is within your purview, is showing Donald Trump that you care about this and doing "something about it." And so I think that, for her positioning within the Trump administration, it was a smart move. Now, will he eventually expect her to produce something? There, I think, she could be in a little more challenging position because I think that most of this is being done by the Justice Department and the FBI, and they would say, maybe, This is our stuff; butt out. But I think being there certainly helped her in Trump world.

Frum: Yeah. The FBI is an institution that is being broken before our eyes as well, and good officers are being driven out; bad officers are being hired. The FBI is being turned into an arm of very, very partisan justice. How much confidence do you have in them? And you've seen them in Arizona--what do you think is likely to happen in 2026?

Richer: I have a lot of confidence in the FBI and the Department of Justice as it previously existed, and I still have a lot of confidence in a lot of the people there. These people are amazing. They really believe in the role of the agencies. They believe in doing justice. They're highly professional. They're highly skilled. Unfortunately, as you said, those people are leaving. And if you look at The New York Times story, I think, just a day or two ago about what's going on with the applications to the Department of Justice, it's very telling. One, the number of applications is way down, and they're struggling to recruit the same high-quality, high-caliber people that they were previously. And two, as part of the application process, applicants have to answer questions about which parts of the Trump agenda they like most, how they will advance the Trump agenda, and this is just so anathema to anyone who really believed in the Justice Department's mission and the FBI's mission that I do think it will have a corrosive effect. I just don't know how long it will take to get to the tipping point where those are the types of people who are running ops.

Frum: What is the SAVE Act, and why do the Republicans care about it so much?

Richer: Yeah, there's a few pieces of legislation right now that Republicans are trying to put forward to supposedly close gaps in problems that they see with election administration. One's the SAVE Act, one's the SAVE America Act, and one's the Make Elections Great Again Act.

The SAVE Act is aimed primarily at proof of citizenship when registering to vote. So under the National Voter Registration Act, the NVRA, which was passed in the '90s, if you wanna vote in elections in the United States under federal law, you just have to attest under penalty of law that you are a United States citizen--you don't have to show documented proof of citizenship. The Republicans wanna change that such that you have to show either a passport or a birth certificate when registering to vote. Now, I actually think that there's something to that idea. I don't think that's an unduly onerous burden. But the way in which they've drafted it is problematic, the way in which they're trying to impose it is problematic, and there's also a lot of states' rights people who say, Well, I actually think that this should be best left to the states.

Frum: And there is also something about this that is a little, like, politicians are older than they used to be--like, not dealing with the present-day America. If the vote were restricted to people who have a valid passport for international travel, wouldn't that skew the electorate much more toward the Democrats than toward the Republicans? In 1996, having a passport probably did indicate you were a Republican leaner, but not in 2026.

Richer: So I should first say that this is predicated oftentimes on a false notion that there are large numbers of noncitizens who are participating in American elections, and that's simply not true. It's not true both by the number of people who have been prosecuted for this, but it's also not true because a number of states, even in recent weeks, have affirmatively investigated the number of noncitizens on their rolls--I wrote about this in The New York Times--and just, simply, the numbers aren't there.

And then, secondly, yes, I'm not even sure that the political calculus is right. As you've noted before, the demographics of the Republican Party have materially changed, even from where they were in 2016. Republicans are no longer the disproportionately educated, disproportionately affluent country-club party that maybe we once envisioned them [to be], and they are actually potentially less likely to have passports because they're not living in coastal cities and taking those international trips. And so I do think that that's another curious wrinkle to the SAVE Act. Now, maybe Republicans would say, Well, that's not our goal here, and Our goal is just to further secure elections. I would say we need to clean up how it's being done technically, and I still don't think that there's a great justification for it.And a lot of people say, Well, Stephen, voter ID polls really well, and I say, It does--this is not voter ID. Again, voter identification is what you do when you show up to vote, and you take, usually, a driver's license, and you say, I am the person who is registered to vote. SAVE Act is about, when you first register to vote, whether or not you have proof of citizenship, which might, as David said, be a passport, or it might be a birth certificate.

Frum: So what are the other acts that the Republicans are interested in?

Richer: So the MEGA Act does things like--it's this whole laundry list of sort of things that the Republicans have talked about in the elections context for a while, stuff like banning ranked-choice voting, stuff like banning states from sending out mail ballots to all registered voters, things like banning states from allowing mail ballots to come back after Election Day if they've been postmarked on Election Day. So my complaint against this isn't necessarily policy item for policy item, but it is very much a federalization of election administration. And if there's one thing that separates sort of the Trump camp from the [Senator Mitch] McConnell camp is the McConnell camp would say, It was wrong when Democrats tried to do it with H.R. 1 in 2021, it was wrong when I probably looked at this way back earlier in my political career, and it's wrong now. And the Trump people would say, We want to change election administration. We wanna do it through executive order, even. And if we can't do it through executive order, then we wanna do it through federal legislation.

Frum: Well, I think there are also Republicans that are in the group of: We remember a world where Republicans were more likely to have a passport than Democrats were, but that was a world of long ago; we're mad about mail-in ballots because they helped Biden in 2020, because, in 2020, there was a special circumstance where people who took COVID seriously were more likely to vote by mail than people who didn't take COVID seriously and Democrats were more likely to take COVID seriously than Republicans. But what also seems weird about this, for Republicans to make such a fetish of it now, is in normal times, who is most likely to vote by mail? Active-duty military personnel and older people. So you'd think, Well, gee, if I'm a Republican, why do I wanna make that more difficult?

Richer: Well, this is an irony, and in Arizona, it was the "[John] McCain machine" that we used to call it that really, really got mail voting down to a science for a while. And it was all the people, we like to say, in Sun City or out in Gilbert, which are sort of towns further removed from the central core of Phoenix, who didn't wanna go into a voting location, who didn't wanna get out of their 55-plus communities, who wanted to mail in their ballots, and so a lot of these narratives have flipped. It's interesting to somebody like me, who's been watching this for a little while. It's not always rational. But I'm trying to meet it where it is.

Frum: Yeah. These are things--you can debate the SAVE Act, you can debate these other measures, in a way you can't debate someone who believes that Hugo Chavez, from beyond the grave, is tampering with American voting dials.

Richer: That's right. And again, my complaint with the SAVE Act is often about the predicate, the false predicate, which is that large numbers of noncitizens are voting in our elections. And that, again, that has been demonstrated time and time again to be false. Now, absolutely, we can have a public-policy debate about what's the appropriate amount of documentation for proof of citizenship--public-policy debate. But too often in the Trump world in election administration, we're debating facts that shouldn't have to be debated.

Frum: Let's wrap this up with--take us back to what happens on a voting day in most of America. So you show up, you stand in line, you execute your vote however your county does it, and then you leave. And then you don't think about it until you turn on the TV. What happens after you leave that room?

Richer: So if you vote at a voting location, you'll either fill in your ballot with a hand mark--you'll hand mark it with pen, and you'll fill in the ovals--or you'll have a touch screen, and then it'll print a piece of paper. And then you'll feed it into a tabulator at the voting location.

Frum: Let me pause you right there. So even though you've used a machine to generate the ballot, the ballot remains a paper ballot.

Richer: Correct. Again, so 98 percent of Americans have a paper ballot of some form, whether that's filling it in yourself by hand, or whether that's touching ovals on a screen and then printing it off and still having a paper ballot.

Frum: Right, and here in my precinct in Washington, that's what we do: We touch the screen. We get a piece of paper. Then what happens?

Richer: And then you're going to go, as the voter, and you're going to make sure that it has all of your selections as you intended. So it would say, For this race, you voted for this person. For this race, you voted for this person. For this race, you voted for that person. And then you're gonna feed it into a little mini tabulator that is at a voting location. At the end of the night--

Frum: Wait, stop--who supervises this?

Richer: County or city workers who have been trained to do this, who are bipartisan teams. Oftentimes, depending on the jurisdiction, they've been offered up by the county Republican Party or the county Democratic Party. But these are almost, in most circumstances, a bipartisan team of paid temporary county or city employees.

Frum: So they're not full-time city or county employees; they're people who have been specially recruited for that one-day service.

Richer: Correct. For working a voting location, those are ordinarily temporary workers.

Frum: And there'll be someone named by the Republicans, someone named by the Democrats.

Richer: That's right.

Frum: Okay. And they're watching what's going on.

Richer: That's right. And there's a whole bunch of procedures. Usually, you have to document a whole bunch of different things. But at the end of the day, you're going to take all of the ballots that have been run through that tabulator, and you're going to take the memory device from the tabulator itself, and you're gonna wrap that memory device in tamperproof packaging, make sure that it can't be damaged, make sure that it can't be tampered with. You're gonna give it to a bipartisan team, and they're going to take both those ballots and that memory device to a central count facility--so that will be either within your county or within your city--where all of the different voting locations go into in order to aggregate the results. And when they aggregate the results, not only will they load that memory device into this main server to add to the other votes that have come in, but they'll make sure that the number of votes that it recorded is the same as the number of ballots that were returned from that voting location, such that if the memory device reads, 1,123 ballots have been read on this, there better be 1,123 ballots that are in the drawer where they went after they were tabulated.

So that's one component of it. There's a whole bunch of other components because, obviously, some people vote by mail; some people get a mail ballot, and they drop it off. But an important part of this is we don't just load those into the elections-management server, print the results, and then say, Well, hope everyone enjoyed their election. There's always going to be post-election audits that are going to be open to public observation and are gonna be done in a bipartisan manner. So here, we really get to the core of the Hugo Chavez claim, which is that the tabulation equipment itself took votes that were for Donald Trump and it awarded them to Joe Biden. And we know that's not the case because what we do is we select random batches of ballots, we see what the machine count was on them, and then we give those physical paper ballots to bipartisan teams of Republicans and Democrats, who hand-count them and they make sure the machines got the count right.

Frum: One of the complaints that the Trump people had was they couldn't bring their bands of enthusiasts into those counting rooms.

Richer: Yeah. So, one, every county differs in terms of how many observers it allows, but in terms of people who actually work the process, we, in Maricopa County, we welcomed all types. If you were somebody who didn't believe in the validity of elections, that's fine; we still took you in. But we didn't just take you and your five buddies and just send you off to one voting location. We take you in, we train you, we talk with you, and then we integrate you into other teams--teams of people from different backgrounds, teams from people of different politics, teams from people who have been doing this different lengths of time--and there is a little bit of that sort of almost watchfulness over each other. And I think one of the really beautiful things about election administration is that, in almost all instances, the people who come in and are part of this process develop a camaraderie with the people that they work with, and they develop a sense of pride in the results, and they develop a sense of defensiveness in that they were part of this process. And so I say to anyone who is still questioning how these things work, either go and get a tour of your elections facility, or better yet, figure out how you can be an observer for your political party, or figure out how you can participate in at least one part of the election process.

Frum: You mean convert cheap cynicism on Twitter into actual civic participation, and maybe not only will you have a better understanding, but you might be a better person at the end of the process.

Richer: Yeah, and there's some great social-science studies about people who serve on a jury walk away with a better perception of the criminal-justice system. And while this hasn't been as studied in the election-worker context, from my anecdotal experience, I firmly believe that is true, and it is something that is constructive, and it's something that'll actually teach you, rather than just retweeting or resharing the Rumble video or the Truth Social post or the Twitter post.

Frum: In Maricopa County, how many people are involved in the process in a big year, like in a presidential year?

Richer: Yeah, so for the 2024 presidential election, we had about 2.6 million registered voters in Maricopa County, and we had over 3,000 temporary workers helping with that process. That's everything from the people who are working at a voting location, to people who are driving box trucks, to people who were working in our warehouse, to people doing signature verification, to people who were actually taking the ballots out of their return mail envelopes in bipartisan teams and smoothing them out and making sure there aren't rips or gum on the ballots before we put them into the tabulators. And so, really, it's a very time-intensive process, it's a very redundant process, but it's a pretty remarkable process, and there are lots of ways to get involved, and I think that you'll find that, far from being complicit in a grand international scheme that seems fitting for a Mission: Impossible movie, I think that you'll find that it gets a little boring, tiring after you've been doing it for hours and hours and hours. But it's important because that is how we can affirm the validity of the election.

Frum: So in just your one county, in just Maricopa, we need to get 3,000 people to be involved in the conspiracy.

Richer: And so that is really another reason why our system is hardened against broad-scale attacks because, I mentioned, there are about 9,000 different voting jurisdictions in the United States, and each of those voting jurisdictions, they're not as big as Maricopa County--Maricopa County is only smaller than Los Angeles County in terms of elections jurisdictions--but they have a number of people working. And so to have a conspiracy, you would have thousands and thousands of people in on it, and my experience with most political secrets is as soon as more than three or four people know about it, it's probably getting out.

Frum: Stephen, thank you so much for joining me today. I learn so much from you every time we speak. I'm grateful to you for speaking to me today.

Richer: Thanks, David. I really appreciate it.

Frum: Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Stephen Richer for joining me today on The David Frum Show.

Now, as I mentioned at the top, this month, February 2026, marks the 250th anniversary of the publication of the first of six volumes of Edward Gibbon's [The History of the] Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Now, I won't claim to have read every word of all six volumes, nor have I listened to all 126 hours of the audiobook, as recorded by Charlton Griffin, who is an incredible hero. I've listened to a lot of them, and I strongly recommend the audiobook; it is a fascinating way to spend time. But it's a lot either way, whether you read the six volumes or listen to the 126 hours. But I've dug deeply enough into the book to have absorbed its message for our time, and that's what I wanna talk about today, because this series of books remains not only a tremendous monument of history, not only a great milestone in intellectual development, it continues to shape discourse in our own time in ways that are powerful, but also sometimes a little misleading. So let me explain what I mean, why this book is so relevant and why I'm talking about it today.

Edward Gibbon was a man of the Enlightenment. He was a secularist. He was someone who had what we would call a broadly liberal--the word would not have been used that way in his time--but a broadly liberal view of politics. He was a man of great tolerance. He was an easygoing man, the opposite of a persecutor, the opposite of an advocate of any kind of arbitrary or absolute authority, so in that sense, a very modern figure. But in another way, as an historian, he was quite an old-fashioned figure, a backward-looking figure. His book, begun in 1776--the last volume was published a dozen years later, in 1788--is very much under the imprint of the ideas of Niccolo Machiavelli, who lived 250 years before Edward Gibbon, and through Machiavelli to the classical literary tradition of the Romans and the Greeks.

When Gibbon is explaining the decline and fall of the Roman Empire, he, again, is a very modern man--he uses not only literary evidence; he uses coins and inscriptions and all the techniques that were made available by archaeology as it existed in his time--and many of his ideas, as I say, are very strikingly modern, but his central explanation of what happened to the Roman Empire is backward-looking. It's the Machiavelli explanation. What he thinks happened was that there was a decline in the civic virtue of the Roman people, and this decline in civic virtue was the key culprit of the collapse of the Roman Empire. What did he mean by civic virtue? What he meant was a kind of self-denying, materially austere commitment to active citizenship, active participation in public life. There was more of that early; there was less of that later. As that civic participation declined, so did the Roman Empire. And many people who read his book, in 1776 and after, took from that reading a message that was, in some ways, very helpful to building modern societies--we all should be active citizens--but also misleading because it created an idea that people are more virtuous at one period, less virtuous at another. It made the story of the success or failure of societies very much a matter of individual behavior and less of institutional success.

Now, again, Gibbon was in no way a naive person; he understood the importance of institutions. One of the big villains of his book is the rise of the Christian Church, which, in his telling, diverts Roman attention from this-worldly to otherworldly activities, from being willing to work on behalf of the commonwealth in the here and now to looking for some kind of reward in heaven, for being less willing to use weapons to serve in the military and more inclined to privatize their life. And there's obviously some truth to this. Christianity did change the way the Roman civilization worked. But it's not clear that there was any less involvement in civic life in Roman life in the 400s or 500s than there was in the 100s, when he begins his story. But what he did introduce--and this is really the thing we need to be cautious of--was a kind of biologization of history, an idea of decline and decadence. Decline makes sense when we talk about individual creatures. After a certain point in our lives, we are all on the path of decline, leading to extinction. And he brought concepts from the idea of art and science, the idea of decadence, into history in a way that biologized the development of societies. And this is an idea that, in our time, can lead to some pretty sinister complexes, this hunt for decline and decadence, and this desire to reaffirm society by somehow purging us of the things that make us freer, that give individual life more scope--again, not blaming Gibbon for that, but these are ideas that, through, Gibbon have haunted the discussion of political science and economic development and historical development.

I think, as we return to this mighty work from 250 years ago, there's a lot to benefit from, including, above all, the extraordinary labor that went into producing this giant work that is still so fascinating to read, still so eminently quotable, in a literary style that resonates to this very day. But the reason the Roman Empire declined and fell was not because the Romans were virtuous at one time and less virtuous at the other. They were met with concrete problems of the here and now, problems of climate change, problems of plague, problems of the faster military development of their neighbors. Romans started with a big organizational advantage over the less-organized societies on their borders. As the Romans developed, as the world developed, those neighbors caught up and equalized the military balance, and the Romans were not up to the task. The Romans also developed problems of succession. They couldn't provide orderly ways that didn't involve coups and assassinations and civil wars, of making sure that executive power flowed in continuous ways through bureaucratic systems. Partly, that was because of the material primatism of the time. Partly, that was because of just the scale of distance on which they had to work. But partly, that was an institutional failure that was inherent in the way they organized the world and that we can learn some lessons from.

The world is always old and always new. Human beings age, but societies don't. And if there's a lesson to be learned from The [History of the] Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, it is to think less about decline and fall and think more about: How do we preserve and maintain the success of the society that modern-day people have, Americans and people in other democracies? How do you preserve what you have as institutions? How do you keep alive the incentives to maintain the act of citizenship that Gibbon taught as so important?

Anyway, those are my reflections on [the] 250th anniversary of this amazing work. But go read some of it, more of it, all of it if you can, yourself and see what you think.

Thanks so much for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As always, the best way to support the work of this program, if you want to do so, is by subscribing to The Atlantic and supporting the work of all of my colleagues. Please share and subscribe to the program and share it on social media if you're so minded. And you can follow me on social media as well: @DavidFrum on X (Twitter) and on Instagram. See you next week on The David Frum Show--oh, and one last word: I wish a very meaningful Valentine's Day to all who celebrate this often difficult but potentially very rewarding holiday. Thank you so much for joining me this week on The David Frum Show.
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The Epstein Emails Show How the Powerful Talk About Race

The files reveal the disgraced financier's interest in "race science."

by Ali Breland

Thu, 12 Feb 2026




In February 2016, after exchanging email pleasantries with the left-wing public intellectual Noam Chomsky and extending an invitation to his private island, Jeffrey Epstein recommended an article. "On a different note, you have encouraged me to look at data, no holds barred," Epstein wrote before linking to "Race and IQ: Genes That Predict Racial Intelligence Differences" from the Right Stuff, an openly white-supremacist website and a pioneer of the online alt-right. The article argued that different races have differing levels of intelligence and that there is a genetic basis for the disparity.

The exchange was included in the Department of Justice's latest public release of the Epstein files and is one of the clearest examples of the disgraced financier's interest in "race science," the pseudoscientific practice of ascribing racial inequities to genetics. It is a way of thinking that has been refuted on multiple levels. IQ is a complex trait that results from a series of factors--many of them cultural and circumstantial--that are not neatly reduced to a specific gene or set of genes. Even if it weren't, the consensus among geneticists, biologists, and anthropologists is that race isn't a biological phenomenon. Race-science proponents tend to ignore all of this, as well as any other relevant context, and use correlations between race and IQ (and also things such as race and criminality) as evidence that racial stereotypes are in fact justified.

None of this mattered to Epstein, who recurrently expressed his interest in race science beyond this 2016 correspondence. The tranche of Epstein files also shows that in 2018, he repeatedly tried to get in contact with Charles Murray, a political scientist whose 1994 book, The Bell Curve, is one of the best-known texts to posit a relationship between intelligence and race. Epstein didn't specify why he was trying to connect with Murray, but he claimed that they had met previously. (Murray told me over email that he had never received an email from Epstein and that it was possible that they'd met in passing at a conference reception at some point. If this ever happened, though, Murray had no memory of it, he said.)

Promoting contemptible perspectives on race is probably nowhere near the most depraved things Epstein did; he was, after all, a registered sex offender charged with child trafficking. But Epstein's views are notable given his long-standing influence on some of the most powerful and influential Americans. His conversations from a decade ago provide clues as to how race science was picked out of the boneyard of history and reanimated into a force that's influencing U.S. politics right now.

Epstein received Murray's email address from his ideological fellow traveler James Watson, the late Nobel Prize-winning geneticist who was stripped of his titles in 2019 after he doubled down on comments he'd made to a British newspaper in 2007 about how he was "inherently gloomy about the prospect of Africa" because "all our social policies are based on the fact that their intelligence is the same as ours--whereas all the testing says not really." He told the paper that he wished that all races were equal but that "people who have to deal with Black employees find this not true."

Epstein liked to collect relationships with high-profile academics, but the emails suggest that he may have been drawn to Watson specifically because of his ideology. In his 2016 exchange with Chomsky, Epstein appears to endorse the perspective that improving the world "might require accepting some uncomfortable facts" about race and intelligence. Chomsky, who sustained his association with Epstein even after accusations that the financier had sexually abused children became well known, disagreed with Epstein on race science in their email exchange. (He did not respond to a request for comment.) Epstein references Watson in other emails, and he and Watson appear to have met several times.

The same year that Epstein tried to put Chomsky onto pseudoscientific racism, he was having similar discussions with Joscha Bach, an AI researcher. In one exchange, Bach told Epstein that Black children in the United States "have slower cognitive development" and "are slower at learning high-level concepts." In another email to Epstein, Bach wrote that "given average brain size difference" between men and women, "the small difference in average IQ is surprising."

Read: The far right is becoming obsessed with race and IQ

Bach appears to have since changed his mind. In a recent Substack post explaining his emails with Epstein, Bach claimed that he has never said "that people of different races have different cognitive abilities" and wrote that "every ethnic group contains highly capable individuals" and that no one "should be discriminated against because of their ancestry." Over email, Bach further clarified to me that "the concept of race is not suitable to capture cognitive and behavioral differences between individuals." He said that "scientific discussion about the heritability of traits can be important for the creation of a more fair and equitable society, it is important to understand the nature and limitations of our minds, but they are very complicated and not my area of research."

Other names that pop up in Epstein's emails: He reached out to Steven Pinker, a Harvard professor who has written about research that argues that Ashkenazi Jews are innately intelligent. (Pinker has disavowed Epstein and denied that he ever visited Little Saint James, Epstein's island. He attended at least two events that Epstein was also present at. "I only had one conversation with him, and found him to be not only odious but intellectually deeply unserious, despite the praise from so many of my colleagues, and his own pretensions," Pinker told me over email. He also said that he doesn't believe that there is "good evidence that average racial or ethnic differences have a genetic component.") Epstein also tried to meet with Richard Dawkins, who has made comments claiming that race is a biological reality; Dawkins did not respond to a request for comment.

In the past several years, race science has gained traction on the right and in parts of Silicon Valley's elite circles. Elon Musk, for example, has repeatedly replied to the @cremieuxrecueil account, run by Jordan Lasker, an independent researcher who has been credited by a right-wing publication for tracing "the genetic pathways of crime, explaining why poverty is not a good causal explanation." Musk has also engaged with an account that posted statistics supposedly illustrating the inferiority of Black people. In November, The Guardian reported that perspectives defending race science were embedded in Musk's Wikipedia competitor, Grokipedia. Musk and his representatives did not respond to a request for comment.

Read: Elon Musk updated Grok. Guess what it said? 

In 2023 and 2024, respectively, Charlie Kirk and Tucker Carlson interviewed Steve Sailer, a prominent race-science proponent. President Trump--who once considered Epstein a close friend and is referenced in many emails--has toyed around with the concept for years. In a November 2024 interview with the right-wing radio host Hugh Hewitt, Trump said that some of the migrants coming across the southern border were genetically inferior. "How about allowing people to come to an open border, 13,000 of whom were murderers? Many of them murdered far more than one person, and they're now happily living in the United States," Trump told Hewitt, citing an incorrect number. "You know, now a murderer--I believe this--it's in their genes. And we got a lot of bad genes in our country right now." When I reached out to the White House, the spokesperson Abigail Jackson told me in an emailed statement that "President Trump is right--dangerous criminal illegal aliens exploited Joe Biden's open border and flooded our country."

Read: Donald Trump flirts with race science

Meanwhile, Trump's deportation campaign appears to target people from countries and cultures that he seems to think are inferior. During a Cabinet meeting in December, Trump said of Somalis, "I don't want them in our country, I'll be honest with you," adding that the U.S. will "go the wrong way if we keep taking in garbage into our country." He said this while the Department of Homeland Security was targeting Somalis in Minnesota.

Arguing that intelligence and adjacent traits are biologically determined served a clear function for a man like Epstein, who treated women as disposable and subordinate. And it's equally unsurprising that the powerful people with whom he cultivated relationships might attempt to come up with a natural, objective explanation and rationale for their perch at the top of society.
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What Mamdani Doesn't Know About Tenants

Fixing New York's affordable housing isn't as simple as going after bad landlords.

by Michael Powell

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




On New Year's Day, Zohran Mamdani completed his inauguration festivities and departed for Brooklyn. In the working-class neighborhood of East Flatbush, the new mayor stepped into the lobby of an old apartment building on Clarkson Avenue and met with tenants on rent strike. Their grievances were many: The building has 201 outstanding housing-code violations, including leaks, roach infestations, black mold, and that most perilous of winter derelictions, a lack of consistent heat and hot water.

The young democratic-socialist mayor had championed working-class tenants throughout his campaign, promising to freeze rents in rent-stabilized apartments for four years and even to seize control of buildings owned by slumlords. This trip could be seen as a down payment on his intent.

Mamdani faced reporters and photographers in the lobby. "Landlords have been allowed to mistreat their tenants with impunity," he declared. "That ends today." Cea Weaver, the new director of the Mayor's Office to Protect Tenants and, like Mamdani, a member of the Democratic Socialists of America, stood at his side. Her disdain for private-market landlords is no less fierce than Mamdani's; she has argued that no tenant should be evicted for not paying rent. A few days later, the mayor would announce "rental ripoff hearings" at which tenants could excoriate bad landlords. (A social-media promotion reads like a movie poster: "Mayor Mamdani & the Mayor's Office to Protect Tenants Present New Yorkers vs Bad Landlords.")

Michael Powell: The question-mark mayoralty

As it happens, in the early 1980s, I worked as a tenant organizer in the same neighborhood, including at a building a few doors down from the one where Mamdani spoke. I empathize with the mayor's fury and recall my own outrage as I spoke with hardworking tenants who ran their ovens with the doors open to stay warm and watched mice scamper across their floors. We confronted bad landlords and ventured into the chaos of housing court in search of justice that often proved elusive.

But over time the problems we were trying to address, and the solutions, began to look more complicated. Rage, I learned, was not enough. In my three years as an organizer, I received a bracing education in the economics of rent-stabilized apartments, the terrible cost that crime wreaks on struggling neighborhoods, and the delicate ecology of low-income housing. All of which shapes my view of Mamdani's promises: Rent freezes and promises for the city to take over neglected apartment buildings make for good, visceral politics but poor public policy.

I was born and raised in New York City, and grew up in a rent-controlled apartment. My family's sometimes-straitened finances meant that we would remain renters. I became a tenant organizer in my early 20s, working for the Neighborhood Stabilization Program, an offshoot of the city's Commission on Human Rights. My plan was to change the world, or at least my corner of it.

New York at the time was far more desolate and dilapidated than the expensive, albeit deeply unequal, financial capital it is today. In East Flatbush in the early 1980s, I found blocks of attached brick homes and boulevards with once-grand apartment buildings. But Church Avenue, the commercial spine of the neighborhood, offered a dreary run of boarded-up storefronts, interrupted here and there by diners, real-estate offices, discount shops, and bodegas, where you could score a nickel bag of weed along with your quart of milk. Farther east lay blocks with burnt-out apartment buildings, ghostly at night, and lots strewn with bricks and old bathtubs, mattresses, and cribs. To reach one tenant association I worked with, I had to navigate an open-air heroin market. (I was safe enough; dealers assumed I was just another white boy in need of a fix.)

One night, as I hustled along a deserted avenue to the bus, I passed a row of commercial garages and felt momentarily hopeful: Thank God these businesses remain. Then I heard the high-pitched whine of electric saws behind metal gates, and I realized these were chop shops, where men worked through the night to reduce stolen cars to marketable parts.

The city at that point had shed jobs and residents by the hundreds of thousands. Many white residents in East Flatbush had succumbed to racist fearmongering by real-estate speculators and sold their home for a fraction of the assessed value; the speculators sold those homes to Black buyers at exorbitant interest rates. As new arrivals tried to find their footing, a tide of homicides and drug dealing swept in. In 1976, an influential former local official wrote an essay in The New York Times advising that the city should withdraw services from degraded neighborhoods, even razing apartment blocks, closing subway stations, and leaving land to "lie fallow"; he called it "planned shrinkage." That did not happen, not exactly, but the neglect was real. The working-class West Indians, Haitians, and African Americans who poured into East Flatbush differed not so much economically from earlier white residents, but they had to fight mightily to obtain the most basic services.

Most tenants I worked with in East Flatbush hailed from the West Indies, Barbados, Guyana, Jamaica, and Grenada, and nearly all of them lived in rent-stabilized apartments. One building in particular comes to mind, on Cortelyou Road. The tenants lived in a 1920s-era four-floor walk-up with 25 rent-stabilized units. (Under New York's rent-stabilization laws, an appointed board sets maximum allowable rent increases citywide.) The landlord, a Jamaican-born insurance salesman, was not a bad guy; at best, he was a couple of steps up the income ladder from his struggling tenants. He had sunk his life savings into the building in hopes of turning a profit, and that was proving a very bad bet.

The old boiler wheezed and stalled, the roof sprang leaks, half-century-old pipes cracked, and the lobby intercom was defunct. The building needed intensive care. But the rent roll was puny, and few tenants could have paid more even if rent stabilization had allowed for it. One evening, the landlord told us that he could not afford to run the building.

Tenant leaders were sympathetic, but this was about survival. They persuaded a housing-court judge to push the landlord aside and appoint an administrator who was empowered to spend rent monies only on heat and emergency repairs. Tougher decisions followed. A young mother of two was well liked but fell months behind on rent; when the city welfare department gave her an emergency cash grant, she declined to use it to pay the rent. A mother of three was romantically entangled with a man who had commandeered a third-floor landing for his drug business and whose clientele sometimes broke into apartments. The tenant association voted to move to evict these women, their decision no less necessary for being sad.

The landlord walked away without a penny. There were no proletarian hearings to denounce a slumlord, who in this case did not really exist. Just deeply painful decisions. But the tenants managed to assure that the building would remain what it is to this day: rent stabilized, still of somewhat-precarious finances. I remember asking a tenant leader what she had prayed for during those tough times. "A good super who understands boilers," she replied.

East Flatbush is a much healthier place today. New, handsome apartment buildings have gone up, and you can see signs of that mixed blessing known as gentrification. Church Avenue is revived, nearly every storefront occupied, jazz clubs mixing with Haitian bistros, home-loan shops, day-care centers, and Jamaican fish shacks. But the neighborhood still feels fragile, acutely sensitive to any uptick in crime and any drop-off in city services.

The multifamily-housing stock in East Flatbush remains particularly vulnerable, as it does in all but the wealthiest of the city's neighborhoods. (New York has 1 million rent-stabilized apartments.) Today, even many well-run rent-stabilized buildings are still only marginally profitable. That is in part because of rent-law changes pushed through the state legislature in 2019, and advocated by Weaver. These changes include laudable protections for tenants, but the economic effects are more uncertain. Previously, when a tenant moved out of a stabilized apartment, the landlord could raise the rent by 20 percent. Landlords were also allowed to substantially increase rents if they rehabilitated an apartment or made major improvements to a building. Under the new law, they can raise rents by only minuscule amounts to cover rehabilitation costs. One need not weep for landlords--some of whom have prospered mightily--to note they no longer have much incentive to fix up apartments.

Roge Karma: Mamdani has a point about rent control


A pair of single-family homes surrounded by condo buildings on Lenox Road in East Flatbush, pictured in 2019. (Stefano Ukmar / The New York Times / Redux)



Meanwhile, operating costs are rising faster than rental revenues, according to the NYU Furman Center, which recently examined rent-stabilized housing. And rent collections in many working-class buildings in New York never fully rebounded after COVID. The result, predictably, is disinvestment: As managers have cut back on maintenance, the number of code violations has spiked--a 47 percent increase in the past five years in the rent-stabilized buildings that NYU examined. A study by Enterprise Community Partners, an organization that supports affordable housing, found that costs for affordable-housing operators--including insurance, maintenance, and administrative expenses--jumped 40 percent from 2017 to 2024; six of every 10 projects the group has financed are losing money. All of this is risky business for those who operate buildings that are 80 to 100 years old. These problems extend as well to rent-stabilized buildings run by respected nonprofits.

Even the Mamdani administration has acknowledged the near-impossible economics of rent-stabilized housing. After the mayor visited the building on Clarkson Avenue, the city's law department sued to delay the sale of the building and 92 others owned by the same landlord in a bankruptcy auction; the landlord, the Pinnacle Group, owed the city $12.7 million in arrears and fines. The city wanted to sideline the leading bidder, and was trying to buy time, likely so it could steer the portfolio to a more tenant-friendly buyer, or even the city itself.

I have no quibble with targeting the Pinnacle Group, which is in bankruptcy proceedings on 93 buildings with 5,150 apartments, most of which are rent stabilized; these buildings have a cumulative 5,000 code violations and 14,000 complaints. But in court documents, the city's lawyers pointed out that rents in Pinnacle's portfolio are "very low averaging" and that those revenues are too low to constitute a "supportable business." That is surely an obstacle to clearing up code violations. A federal bankruptcy judge denied the city's motion, ruling that the new proposed buyer had submitted a "reasonable-sounding plan" to manage the buildings--potentially saving the city from a very expensive rehabilitation project.

All of this underlines why fixing the problem of affordable housing in New York City is not so simple as freezing rents. Mamdani's deputy mayor for housing and planning recently said that the administration wants to lower costs for landlords--for example, through property-tax reform, tax breaks for renovating apartments, and attempts to slow the steep rise in building-insurance costs. The mayor's primary focus, however, is on what tenants pay to live in this terrifically expensive city and the quality of their housing. That's far from irrelevant. But the question of how to get landlords to deliver this housing without bankrupting their buildings matters just as much.

There was also, for me as an organizer, the issue of crime. Five years ago, Mamdani argued that the New York Police Department was essentially evil and should have its budget deeply slashed. He has softened that view considerably since taking office, but many DSA comrades still hold it. I can speak only to my own experience: Nothing so erodes the stability of neighborhoods and buildings as failing to address crime.

I felt its pernicious effects personally in East Flatbush. Tenants had formed an association at a building on Martense Street, at a then-sketchy corner. The building had many ailments, and the landlord seemed intent on doing as little as possible about them. Tenants identified their greatest need as a working intercom. Absent that, the front door swung ajar, a welcome sign to thieves. One afternoon, I walked downstairs after talking with the tenant leaders and found five adolescent boys jiggering locks to break into an apartment.

Yo, yo, yo, get out of here, I said loudly, waving my hands to scat.

The littlest boy pulled out a strikingly large gun and stuck it in my face. Shoot him, two boys yelled. Nah, leave the motherfucker alone, the other two said. The boy considered his options, then tucked the gun back into his waistband. He told me I was lucky to be alive. I nodded in agreement.

Henry Grabar: The great crime decline is happening all across the country

Such episodes threatened civic life in a most elemental fashion. A homeowner block leader who risked catching a stray bullet was far less likely to walk to an evening meeting at a local church. Tenants told me they worried that if they talked openly in their lobby about crime, snitches for local drug dealers might overhear and report them. Other tenants sometimes insisted on walking me to the subway after a meeting, placing themselves in harm's way.

I never once heard a tenant leader or block leader argue for less policing. They wanted a respectful partnership with law enforcement. At great risk, they monitored dangerous streets and rowhouses, took notes on dealers and gangs, and passed this information along to the local precincts and to the mayor's office. Some cops and city officials were unresponsive, even corrupt. But the best listened carefully and used that information to clear notorious corners and round up gang leaders.

I once stood watch with tenants every night for a week after we heard that their landlord had hired an arsonist--known as a "torch"--to burn down their building, so the landlord could collect the insurance money. The city's Arson Strike Force got involved, and the building stands to this day.

The new mayor is fond of his On the Waterfront rhetoric, and tends to suggest that, before the socialists came to power, city government was dismissive of the poor and working class. He means well, but this is nonsense. Thankfully, city officials--prodded by tenants and small-business owners, clergy and homeowners, and, yes, some landlords--rejected advice to consign neighborhoods such as East Flatbush to history's dustbin. Beginning in the 1980s, successive mayors, Democrats and Republicans, invested first hundreds of millions and then billions of dollars in what became the greatest urban-rebuilding program in American history. The city and nonprofits rehabilitated abandoned buildings and constructed new ones, along with day cares and schools. The rubble-strewn lots I once walked through are now smart-looking apartment buildings. Banks and supermarkets sit on corners where drug dealers held sway. Citywide, many fewer children are in foster care, fewer men are in prison, and far fewer New Yorkers are murdered each year.

I took a walk recently through East Flatbush, alongside the snow-laden Holy Cross Cemetery, down Church Avenue, and along a couple of boulevards of prewar apartment buildings, as achingly beautiful and, in some cases, as tattered as when I first arrived there. The city still faces many challenges, but its recent history gives me hope that a new mayor and administration committed to improving affordable housing can make a profound mark. To do that, Mamdani will need to toss aside easy moral binaries--noble tenants versus capitalist landlords, frozen rents versus runaway profits--and recognize the painful trade-offs that will come with restoring rent-stabilized housing, one of New York's great resources.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/02/mamdani-tenant-organizing-affordable-housing/685951/?utm_source=feed
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The Democrats Aren't Built for This

They say they want to save democracy. First they'll need to get out of their own way.

by Mark Leibovich

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




Ken Martin has one of those resting dread faces, as if he's bracing for someone to dump a bucket of rocks on his head. His nervous eyes make him look chronically unsettled--which is probably appropriate for someone trying to run the Democratic National Committee these days.

"The political equivalent of being a fire hydrant" is how Martin describes his job, and then helpfully explains the image to anyone not grasping it: "You get pissed on by everyone." This is a favorite line and recurring theme: the put-upon chairman, always being hassled by his easily triggered constituencies.

The first time he said this to me, the week before Thanksgiving, the triggered included Martin's own employees. He had been dealing with a staff revolt following his November 12 announcement that the DNC would be ending its generous work-from-home guidelines. Everyone would be expected to return to headquarters full-time, Martin told his staff, starting in February.

This did not go over well. Thumbs-down emoji filled the Zoom screen. Employees pelted Martin with questions. He told me that he sympathized, but observed that most major public- and private-sector organizations had long since compelled their employees to return to their offices.

"If it's unbearable and it's a quality-of-life thing for you, I'm happy to help you find another job," Martin said he told his staff. The complaints persisted.

"Shocking" and "callous," the DNC's employee union said of the chairman's directive in a statement to The New York Times.

The squabble underscored how the Democrats can't help but keep playing to a stubborn stereotype--a soft and pampered bunch, unwilling to make the gritty sacrifices (such as getting dressed) necessary to prevail in their "existential" campaign to save democracy.

"The Democrats treat their fucking people like kindergartners," Sarah Longwell, a former Republican consultant who quit the party over Donald Trump, told me. Longwell can get exasperated by her new allies on the left. When I mentioned the DNC's in-person-work kerfuffle, it set her off.

"Republicans are over here being straight-up mercenaries," Longwell said. "Democrats give everybody Fridays off and talk about work-life balance." She apologized for yelling into the phone. Democrats "are not built for when the fascists come," she concluded.

Martin has invited similar doubts about himself. A former head of the Minnesota Democratic-Farmer-Labor Party, he won an election in February 2025 for the privilege of leading the divided, despondent, and destitute committee. He barely survived the summer after Politico received a leaked audiotape of a May 15 meeting in which an anguished Martin can be heard describing the toll of his job to DNC officers: "The other night I said to myself for the first time, I don't know if I want to do this anymore."


Ken Martin, chair of the Democratic
 National Committee (Scott Olson / Getty)



But things were looking up. Martin and I were sipping Diet Cokes at the National Democratic Club, next to the DNC headquarters, on the south side of Capitol Hill. The place was bustling, even festive, for a late Monday afternoon. Assorted House members, Hill staffers, Democratic donors, and lobbyist types clustered around tables of drinks and hors d'oeuvres. Representative Gwen Moore of Wisconsin stopped by to say hello to Martin. Others waved as they passed our table, and a few congratulated him. It had been a while since he'd been congratulated for anything.

Despite Martin's rough start in the job, the party's spirits had brightened considerably after November 4, when Democrats scored double-digit wins in the Virginia and New Jersey governor's races. Although both candidates--former House members Abigail Spanberger in Virginia and Mikie Sherrill in New Jersey--had been favored to win, their impressive margins, along with other overperformances by Democrats across the country, were viewed as hopeful signs for the 2026 midterms.

A veteran party apparatchik, Martin arrived in Washington just as Trump was returning to the White House. Even more than during his first go-round, Trump has enjoyed near-unanimous complicity from supine Republican majorities in Congress, as well as meek resistance from a dazed opposition. Martin, 52, is the harried face of this meek resistance.

I had been checking in with him periodically since the summer as part of my attempt to assess how the Democrats had managed to so thoroughly marginalize themselves. No matter how eager they were to resist Trump, they kept living up to their worst image as an overly sensitive, out-of-touch, and terminally online band of myopic and overindulged factions.

Martin himself has a knack for reinforcing these caricatures. Just as I was starting this project, he presided over the DNC's summer meeting in Minneapolis to begin the urgent work of rebuilding the Democratic coalition and making the party palatable to American voters again. Soon after calling the assembly of more than 400 party officials to order, Martin relinquished his mic to a representative of the Saginaw Ojibwe Nation for the DNC's "land acknowledgment" ritual. Switching between English and her tribal language, the Indigenous woman affirmed that Minneapolis had been stolen from its native Dakota Oyate Tribe ("the original stewards of the lands and waters").

The interlude took only a minute or two but received outsize attention--and ridicule--as an example of how Democrats remain overly concerned with performative pandering to various small identity groups. "It is difficult to imagine more than a handful of people looking out over the current hellscape of U.S. policy and thinking to themselves: You know what we need to be sure to address today? The Dakota War of 1862," Andrew Egger wrote in The Bulwark.

"What is Ken Martin doing?" the Democrats' crank emeritus, James Carville, wondered aloud on his Politics War Room podcast. It is not the DNC's job to right the well-documented wrongs of American history, Carville said. "It doesn't exist to make people feel good. It exists--get this through your head--to win elections."

I asked Martin if gestures like land acknowledgments were worth the trouble. He bristled. "I've always felt that it's important to be an inclusive party," he told me. This suggested that the land acknowledgments would continue.

"We're not going to abandon who we are," Martin said. "People can call it 'woke' as much as they want." He disputed the notion that he was focused on anything other than winning in 2026.

"It's all gas, no brakes," Martin insisted. And imperative that "we do the work between now and November."

Although it seems that many people at the DNC would prefer to "do the work" from home.

The DNC's mini-mutiny over the return-to-office mandate ruined the brief elation of the off-year victories. Candidates running for office rely on massive numbers of volunteers, Virginia's now-Governor Spanberger told me. They work their day jobs and then offer up their spare time because they believe in the cause. So it is not a good look for paid party staff to be talking publicly "about how hard it is to go into an office to get paid to do things that campaign workers do in their volunteer time," Spanberger said.

But perhaps the deeper issue is that Democrats have historically focused too much on keeping their many constituent groups as happy as possible, sometimes at the expense of their principal goal: triumphing in elections so they can implement their policies. "First and foremost, Democrats need to get much more ruthless about winning," Senator Elissa Slotkin of Michigan told me. This, she said, is not always compatible with the "weird consensus-based leadership" that their leaders tend toward.

As Trump has rampaged Caligula-like through his second term--draping federal buildings with massive likenesses of himself and renaming them in his honor; razing an entire wing of the White House; deploying masked agents to snatch brown-skinned people from sidewalks; running roughshod over constitutional norms, NATO, Minneapolis, and Venezuela alike--rank-and-file Democrats have shown a clear preference for Team Ruthless. Unleash the alpha dogs, they keep saying--the more rabid, the better.

"They want to win so fucking bad," said Longwell, who has convened hundreds of focus groups across the political spectrum. Democratic leaders and political strategists need to understand that anything that does not lead to winning elections is extraneous, she said. "If you watch the DNC, you still see the pronouns on the name tags and the land acknowledgment at the start, and the voters are like, Get that stuff out of here."

My assignment was to pick through the Democrats' post-2024 debris. I wanted to see if this once-confident multiracial coalition of working-class men and women could somehow get itself together in time for the midterms. Could the Democrats make themselves a viable alternative to the bumbling but dangerous autocrats on the other side? Are they capable of regaining some measure of power, despite themselves?


Representative Jasmine Crockett, of Texas's Thirtieth Congressional District, is running for the Republican John Cornyn's Senate seat. (Michael Nigro / AP)



I traveled around the country and interviewed about four dozen Democratic candidates, elected officials, party leaders, operatives, and voters I met at rallies, town halls, and other gatherings. What I encountered was a political party on a search: for a winning message; for a fresh identity; for new leaders; for the elusive white knight, whatever that might look like. In the past, saviors have occasionally materialized, but rarely how a broken party imagined them. No one saw Barack Obama coming, sweeping in to define a winning coalition of Democrats in 2008. Nor, for that matter, did anyone envisage Donald Trump doing the same for Republicans eight years later. Fortunes can turn fast.

But Democrats have remained stuck in their funk for an unusually long stretch. For much of 2025, their doldrums felt much worse than the typical rough patch that parties endure after bad election defeats. They were staggered, self-pitying, and seemingly traumatized by the denouement of the Joe Biden years. They have wallowed and feuded.

They have also analyzed themselves to death. If sheer tonnage of voter case studies and white papers could rescue a party, Democrats would be set for years. My inbox overflowed with the latest theories on how Democrats had lost their way and what was needed to revive them. Dueling autopsies were produced by various advocacy groups.

"How Democrats Lost the White House," from RootsAction, blamed party leaders. "The Working Class Project," from American Bridge 21st Century, determined that the party's traditional coalition of blue-collar voters has come to "perceive Democrats to be woke, weak, and out-of-touch, too focused on social issues." "Deciding to Win," a data-based dissection published by WelcomePAC, argued that as Democrats have moved left on issues such as crime and immigration, self-identified moderates and conservatives have abandoned the party. For good measure, the centrist group Third Way produced "Was It Something I Said?," a guide to help Democrats avoid speaking "like the extreme, divisive, elitist, and obfuscatory enforcers of wokeness." It included a handy compendium of 45 words and phrases (dialoguing, microaggression, stakeholders, LGBTQIA+) that the party should not use, because they create "a wall between us and everyday people."

From the April 2023 issue: George Packer on how banning words won't make the world more just

Of all the autopsy porn I luxuriated in, the most compelling was "How the Democrats Lost America: Making Sense of the 2024 Election and the Future of American Politics," by Scott Ferson, a longtime Democratic campaign strategist. The exhaustive report--which will be published as a book in April--is based on more than 1,000 interviews that Ferson and his team conducted during the Trump and Biden years.

Ferson argues that in recent decades the Democratic Party has developed an "elitist problem" that has caused it to lose its connection to many Americans. The migration of low-income, non-college-educated voters to the GOP has accelerated: Scores of Black and Latino Americans joined Trump's coalition in 2024. Recent research suggests a significant shift in how voters perceive the parties; more people now believe that Republicans best represent the interests of the poor and working class, while Democrats are coming to be viewed as the party of rich elites. (Ken Martin has called this reversal "a damning indictment" of the Democrats "that's got to change.") Recent presidential-election trends illustrate this turnabout. In 2012, Mitt Romney carried voters earning more than $100,000 a year by 10 percentage points; in 2024, Kamala Harris won them by four points. In 2012, Obama won voters making less than $50,000 a year by 22 points; in 2024, Trump won those voters by two points.

In his report, Ferson describes conversations he had with people in the districts in and around Canton, Ohio, which have been decimated by plant closures and job losses. "I think the Democrats' message to people in Canton, Ohio, is You should move," Ferson told me, adding that many Canton residents think Democrats feel superior to them and their hometown. His research also confirmed how effective conservative media have been in reducing Democrats to caricatures. "By the time we knock on their door in Pennsylvania," Ferson said, quoting a line from the Democratic media consultant Joe Trippi, "we're a pedophile space alien who created AI to take their job away."

Shortly after Martin became chair, he announced that the DNC would be producing its own report on the lessons of 2024. He purposely called it an "after-action review" and not an autopsy, to emphasize that the party is "not dead." That was reassuring.

Whatever they're called, the various post-2024 analyses all posed the same unavoidable questions: How had the party lost the working-class voters who were once the backbone of its coalition? Would Democrats be better served by running more moderate candidates to court persuadable swing voters? Or by running more firebrand, populist types, who are better at creating excitement?

The off-year results of 2025 offered something for everyone. "Your task is going to be not to impose litmus tests," Obama told a room of giddy Democrats during a live Pod Save America podcast a couple of days after the victories. "We had Abigail Spanberger win, and we had Zohran Mamdani win, and they are all part of a vision for the future." But Spanberger and Mamdani, who won the New York City mayor's race, were well situated culturally and ideologically for the very different electorates they were running in. It is hard to imagine the Democratic Socialist Mamdani winning a statewide race in Virginia.

In October, Democrats nominated Aftyn Behn, a Tennessee state representative and former progressive activist, in a special election for a U.S. House seat in a heavily Republican district in the Nashville area. Behn, who once described herself as a "radical" and campaigned with the very progressive Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of New York, was portrayed by her opponent as extreme. She wound up losing by nearly nine points to the Republican Matt Van Epps. Though Democrats celebrated this as another overperformance (Trump had carried the district by 22 points in 2024), a more moderate candidate, one not nicknamed "AOC of Tennessee," likely would have done better. "The problem is that the left just is unalterably dedicated to this proposition that if you are more radical, you will turn out more voters," Matt Bennett, of Third Way, told Politico. "And it keeps being disproven over and over and over."

But parties are stuck with whomever their voters decide to nominate. "We have to stop acting like we're casting parts in a play," Spanberger told me. "Like, Oh, this person should run in Virginia, or this person feels like a good Texas Democrat." Candidates are going to run regardless of whether some political operative or professional opinion-haver thinks they're sabotaging the party's chances. And primary voters tend to vote for the candidate they personally prefer, regardless of whether that candidate has the best chance of winning a general election.

Consider the scenario playing out in Texas, where Representative Jasmine Crockett, an unrestrained liberal media magnet, is running for the Senate seat held by the Republican John Cornyn. Crockett's gift for profane insult comedy aimed at Republicans has made her a celebrated sound-bite warrior on the left. But it is not clear that she would have a better chance of winning in red Texas than State Representative James Talarico, a 36-year-old former seminarian and aspiring minister, whose viral speeches have raised his profile, as well as a stunning amount of cash. Talarico's faith and his relative political moderation could make him more palatable to Texans than Crockett in a general election. In January, an Emerson College poll had Talarico performing slightly better against Cornyn than Crockett in a general-election matchup.

But what if the main divide among Democrats today is not, as so many assume, progressive versus moderate? Slotkin told me that "Is it Mamdani or is it Spanberger? " is "kind of an outdated approach." The more consequential split, she said, is between leaders willing "to fight and go on offense" and those content to wait Trump out.

Since Trump's reelection, Democratic voters have shown a strong preference for the former. They've also made it clear that they think their current leaders have been soft and timid. Seventy-one percent of Democrats and 78 percent of all Americans believe that the party has been ineffective in standing up to Trump, according to a June CBS News/YouGov survey. And 62 percent of Democrats say the party needs new leadership, a Reuters/Ipsos poll found, also in June.

If Democratic voters perceive a candidate to be principled and unrelenting, they have been more than willing to look beyond acres of red flags. Graham Platner, a gravelly voiced oyster farmer who is running for Senate in Maine to supplant the Republican forever-incumbent, Susan Collins, offers a case in point: Platner, a political neophyte at 41, spent much of his adult life in the combat thickets of Iraq and Afghanistan before pivoting to mollusks. His campaign started off like gangbusters in August, attracting huge crowds and millions in donations. Reporters flowed to Sullivan, Maine, for an audience with the burly oysterman (just as soon as they were done with the Jesus-loving Democrat in Texas).


Graham Platner, a Maine oysterman and controversial political newcomer beloved of the populist left, is running in the Democratic primary in hopes of taking on long-serving Republican Senator Susan Collins. (Sophie Park / Getty)



"My plan is to just bribe reporters with oysters," Platner told me as he shucked a few fleshy ones from a cage he'd pulled in. It was a windy morning in early September, and we were out on the white-capped waters of Sullivan Harbor, near Acadia National Park. "Working-class populist" is how Platner described himself. "I'm a small-business owner. And I also own an immense amount of firearms."

If this was a casting call, Platner nailed it: flannel shirts, weathered caps, a pro wrestler's voice. "I'm a fucking oyster farmer from Sullivan, for God's sake," he told me at one point, which might as well go on a bumper sticker.

Platner seemed a far more compelling character than Maine's 78-year-old governor, Janet Mills, the candidate preferred by the party establishment. To his excited supporters, Platner might just be the Democrats' perfect populist insurgent for Maine.

Well, maybe not perfect. Okay, not at all perfect.

Like shellfish, political newcomers only stay fresh for so long before they start to smell. Old Reddit posts can surface. Such as the one where the candidate remarked that some white rural Americans were stupid and racist. Or the ones that were homophobic or misogynistic. Or the anti-police one. Platner, who called his Reddit comments "indefensible," attributed the "dark feelings" reflected in them to his time in the infantry. Chairman Martin called the old posts "hurtful" but not "disqualifying."

Next came a swell of questions about the large tattoo that Platner had on his chest, a skull and crossbones widely recognized to be a Nazi death's-head. He claimed that he had been ignorant of the insignia's Third Reich associations, and that he had gotten the ink done in Croatia following a drunken night out with his Marine pals in 2007. When the tattoo became a campaign issue, he hastily got it covered over.

It would be nice if Democrats could find a working-class-hero candidate who was not sullied by, say, a Nazi tattoo. But Platner's early support has proved durable. His supporters blame the surfacing of his old comments on a smear campaign engineered by the establishment and the party's rich patrons, who are scared of an unfiltered populist outsider who owes them nothing.

"I think he's running a really good campaign," Senator Bernie Sanders told me. "It saddens me very much that instead of engaging in a real debate about the future of America, we have some people in the Democratic leadership trying to destroy him." Sanders said he believes that Platner "stands an excellent chance to be the next senator from Maine."

As he navigated the choppy waters in his boat, Platner splashed from topic to topic. He talked about the finer points of oyster farming, his love of soccer and of Maine's native osprey, how therapy had saved him after his return from combat, and various other things.

"I do love gays," he said at one point. (Good to know!) "Somebody asked me where do I stand on LGBTQIA+," Platner added.

"What does IA+ stand for?" I asked him.

"That's actually a good question."

Platner said that in an earlier speech, he'd just said "LGBTQ." After thinking for a moment, he posited that the Q, I, and A stand for "queer, intersex, and androgynous."

"But what's the plus?" I asked.

"Everything else," he said.

Platner's broader argument is that although his campaign is focused on the "material conditions that people are living in"--hospital closures, housing shortages, affordability--he is not willing to compromise on social issues at the expense of vulnerable populations. "I don't think there is any value, both morally but also politically, in selling people out," Platner said.

His aide interjected with a correction: In fact, the A in LGBTQIA+ stands for "asexual," not "androgynous." The candidate regretted the error.

"It's asexual, sorry," Platner said. "It's asexual."

Though the Democrats may have been buoyed by November's elections, it is hard to overstate how far the party had fallen.

At the start of August, the DNC had $13.9 million cash on hand, compared with $84.3 million for the Republican National Committee. A New York Times analysis found that from 2020 to 2024, Democrats lagged Republicans in new-voter registrations in all 30 states that track registrations by party. Polls kept drawing a bleak picture of the party's popularity. Over the summer, Gallup measured the party's approval rating at 34 percent, its lowest point since Gallup began tracking partisan approval ratings, in 1992; a Wall Street Journal poll had the Democrats at 33 percent approval; a CNN poll put their approval rating at a wretched 28 percent.

Representative Jason Crow of Colorado, who co-leads the Democrats' candidate-recruiting efforts for the House, told me Democrats need to project confidence in their policy positions: "People respond to confidence, and they respond to strength." But because Trump and the Republicans have been so effective in slapping extreme liberal caricatures on their opponents, Democrats are gun-shy. "We can't be apologetic for our own positions, and second-guessing ourselves, and being weak and timid about it," Crow said.

"I've never seen the party so unsure of itself, and so kind of lacking its own footing," Colin Allred, the former NFL player and representative from Texas who lost the 2024 Senate race to Ted Cruz, told me. Allred, who is running for a Dallas-area House seat, described the state of the Democratic Party's brand as "terrible."

"We are living through hell right now, let's be honest," Mallory McMorrow, a Democratic candidate for U.S. Senate in Michigan, told me. But McMorrow, a 39-year-old state senator and former bartender, sounded oddly buoyant, perhaps because she sees the 2026 midterm campaigns as a chance to clear out the old bones of the party establishment. The party "has not been prepared for this moment," McMorrow said. "It is inexcusable to go on national television and say things like 'Well, Democrats aren't in charge right now, so we can't do anything.' Why would anybody vote for you?"

And yet, despite the Democrats' abysmal approval ratings--and their repeated, self-parodying demonstrations of why they might deserve them--voters have shown a consistent preference for them in recent months. Since Trump took office, Democrats have flipped 25 state legislative seats that had been held by Republicans, while Republicans have flipped zero seats held by Democrats. For all their dysfunction and malaise, Democrats have this key dynamic going for them: The party in power tends to overreach, mess up, and then take most of the blame when voters get cranky. This is a far more reliable blueprint for a party's resurrection than anything drawn up at a think tank.

True to form, voters have overwhelmingly blamed Republicans for what they see as a gloomy state of national affairs. Americans broadly disapprove of how Trump has handled the economy, immigration, and the cost of living--the three issues most responsible for putting him back in the White House. The Republican policy agenda has proved disastrously unpopular: A November Gallup poll put Trump's approval rating at 36 percent, a low for his second term, and at just 25 percent among independents.

But none of this should be confused with a national wave of love for the opposition party. On the contrary, Democrats in Congress scored a particularly dismal 18 percent approval rating in a Quinnipiac University poll released in mid-December, a record low.

Yet the DNC apparently prefers to tune this out. The day after the Quinnipiac poll was published, Martin announced that the committee's deep-dive review of the 2024 debacle would not be released after all. In other words, while the Democratic brand continued to flatline, the autopsy itself was declared dead in the cradle--this despite DNC officials having conducted more than 300 interviews and Martin having previously called the autopsy a crucial exercise.

I'd spoken with several Democratic politicians and operatives who hoped that the memorandum, which would benefit from the DNC's resources and access to party officials, could be an important addition to the canon of wonkery. It could help determine, for instance, which candidate profiles would work best in certain districts and states, how much blame Joe Biden deserved for 2024, and what, if anything, Kamala Harris could have done differently. But what the DNC essentially declared at the end of 2025 was Never mind. Releasing the DNC report, Martin suggests, would distract from the party's work. Martin also seemed intent on cramming as many buzz phrases (and banned words) as possible into his official statement about the decision to scuttle the project: "In our conversations with stakeholders from across the Democratic ecosystem, we are aligned on what's important, and that's learning from the past and winning the future." He continued, "Here's our North Star: does this help us win? If the answer is no, it's a distraction from the core mission."

Here is Martin's north star, based on his first year at the DNC: proceed with extreme caution and commit no microaggressions.

Read: Democrats can't stop talking about their problems

Martin's decision to bury the DNC's findings invited suspicion and derision. Simon Bazelon, the lead author on the "Deciding to Win" project, told The New York Times that the aborted autopsy is sadly consistent with the Democratic leadership's general penchant for complacency, risk aversion, and avoidance.

"It's reflective of a broader problem within the party," Bazelon said. "We are scared of ever making anybody in our coalition upset."

"Democrats are pussies." 

Senator Ruben Gallego of Arizona was on the phone, and I was telling him what I kept hearing about his party. Gallego, a former Marine and an Iraq War veteran, did not disagree. This was no surprise, because he has cultivated a reputation for bluntness, and the media have held him up as the Democrats' ambassador to the regular-bro types who supported Trump by large margins.


Senator Ruben Gallego of Arizona won by running as a "big-ass truck" Democrat in 2024. (Talia Sprague / AP)



During his winning Senate campaign in 2024, Gallego held events in boxing gyms and touted the appeal of a "big-ass truck" (apparently his attempt to buck the perception that Democrats drive only puny-ass Priuses and Jettas). Gallego is confident that none of the pejoratives affixed to Democrats--weak, feckless, timid--applies to him.

"I just called the president an idiot on national TV, so I'm not exactly the person to talk about it," he told me.

Gallego, who is 46, prevailed in his Senate race despite a rough performance by Democrats nationally. Latino men supported him by 30 points, despite Trump carrying about half that group across the country. Everyone was asking who the Trump-Gallego voters in Arizona were, Gallego said. "A lot of them were just men who said, 'Ruben Gallego is a fighter.' "

Or, not a pussy.

I intentionally used that word because I'd heard so many others use it to describe Democrats, typically while conveying how impotent their elected leaders have been in standing up to Trump's serial abuses. "Yes, exactly, I totally agree," Gallego said. But he was hesitant to be quoted using that word specifically, and he asked to go off the record.

Back on the record, Gallego told me he'd won in Arizona because those Trump-Gallego voters said, "Ruben is not a wussy like these other Democrats." One could see why a politician would not want to utter pussy on the record, given its crass anatomical connotation (Gallego wussed out). These are sensitive times, after all, even for big-ass-truck-loving fight-fans.

Being a Democrat can be exhausting sometimes. So many considerations, so many shifting sensitivities and cancelable offenses.

Trump's steamrolling of anything, including the Constitution, that might impede his authoritarian project has made the limpness of the Democratic opposition more conspicuous.

"What we've allowed to become normalized is completely deviant," California Governor Gavin Newsom told me in the fall. "This is code red." Newsom said that although he longs for the "When they go low, we go high shit," this is no time for the usual political bromides and tactics. Democrats need to go beyond writing a concerned "op-ed that lands in The New York Times," he added, which "we can retweet--to the 12 of us--and say how proud we are about our prose."

Newsom said the Democrats need to get out of their own heads and enclaves and start acting with a desperation commensurate with the moment. If the Democratic Party remains weak, "we will get rolled," Newsom said. "Weakness is the toxicity of our brand."

Among nationally known Democrats, it is Newsom's political standing that may have risen the most amid the dark Trumpian doings of 2025. The governor's willingness to mock the president through aggressive social-media parody elevated him to de facto resistance leader. Given voter impatience with wimpy party leaders, a righteous showdown with Trump is not a bad situation for an ambitious Democrat to be in. Newsom was also willing, at great risk to himself politically, to counter GOP efforts to gerrymander red-state House districts. He blew up California's nonpartisan redistricting laws and led a successful ballot initiative to redraw the state congressional map to favor the Democrats.

As I spoke with Newsom, I realized that pretty much everything he said was some variation of "Desperate times call for desperate measures." Conversations with him on this topic tend to be a bacchanal of profanity and exasperation. "Wake the fuck up; wake the fuck up," he kept saying. "This thing is being torn down."

Newsom's aggressive trolling of Trump has helped combat the long-standing view of him as a slick opportunist and has won him new admirers. "When people see someone fighting, they get really, really excited, and when they see someone folding, they get really, really demoralized," Beto O'Rourke, the former representative from Texas and onetime presidential candidate, told me. "Gavin Newsom, who frankly I just wasn't necessarily a big fan of before, I'm a big fan of right now. That guy's a fighter."

There's a need for fighters, O'Rourke said, because Trump is now a "cornered animal"--one that happens to be "the most powerful animal in the country, who controls the House, the Senate, the White House, the Supreme Court, the National Guard, and has a secretary of defense who is in concert with him on using American cities as the training grounds for the military. So this is some dark stuff."

I couldn't help noticing that O'Rourke's voice acquired a kind of dreamy cadence as he described the darkness. Nothing like a potential Armageddon for American democracy to get a graying former golden boy--he is now 53--excited. "It's also this extraordinary moment," O'Rourke continued, "where all of us who are alive today get this chance to save the country. We're going to be tested in a way I don't think you and I can even imagine."

One recurring resentment among Democratic voters is the disconnect between the party's red-alert anti-Trump rhetoric and the musty vehicles--Biden and Harris, as well as Hakeem Jeffries, Chuck Schumer, and the various other dust-gatherers--it keeps deploying to resist him. "People continue to say, 'Oh my God, Trump is an authoritarian; the world's going to end,' all this stuff," David Hogg, the 25-year-old gun-control activist and advocate for recruiting young progressive leaders, told me over the summer. Hogg, who had a brief and tumultuous stint as a DNC co-vice chair in early 2025, is contemptuous of the party's lingering cohort of elder leaders.

"It's like, 'Okay, look who your members of Congress are: Some of them literally cannot stand for a press conference,' " he said. "You cannot credibly tell the American people that democracy is in danger and the world is ending, and the people that you are putting up on the front lines of fighting back against that genuinely belong in a nursing home."

On that note, I headed to a Bernie Sanders rally.

"We are living in a moment that is unprecedented in the modern history of this country," Sanders roared. The socialist senator from Vermont was speaking to a packed theater of about 3,000 people in Wheeling, West Virginia. "We have got to act in an unprecedented way in response."

Sanders, who turned 84 in September, seems to have earned immunity from the party's anti-gerontocratic agitators. When I saw him this past summer, he was making a stop on the Fighting Oligarchy tour, which has consistently drawn fiery hordes across the country. At times, he's been joined by Democratic Socialists of America luminaries such as Mamdani and Ocasio-Cortez. The three of them filled a stadium in Queens for a raucous rally in October, which featured chants of "Tax the rich." Two of the Senate candidates drawing the most enthusiasm from the left--Platner in Maine and Abdul El-Sayed in Michigan--are Sanders acolytes.

These days, the far left is attracting a lot of the party's money, media attention, and crowds. But whether this energy on the left represents the Democrats' path to restoration or to electoral doom depends on whom you ask (or which white paper you read). A remarkable 66 percent of Democrats say they have a positive view of socialism, compared with only 42 percent for capitalism, according to an August Gallup poll.

Sanders strolled onstage in Wheeling to protracted applause and chants of "Bernie!" "I was told that West Virginia was a conservative state," Sanders said as he hunched over a small podium. It was certainly a Trump state: The president won 70 percent of the vote there in 2024, his second-biggest margin in the country, behind Wyoming.

But West Virginia is a proletarian locale that until not long ago was a Democratic stronghold. Bill Clinton carried it twice in the '90s; in 1988, it was one of the 10 states that Massachusetts Governor Michael Dukakis won in his otherwise thumping defeat at the hands of the patrician George H. W. Bush.

"We are losing working-class voters--the core of our coalition since the New Deal--to a corrupt billionaire with a gold toilet," Dan Pfeiffer, a former top Obama adviser, wrote in his Message Box newsletter. A critical mass of working-class voters has deemed said gold-toilet user to be their kind of tough; they like that he professes to fight for them, and they don't care that he fights dirty.

A lot of working-class voters prefer Trump, Graham Platner told me, because they believe he intuitively understands that they feel screwed by the world, just as Trump--the billionaire president--himself does. But running against a "rigged deal" was once the main Democratic message. Sanders had been delivering it for decades before Trump came along; the Fighting Oligarchy speeches are essentially the same ones Sanders has been giving for five decades. What's happening in America today, Sanders declared, with several million working-class people at risk of losing their health care, is an acceleration of what has gone on for half a century: Life gets better and better for the wealthiest Americans--and worse for everyone else.

"You know what happens when people can't go to a doctor when they need to?" Sanders asked the crowd.

"They die!" the crowd responded.

Keep hope alive this is not. But the audience was on its feet and in full frenzy as Sanders revved up his rhetorical bus and set his sights on ... Kamala Harris. Why had she lost?

"One of the reasons," Sanders said, "is she had too many billionaires telling her not to speak up for the working class of this country."

The line drew the loudest cheer of the evening.

A big thing for Democratic politicians these days is to swear a lot, as if by appearing pissed off and profane, they will show how raw and real they are. Since February 2025, they have sworn more often than their Republican counterparts, according to a Washington Post analysis of social-media posts and public remarks. (The big wins, they just keep piling up for the Democrats.)

One detects in this penchant for profanity a whiff of overcompensation--an effort by Democrats to prove that they can talk working-class. Ken Martin says that the party needs to stop being so cautious. "The problem we have as Democrats is we throw a punch, and then we pull it back," he told me. "We don't want to get canceled by someone in our party." I was eager to test this proposition, given that Martin is steeped in the cautious language of the Democratic big tent; God forbid he ever utter something hurtful or make someone feel (double God forbid ) unsafe or triggered.

So I asked Martin: What about Biden? Specifically, his fiasco of a presidential campaign. Didn't he wait too long to bow out, and wasn't it dumb for him to have run in the first place?

"It's an academic exercise," Martin said, ducking the question. "Do you have a time machine?"

I do not.

"The point is," Martin continued, "we don't know for sure whether he should've or shouldn't have, and we can't change it."

"He was too old," I said.

"What I'm interested in are things that will inform the next election."

A few minutes later, Martin was back to talking tough about the importance of speaking freely and not caring about whom he antagonizes.

"I don't give a fuck who I offend," Martin declared.

Except Biden, I noted.

"Listen, that has nothing to do with offending him or not," Martin said. He reiterated that he is not in his job for glory. "All you do is get pissed on all the time," he reminded me.

I was struck by how often Biden came up in my conversations with Democrats around the country. Specifically, people mentioned that his refusal to step away despite his obvious decline--and the refusal of Democratic leaders to acknowledge this decline until it was too obvious to ignore--was a betrayal that the party has yet to reckon with or recover from. "If their line was As long as the president's not senile--I just have a higher bar than that," James Talarico said.


James Talarico, a state representative and former seminarian running for Senate in Texas, believes that the Democrats' struggles give them a chance to redefine themselves to be more broadly appealing. (Greg Nash / Getty)



"When you tell people that the thing that they are seeing isn't true," Graham Platner said, "they're going to stop fucking believing you. Because you're obviously lying."

The lie has become a proxy for distrust of Democratic leaders on issues across the board. It's a big reason Democrats have lost significant ground with a constituency that was once solidly theirs--the youth vote. "When we told them the president is too old, they told us, 'No, he's not; look how strong he is,' " David Hogg told me.

To his supporters, Trump approximates what "strong" looks like and what a "man" looks like (and even what a "strongman" looks like). Despite his constant whining and incessant lies, Trump embodies for his base blunt honesty and brutish masculinity.

Let's pause for a second to appreciate the richness of the irony here: Nearly every elected Republican in Washington who is not named Trump has allowed himself or herself to be effectively neutered by him. Republican "leaders" might fashion themselves as a pack of alpha dogs, but in fact they have proved themselves to be a pack of panting poodles. "They love to call us cucks," Ken Casey, the lead singer and bassist for the punk band the Dropkick Murphys, told The Atlantic this past summer. "Which I find ironic because there's a good portion of MAGA that would probably step aside and let Donald Trump have their way with their significant other if he asked."

Ruben Gallego said that "if I was bullied as much as these Republicans are by President Trump and his followers, I would be so ashamed to see my family."

The gap between how Trump is perceived by some Republicans (strong and confident) and his actual persona (overwrought and histrionic) is large. "He has built this sort of whole infrastructure around assuaging an insecurity that he has," Abdul El-Sayed, the Senate candidate from Michigan, told me. "He is so fragile that he builds this simulacrum of strength."

I asked El-Sayed what he meant by that. "It looks strong, and it's enforced by other people thinking it's strong," he explained. "But if you actually got in a physical fight with Donald Trump, you'd kick his ass."

For the record, El-Sayed, who is 41, looks like he could kick most people's asses, certainly mine. A former high-school wrestler and football player, he attended the University of Michigan, and then Oxford on a Rhodes Scholarship; he was later appointed executive director of Detroit's health department. He ran for governor in 2018, losing in the Democratic primary to the eventual winner, Gretchen Whitmer.

We were sitting in a cafe not far from El-Sayed's home in Ann Arbor. Fresh from his Saturday-morning workout, beads of sweat on his forehead and massive arms bulging through a tight black T-shirt, he was sipping a weird energy concoction containing espresso and wheat germ or something. El-Sayed speaks bluntly about the need for a more muscular Democratic Party that fights harder, shows less mercy, and refuses to cede "masculinity" to the cartoonish version modeled by a president who plans to host an Ultimate Fighting Championship bout next summer at the White House. "If they go low, we don't go high," El-Sayed told the crowd at a rally with Sanders that day in Kalamazoo. "We take 'em to the mud and choke 'em out."

El-Sayed is one of the many Democratic candidates and officials I spoke with who readily acknowledged that their party has been actively, albeit inadvertently, repelling men. "Every time you heard the word masculinity in Democratic spaces, it was always preceded by a particular adjective--toxic," he said. "And if you condemn a whole group of people as toxic, don't expect them to be like, Yeah, I want to be part of that."

"When we say 'The future is female,' I get where that's coming from," Talarico told me. "But to a young guy, that kind of sounds like the future is not for them."

It was the middle of October, and Talarico and I were talking in the lobby bar of a hotel in Arlington, Texas. Part of his political momentum has been grounded in novelty--Look, Democrats have found a guy they think can talk to Christians in Texas--but Talarico is legitimately talented. Even though he is in many ways more moderate than his primary opponent, Jasmine Crockett, if Talarico wins the nomination, Republicans will inevitably do what they've become so adept at: turn him into a one-dimensional embodiment of a radical Democrat and make the race a referendum on "woke" pronouns, DEI, and transgender issues.

Talarico might be especially vulnerable to this because of a remark he made in 2021, during a legislative debate. "God is nonbinary," Talarico said, in a video clip that resurfaced this past fall. (Josh Barro, a political commentator who left the Republican Party in 2016 and is now a centrist Democrat, promptly weighed in with a Substack essay titled "The First Step to Winning Back the Senate: Don't Nominate Anyone Who Said 'God Is Non-Binary.' ")

When I mentioned to Talarico that statements such as "God is nonbinary" could present a problem for him, he said he thinks Republicans would have a much harder time turning his race into a referendum on divisive cultural issues in the way they did in 2024, because the dominant issues of 2026 will be the economy and the cost of living. "We're always focused on what happened in the last election," Talarico said. Especially, he noted, the stream of out-of-town reporters in their shiny new cowboy boots. Talarico said he can predict what the national press is going to ask: "It's trans athletes, the 'God is nonbinary' thing." (I felt seen. Or exposed.)

Focusing on cultural issues would be akin to "fighting the last war," Talarico concluded, perhaps wishfully. But Spanberger's campaign in Virginia last year provided validation for this. More than half of Republican ad money in her race was spent on anti-trans themes. "The attack ads were trying to do some sort of othering, right?" Spanberger told me. "It worked with Harris, and so then they presumed it could work with me."

It didn't. Spanberger figured--correctly--that every ad Republicans ran "talking about a bathroom, or trying to vilify kids, was a moment that they weren't talking about the economy." A poll conducted in the final weeks of the campaign found that transgender issues in schools were the top concern for only 4 percent of voters.

Talarico argued that Democrats should not curse the uncertainty they have endured, or treat this period as pointless. "There's an opportunity here to redefine the Democratic Party," he told me. "And you can't do that if the brand is super set, or if there's a strong leader at the top of the party." This, he said, should excite anyone who wants to see the party grow and evolve. "The wilderness is where new ideas and new leaders and new movements come forth."

As Talarico and I talked, a woman from the hotel front desk approached our table to warn us that a coyote had been spotted on the patio earlier. She showed us a picture of the creature on her phone, and we assured her that we would be careful.

Talarico remarked that the nasty interloper would provide good color for my story, and then recalled the time that former Governor Rick Perry had encountered a coyote while running outside Austin--and shot it dead.

"He jogs with a gun" was Talarico's takeaway.

You never know what you'll come across in the wilderness.

Although quantifying morale and momentum is hard, by the end of 2025, the Democrats were enjoying an upturn in both. Their message felt more focused, and their resolve stronger, than it had in a long time. Those off-year election wins helped, and so did Trump's ongoing obfuscation of the Jeffrey Epstein files, which gave Democrats a righteous fight to engage in.

The president helped by continually serving up gold-plated symbolism: He demolished the East Wing of the White House so he could build a $400 million ballroom, and threw a Great Gatsby-themed party at Mar-a-Lago in the midst of a protracted government-shutdown fight that jeopardized health-care subsidies and SNAP benefits for tens of millions of Americans.


Abigail Spanberger won the Virginia governor's race in November by an impressive margin, giving hope to the beleaguered Democrats. (Bloomberg / Getty)



At the same time, Trump's National Guard deployments and immigration-enforcement offensives in Democratic-run cities became more aggressive--and more unpopular. Social media served up a daily video deluge of heavily armed agents randomly manhandling dark-skinned people. Opposition to these incursions catalyzed a more determined resistance than Democrats had shown before. Trump's approval ratings on immigration, which had been his strongest issue, have tanked.

In early November, I traveled to Chicago, the first midwestern blue city Trump had targeted for his immigration crackdowns. J. B. Pritzker, the Illinois governor and a potential Democratic presidential candidate in 2028, found himself in an ongoing Chicago beef with federal authorities, trying to serve as resistance leader against Trump while keeping a volatile situation from exploding in America's third-largest city.

The president had recently called for Pritzker to be jailed--a status symbol among high-profile Democratic governors who might run for president. (Pritzker and Gavin Newsom could wind up sharing both a jail cell and a debate stage.) I visited him on a sparkling fall day in Chicago. Or, as Trump called it, a "war zone" and "the most dangerous city in the world."

Read: J. B. Pritzker's dark visions

At the time we spoke, Pritzker had been urging citizens to blow whistles when they saw federal agents in the area so potential targets could flee. (Really? I thought. Has it come to this? ) He was spending his days fielding insults from the president (the sturdy governor endured a lot of fat jokes) while suggesting that Trump himself was "suffering dementia."

A former venture capitalist and an heir to the Hyatt-hotels fortune, Pritzker kept spitting out dire admonitions. He predicted that the presence of Trump-controlled security forces in Chicago and other cities might foreshadow federal tampering with the 2026 elections. "I think that all the pieces of something nefarious seem to be occurring, and I'm just putting the pieces together," Pritzker said. "I'm hopeful I'm wrong, but I don't think we can assume that I'm wrong."

He was disappointed that it had taken so long for a robust resistance to Trump to coalesce. "My complaint is not about regular folks," Pritzker said. "What I've been frustrated by is people who hold leadership positions. And I'm not talking about elected Democrats only. I'm talking about CEOs of companies. I'm talking about boards of universities. I'm talking about people who have influence, who have the ability to stand up, but are afraid."

Pritzker talks a lot about Nazis. He does not hesitate to compare Trump's authoritarian gambits to the rise of the Third Reich. A descendant of Jewish refugees whose family fled Ukrainian pogroms, Pritzker was talking like this even before the Chicago raids. In February 2025, he gave a speech about how "it took 53 days for the Nazis to tear down a constitutional republic," he told me. "Authoritarianism happens fast."

Pritzker is a billionaire--not exactly a beloved species among Democrats these days. Other than Trump and his court-flatterers, billionaires are probably the most agreed-upon class of boogeyman that Democrats have. In his 2018 run for governor, Pritzker said, one challenge was "overcoming" that.

"Overcoming being a billionaire?" I asked.

This seemed to irritate him. "In a Democratic primary," he said, yes. He asked me to consider the challenges he'd surmounted in running for governor two years after Bernie Sanders had gotten half the vote in the Illinois Democratic primary with a "Billionaires are evil" message. Pritzker had weathered his billionaire status to defeat Republican Governor Bruce Rauner. If he ran for president in 2028, Pritzker said, he would have to face that "obstacle."

Pritzker said he's proud of the fact that many of Sanders's 2016 supporters in Illinois have become strong supporters of his, despite his wealth. Like Newsom, Pritzker exemplifies how using competence and combativeness against Trump plays well with constituents--and can wipe out all kinds of political deficiencies.

While in town, I stayed at the Hilton Chicago, a 1,544-room landmark, built in 1927, on South Michigan Avenue. The hotel overlooks Grant Park. The last time I'd been there was 2008, when I covered Obama's Election Night rally, one of the most unforgettable experiences of my career. The wholesome pride in Chicago was palpable that night: hometown pride and American pride, as well as a strong sense--or illusion, it turned out--of national unity. The Ethiopian cabdriver who drove me to O'Hare the next morning kept bursting into tears because, he said, he never expected that the people of his adopted country would elect a Black president.

Obama's ascendancy that night also represented a 21st-century high point for the Democratic Party. Hope, change, all of those things. (As well as the racial backlash, prominently abetted by Trump.) That was a long time ago, and feels longer. The arc of the moral universe is complicated.

My last stop on the tour was a cafe in Toledo, Ohio, about two weeks before Christmas. Former Democratic Senator Sherrod Brown was hosting a roundtable featuring seven Ohioans sharing stories about the financial pain that bloated health-care costs had inflicted on their families, compelling them to scale back their medical care.

One after another, the participants described, at times tearfully, how their struggles had been exacerbated by the Trump administration's policies, especially the so-called big, beautiful bill that Republicans passed over the summer.

This was a classic Democratic campaign event, centered on the party's most solid policy terrain--health care. It was also classic Sherrod Brown, a now-rare breed of working-class progressive who had managed to get himself elected three times to the Senate and seven times to the House, in a state that veered to the right during the Trump years. Brown, 73, finally saw his luck run out in 2024, when he lost his campaign for a fourth term to Bernie Moreno, a MAGA disciple.

When he lost, he assumed that his political career was over. "I really was not going to do this again. My wife didn't want me to do it again, and my kids didn't want me to do it again," he told me. But when Trump returned to office and started wreaking even more havoc than he had in his first term, Brown saw an opening. He is now running for a seat held by a Republican incumbent, Jon Husted. "I'm going to win this race because the state is so different," he said.

"Different from what?" I asked.

"Different from what it was last year," Brown said, when Trump 2.0 was more popular, the Democrats were a mess, and it looked like Brown's brand of nuts-and-bolts liberal politics was cooked. Now Trump is so much less popular that the abiding Democratic disarray might not matter.

I wanted to end this journey with Brown because he is not flashy or a media magnet or a handwringer or (bless the man) someone who gets hung up on white papers about why Democrats are adrift. He is simply seizing an opportunity the Republicans have handed him: Large majorities of voters are losing patience with Trump.

Last year, James Carville was criticized in some circles for his argument that Democrats would be best served by staying out of the way, suppressing their penchant for self-harm, and simply waiting for Trump and the Republicans to self-immolate. Which is essentially what they've done. Carville's theory was and remains controversial--his critics point to the lasting damage Trump has inflicted everywhere since his rapacious return to office while the Democrats have looked on haplessly. But as the 2026 midterms approach, Carville's advice seems likely to be vindicated.

Essentially: Do no harm, strive to remain at least in the ballpark of "normal," and bank on one huge built-in advantage--opposition parties typically do well in midterms. Also, the past 10 years have shown repeatedly that Republicans vote far less reliably when Trump is not on the ballot. Finally, for all the blundering, there remain just two viable political parties in the United States, and the Democrats are still one of them, despite themselves. No party wants to "lose America," as the white papers put it. But when the other side is destroying it, there are worse things to be than the alternative.



This article appears in the March 2026 print edition with the headline "Why Do Democrats Hate Winning?"
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Conservative Women Find a New Way to Talk About ICE

When can an influencer opt out of the news cycle?

by Elaine Godfrey

Tue, 10 Feb 2026




In the aftermath of Alex Pretti's killing in Minneapolis, my Instagram algorithm served up a never-ending carousel of sizzling rage. Most of that rage was directed toward the country's immigration-enforcement agencies, while some, of course, was aimed at defending them. But I wasn't expecting the post from Blake Guichet.

"There's a difference between compassion that is grounded and compassion that is hijacked," Guichet, a pro-Trump Christian influencer who posts on Instagram under the handle "thegirlnamedblake," had typed on butter-yellow slides. "You do not owe the internet a statement on the current tragedy." In her caption, the Louisiana mom added that she had chosen to "opt out of the cycle of Internet outrage."

I was surprised to see this, because Guichet so often opts in to the news cycle. During last year's government shutdown, she logged on to explain that SNAP benefits are part of a "system of reliance." She has posted seven times about the assassination of Charlie Kirk. "The enemy would love for believers to stay silent under the guise of being apolitical," she wrote in November, "but silence doesn't bring change."

Over the past two weeks, I've noticed countless other Christian creators sharing similar posts alluding to ICE--messages reminding their followers to "protect your peace" and assuring them that "it's my responsibility to carry my family, not the world." Instead of offering a defense or a critique of the administration's handling of immigration, these influential conservatives appear to have settled on an alternative strategy. Let's call it "virtuous disregard." They're throwing up their hands, turning back toward their families, and encouraging their followers to do the same.

Generally speaking, conservative Christian lifestyle influencers are attractive, married women with kids. On Instagram, they tend to cultivate a very specific aesthetic: sourdough bread on gleaming white countertops; toddlers running through the yard and husbands coming home from work; Bible verses in wispy fonts alongside instructions for living a slow, intentional life. The captions offer a deluge of affiliate links for supplements and nontoxic cleaning products.

This community of influencers grew during the coronavirus pandemic; their focus on government overreach felt particularly urgent as people faced lockdowns and vaccine requirements. When these women wade into politics now, some of them do so more subtly, offering casual references to synthetic food dyes or "making America healthy again." Others are more direct. Guichet, for example, has posted openly about her support for Donald Trump and his administration's actions. Nearly everyone in this community was vocal after Kirk's assassination in September, and made passionate calls for all Americans to condemn violence.

These influencers did not express such sentiments after immigration agents killed Pretti. The issue, for them, presents a conundrum: Choosing to aggressively defend the administration's mass-deportation blitz--which includes shooting a man while he was restrained on the ground, and detaining a 5-year-old--would appear inhumane to many of their followers. But being too critical of the administration would risk alienating plenty of others.

Read: ICE after Minneapolis

So Guichet and her peers scrambled for a third way to respond--a "way of broaching the subject so that they can still maintain their status," Mariah Wellman, a Michigan State professor who studies social-media influencers and the wellness industry, told me. The responses to Pretti's killing ended up following the same general formula: Refer only vaguely to the events in Minnesota, insert a warning about succumbing to peer pressure and emotional manipulation, and advise women to focus on their families.

Sadie Gannett, for example, who posts as "organic.gannett," wrote that she is "not interested in being another voice on the internet giving input on current events"--only in pursuing "truth and justice and critical thinking and law and order." The best place to make a difference, she added, "is right inside our four walls." A creator named Erin Wilkins, who goes by "essentiallyerin__," explained on Instagram that she has "no desire to add fuel to the fire," and that people "are being emotionally manipulated for an agenda." Instead of engaging, Wilkins suggests that her followers "create peace in your home" and "build strong marriages and families." (Guichet, through a spokesperson, declined to comment for this story. The other influencers I reached out to, including Gannett and Wilkins, didn't respond).

You can trace some of this language back to the conservative Christian commentator Allie Beth Stuckey, whose book Toxic Empathy asserts that progressives seek to manipulate Christian compassion in support of an amoral agenda. The former presidential candidate Hillary Clinton zeroed in on Stuckey late last month in an essay in this magazine decrying the "cadre of hard-right 'Christian influencers' who are waging a war on empathy." In response to Clinton, Stuckey wrote a column for The Free Press arguing that women are allowing their emotions to be hijacked, as they were, she argued, during the 2020 protests after George Floyd was killed by a Minneapolis police officer. Empathy "is the bait for pulling Christian women into the Democratic Party," she wrote. But "if you know a message is meant to manipulate you, it's not effective."

Other conservative women with a microphone have echoed this rhetoric, effectively shifting the discussion from Pretti's killing and immigration enforcement to an attack on the political left. "I believe that words like compassion and empathy and inclusion and love--they've been weaponized against us, especially as women," the conservative activist Riley Gaines said on Fox News last week during a discussion about anti-ICE protests. "Feel first. React loudly. Ask questions later," Bethany Mandel wrote in the New York Post. "We've seen this movie before."

None of this is necessarily surprising. Political partisans tend to behave in a partisan way--even if that partisanship is disguised as apolitical, Christian living. What is notable is how the followers of these conservative influencers, who are also mostly women, have responded. Part of the point of messages like Guichet's is to absolve her audience of the need to engage in a subject that makes them uncomfortable. "It's emboldening people to say, I am not required to speak on this, and that doesn't make me a bad person," Wellman, the professor who studies influencers, told me. Guichet's post, for example, now has 92,000 likes and 3,300 comments--far more engagement than other recent posts on her page. Many women who weighed in have welcomed the message of absolution. "I'm emotionally exhausted from everything happening in my real life," one wrote. "Can't be bothered with online anything right now."

But dozens of other comments expressed dismay and disappointment. "It's crazy" that these accounts "are all in lock step," one self-described conservative wrote in a reply to Wilkins's message about emotional manipulation. "We are supposed to be the free thinkers." "You helped sway peoples opinions and votes and now you're deciding it's no longer your problem," another commenter wrote to Guichet.

Of course, it's hard to know how many of these dissenters are followers with genuine concerns--and how many are liberal interlopers. But Guichet responded to some of them anyway. "I am not a news source anymore," she wrote in one exchange. "God called me out of that season."

The next few months will likely present many more distressing events on which these influencers will feel pressured to weigh in. How they respond may be determined not by logic or even empathy--but by the particular season in which they find themselves.
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'Not American Enough'

Trump's immigration crackdown has Latinos wondering if they belong in his America.

by Yvonne Wingett Sanchez

Mon, 09 Feb 2026




Veronica was born in California into a family with roots in Mexico. She flies the American flag outside her home on national holidays, and proudly belts out "The Star-Spangled Banner" with her hand over her heart at sporting events. Sitting in the bleachers at her son's baseball game last month, Veronica started chatting with another mom in Spanish. Then she stopped and looked around, wondering if other parents might suspect that the women were undocumented and report them to immigration authorities. Is this going to get me in trouble? she recalled thinking.

Veronica's concern has only deepened. Two weeks ago, after watching immigration agents arrest and kill U.S. citizens in Minneapolis, she talked with her 14-year-old son about how he should behave if law enforcement asked whether he was in the country legally. If it happened when they were together, she told him, agents would be more likely to focus on her because of her darker complexion. "I'm a U.S. citizen," she reminded him. "You're going to see me again."

Similar conversations are taking place around the country in group chats, classrooms, churches, and at dinner tables among American-born Latinos who feel powerless amid the Trump administration's immigration crackdown. They are scared of being detained or mistakenly deported, and are contending with their identity and place in a country whose highest court has given permission to agents to use a person's race, ethnicity, or accent as a factor in immigration stops.

About two-thirds of U.S.-born Latinos told the Pew Research Center that they feel their situation has worsened over the past year; nearly half of those queried said they feel less safe in their area because of the mass-deportation blitz. Those I spoke with (all of whom spoke on the condition of anonymity or allowed only their first name to be used because they fear retribution) said they are changing their habits. They carry photos of their birth certificate or passport and have saved lawyers' numbers in their phones. They're sharing videos of Americans being stopped by authorities and are being tipped off about immigration raids by friends and clients. School administrators are preparing for immigration-enforcement operations at pickup and drop-off. One woman told me that her son came home from school upset because he had a Spanish first name. He asked why he wasn't given an English-sounding name, like his brother.

Many say they are offended that their legal status, and by extension, their patriotism, could be questioned. Gina Hinojosa, a Democratic state representative from Texas who was born and raised in the Rio Grande Valley and is running for governor, said that everywhere she goes, Latino voters tell her they are insulted by the way the mass-deportation blitz has been carried out. "We love our country; we feel just as American as anyone, because we are," she told me. "To be treated as not American enough, not Texan enough, is just a slap in the face."

In Phoenix, where I live and where 42 percent of the population identifies as Latino, people have distinct memories of the last time immigration-enforcement operations were carried out this aggressively. Then-Sheriff Joe Arpaio had his deputies flood heavily Latino neighborhoods about 18 years ago, stopping and detaining people suspected of being in the country illegally. The sweeps, followed by a 2010 state law that was intended to crack down on undocumented immigrants, caused pervasive fear, not just among people who were in the country unlawfully.

The Trump administration's mass-deportation campaign has now put much of the sprawling metropolis on edge, including residents who are American citizens. When an entourage of ICE vehicles was spotted at a park where youth-sports practices take place, word quickly spread on a neighborhood social-media page and in family texts: Stay away from the park. One 27-year-old who works in financial services told me he changed the route he drives to work to avoid ICE-marked SUVs. A small-business owner worries that her citizenship might be stripped because her mother came to the U.S. unlawfully. One prominent local restaurateur, whose family's history in this country spans generations, told me he now lives with an undercurrent of anxiety, especially when his family travels through places that might have immigration checkpoints or when he gets close to the U.S.-Mexico border. "I'm the darkest one in my family," he said. "I always turn down the music, I'm always very serious when we cross borders." His wife and children have made fun of him. "You guys don't understand," he told them.

Read: How do you prove your citizenship? 

Students are particularly affected, their parents and educators told me; some have asked whether college scholarships could be rescinded because of their ethnicity, and some now prefer remote learning because of the possibility of raids. Robert is a dark-skinned 17-year-old who plays soccer, is learning Spanish, and gets good grades. His great-great-great-grandfather immigrated to the U.S. from Mexico in the late 1890s; Robert was born in Arizona. But he told me he's started thinking that other people don't believe he belongs in the U.S. He hears the demeaning words some classmates use when talking about politics, and said he often feels hostility from others because of the color of his skin.

He recently dug up a picture of his passport to have at the ready in case authorities demand to know where he was born. His parents warned him to stay under the speed limit to avoid drawing attention from police. Robert said he has drifted away from friends who have said they support Trump's immigration policies.

"All of this stuff brought me to the question of: Am I proud to be an American?" he said. If he were to leave the U.S., he wondered, where would he go? "Do I want to be called an American? Is that a source of pride or is that a source of shame?" He isn't sure.

A man who served in the military, and whose 26-year-old daughter, born in Germany, has dual citizenship, told me she recently asked whether she could be deported. Although his family has been in the U.S. for more than 100 years, he didn't know what to say. "They're doing lots of crazy stuff," he told her. "I don't know what could happen." She asked him for help getting a U.S. passport, and he agreed. Before hanging up the phone, he told his daughter that he should be her first call if she ever ran into trouble with immigration authorities.

Stoking helplessness and fear may be part of the point of Trump's crackdowns and rhetoric, experts who study cultural identity and politics told me. The administration's tactics send a message about who belongs in the country, "who is morally worthy, and who is not," Tomas R. Jimenez, a sociology professor at Stanford University, told me.

The alienation that message creates--particularly in combination with extreme partisanship--has the potential to reshape the way Americans interact with their neighbors, schools, employers, churches, and democratic institutions. Politically, it could threaten gains made by Trump and the Republican Party among Latino voters, who helped return him to the White House. Latino voters--like most people--want to feel like they are getting ahead economically, but recent polling shows that they feel like Trump and Republicans haven't kept their promises to lower prices. In a special election in Texas this month, a Democrat won a state-Senate seat in a deep-red district that Trump won by 17 points in 2024, a shift powered by Latino voters turned off by Trump's immigration operations and their economic situations. Even when Arizona was reliably red, it placed limits on hard-line immigration enforcement. Arpaio's efforts in the early 2000s, followed by the state law, activated a generation of young Latinos who helped oust Arpaio in 2016, even as Trump won Arizona.

Read: The three Marine brothers who feel 'betrayed' by America 

Electoral defeat could await Republicans who don't distance themselves from Trump's immigration raids, Richard Herrera, a professor emeritus of political science at Arizona State University, told me. "When people feel betrayed or feel abandoned," he said, "they're more likely to look for alternatives."

The many people I spoke with told me the scenes from Minneapolis have made them feel more civically connected, because their rightful place in their country is at stake. After a popular chain of restaurants in Maricopa County was raided by immigration agents late last month, the teenagers of several parents I spoke with joined thousands of other high schoolers in and around Phoenix to march out of school. They will soon be old enough to vote. Among them was Veronica's son.
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'The Trust Has Been Absolutely Destroyed'

Some state election officials say they no longer trust their federal partners.

by Michael Scherer, Yvonne Wingett Sanchez, Sarah Fitzpatrick, Jonathan Lemire

Sun, 08 Feb 2026




The email that federal law enforcement sent this week to the nation's top election administrators would have been routine just a few years ago. "Your election partners," the Tuesday missive from FBI Election Executive Kellie Hardiman read, "would like to invite you to a call where we can discuss preparations for the cycle."

But multiple secretaries of state who received the document told us they viewed it as a threat, given recent events. The FBI had just seized 2020 election materials in Georgia, and President Trump had announced his desire to "nationalize" elections, a state responsibility under the U.S. Constitution. The Department of Justice has sued more than 20 states to obtain their election rolls, and the Office of the Director of National Intelligence is conducting an investigation of U.S. voting technology. The upshot is that a yearslong partnership between state and federal authorities--in which the feds have provided assistance on election security and protected state and local voting systems from threats--is now in danger of falling apart. Instead of "partners," some state authorities now view federal officials involved in election efforts with deep suspicion.

"The trust," Maine Secretary of State Shenna Bellows told us, "has been absolutely destroyed." The sentiment is not confined to Democrats. Some state-level Republican election officials, who, like others interviewed for this story, requested anonymity to speak freely, said that federal officials' activities involving elections have become so unusual that they are starting to question the federal officials' competency and motives. These state officials wonder whether the feds are trying to do what Trump has accused others of doing: rig an election.

With just more than eight months before midterm elections, Trump has already said that he will accept the results only "if the elections are honest," and has mused that "we shouldn't even have an election" given that the midterms typically result in defeats for the president's party. He has called for the greater use of identification at all polling places, a ban on mail voting, and a prohibition on certain types of voting equipment. Inside the White House, his obsession with disproving the results of the 2020 election, which he lost, has led to the creation of a standing working group that meets regularly to coordinate federal efforts to investigate past elections and reform future election processes.

Read: Donald Trump's plan to subvert the midterms is already underway

The result is a breakdown in the state and federal partnership that has long facilitated the nation's elections. After a White House official, Jared Borg, told secretaries of state to expect a Cabinet-level briefing at a conference in Washington last month, Attorney General Pam Bondi, Department of Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem, and Director of National Intelligence Tulsi Gabbard failed to appear, according to Lawrence Norden, the vice president for elections and government at the Brennan Center for Justice, who attended the briefing. Days later, the election leaders received the email from Hardiman, a career official, who had appeared at the conference to discuss the more traditional roles the FBI plays in assisting election administrators, including investigations of threats to state and local election officials.

"It was very standard FBI stuff about their role in elections," Norden told us. "In another time, this would not have raised any eyebrows."

But Trump's demands that his law-enforcement agencies chase election conspiracies could animate attempts to contest the 2026 election results should Democrats take control of the House, Senate, or both, election officials and experts said. The images of federal authorities seizing ballots in Georgia could reinforce the president's false claims of widespread voter fraud and deepen suspicion about the legitimacy of elections. Experts say there is little indication that federal courts will allow Trump to dictate to states the methods or administration of elections. But officials are preparing for legal battles in the coming months, and say the courts will need to hold the line on federal interference.

"It's kind of like Donald Trump saying to the prime minister of Greenland, 'I'm your partner,'" the Democratic election attorney Marc Elias told us. "Saying this has been done in the past is cold comfort when Donald Trump is saying, in the Oval Office, that states are his vassals."

Trump won reelection in 2024 without ever conceding his defeat in 2020. From the start of his second term, his senior team launched tandem efforts to rectify the imagined injustice of a rigged vote. The first focused on executive actions and legislative efforts to change the way elections are conducted in the future, a project that has so far yielded little progress. Federal judges have rejected Trump's demands that states impose new identification rules and threats to withhold federal funding to states that don't change their voting systems or voter-registration forms.

The second effort, which has begun to come to light in recent weeks, focused on using federal investigative power to find evidence that would confirm Trump's belief about widespread fraud in the 2020 election. These investigations began as largely exploratory projects, seeking evidence to confirm what the president and some of his advisers have long believed about the possibility of past fraud. Many state governments have resisted efforts by the Department of Justice to obtain raw voting records, although some have cooperated.

One DOJ official characterized the seizure in Fulton County as a recalibration in strategy that resulted from the president's frustration. "The White House has tried to get these ballots from day one," this person said, referring to voting records in Georgia and other states that Trump lost in 2020.

Read: 'It's a five-alarm fire'

Trump immediately offered support for the operation, and even got on the phone with FBI agents in Atlanta and with Gabbard to thank them for their efforts. "Now they're going to find out the true winner of that state," Trump said this week about the search, before making clear that there was only one right answer. "If there was cheating, which there was, but if there was cheating, it should be found, because we can't let it happen again."

Gabbard, the director of national intelligence, said in a letter to Congress that Trump did not ask questions during the phone call and she and the president did not issue directives to FBI agents. She has launched a separate investigation of election-infrastructure vulnerabilities, which involved collecting voting equipment from Puerto Rico. Intelligence officials typically keep their distance from domestic law-enforcement matters. But in a February 2 letter to Congress, Gabbard said her work was being conducted under her statutory authority to "analyze intelligence related to election security, including counter-intelligence, foreign and other malign influence and cybersecurity." Gabbard attended the seizure in Fulton County, she said, at the request of Trump.

Deputy Attorney General Todd Blanche both praised and appeared to try to minimize Gabbard's role in recent public appearances. He told Fox News on Monday that "first of all, she wasn't at the search; she was in the area where the search took place. She's not part of this investigation." He said on January 30 that Gabbard's presence in Atlanta "shouldn't be questioned." But those close to the White House reluctantly acknowledge that she has managed to deliver--or create the perception that she has delivered--what the president wants. "Gabbard is the only one who has actually pulled it off," one official said. While speaking at the National Prayer Breakfast, Trump congratulated Gabbard on her performance.

The involvement of the intelligence community reflects the president's frustration with senior Justice Department officials and others he perceives as obstructing his agenda or being insufficiently loyal. "Justice has just sat on things for months," an official told us. "It boggles the mind that they wouldn't just take the ballots!" The official insisted that Trump "should have gotten them on the first day of his term." This person said the president and his allies have concluded that "if there was a true Trump prosecutor, it would have already been done."

One indication of the push for more deferential leadership at the DOJ is the elevation of the Missouri prosecutor Thomas Albus to oversee election investigations nationwide. Albus and his team have quietly conducted interviews, collected tens of thousands of pages of documents, and carried out other efforts in multiple states in recent months, according to  people familiar with the probes.

Albus has a pedigree as a longtime member of what has been referred to as the "Missouri conservative movement"--a group of current and former senior Republicans who have used the state's power and resources to try to overturn the 2020 election. The group includes Ed Martin--the DOJ's pardon attorney and the former head of its "Weaponization Working Group''--as well as Senator Eric Schmitt, who led a group of Republican attorneys general in litigation efforts focused on the 2020 vote. Albus, who declined to comment for this story, is seen as more "reliable" than others at the DOJ by people close to the president, one person told us. The DOJ declined to comment.

Gabbard has led a separate effort involving personnel from numerous law-enforcement agencies, including the DOJ and the FBI, to arrange the "voluntary turnover" of electronic voting machines from Puerto Rico to her department. An ODNI spokesperson said that the agency "found extremely concerning cyber-security and operational deployment practices that pose a significant risk to U.S. elections" from the materials taken from Puerto Rico. A person briefed on the operation said the focus was on machines used in the 2020 election. A spokesperson for the ODNI said that the actions were not about any specific election. The efforts were "about assessing for vulnerabilities" in voting systems to help improve security for all elections, this person said.

So far, Gabbard and the ODNI have stopped short of alleging they have found evidence of foreign interference in prior elections. Some current and former officials believe that her efforts are intended to introduce enough doubt to lay the foundation for future fraud claims, or possibly provide a basis for the federal government to take over election administration in certain places. The location and chain of custody of the seized voting materials from Fulton are tightly guarded secrets. Officials at the DOJ and the ODNI will not say where federal authorities took the materials, or if they even remain in Georgia. Fulton officials have gone to court to try to reclaim the materials, arguing that the federal government is violating rules intended to ensure the integrity of ballots and a clear chain of custody. "Fulton County can no longer be held responsible for what happens to any items contained in those boxes that relate to the 2020 election," Robb Pitts, the chair of the Fulton County Board of Commissioners, told us. "I don't know who has those 700 boxes now, nor do I know what they're doing with them."

Read: The real election risk comes later

Some election administrators fear that the efforts will erode public confidence in elections and could create a legal predicate for more aggressive moves by Trump later this year. Cleta Mitchell, a Republican activist who has advised Trump in the past, has argued that a federal election takeover would be possible after the president declares a national emergency based on a threat to the "sovereignty" of the country. Steve Bannon, a former adviser to Trump, has been rallying the president's supporters to demand military deployments to polling places this fall.
 
 "You have got to call up the 82nd and the 101st Airborne on the Insurrection Act. You've got to get around every poll," Bannon said this week on his online show, War Room. "We will not accept anything less."

White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt distanced the president from Bannon's comments this week, saying the administration had no plans to send immigration enforcement to polling places. Inside the West Wing, top advisers to the president have also resisted any plans for a "nationalization" of voting processes, despite Trump's suggestion that the federal government could "take over the voting" in "15 places." His focus, his advisers say, is on legislative changes to voting procedures, reforms that are permitted by the Constitution but face Democratic resistance in the Senate.

"President Trump pledged to secure America's elections, and he has tasked the most talented team of patriots to do just that," the White House spokesperson Davis Ingle told us in a statement. "The President's team, including DNI Gabbard and FBI Director Patel, are working together to implement the President's election integrity priorities, and their work continues to serve him and the entire country well."

On Thursday, Senator Mark Warner, the top Democrat on the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, told reporters that "it appears there may be a coordinated effort to try to interfere in the '26 midterms. They may even start to interfere in, prior to, in the primaries, or in a state like mine, where they may have--we may have--a statewide referendum on redistricting." The ODNI declined to respond.

At a minimum, elections officials face the renewed burden of defending the credibility of voting systems that have repeatedly proved themselves in recent years. Some Republican campaign consultants have warned that the effort could backfire on their own midterm efforts by decreasing turnout among the president's base and increasing turnout among Democrats.

"There is certainly going to be an influence campaign to undermine confidence in the election," Norden, of the Brennan Center, told us. "Those are the things that we need to be preparing for."

Elections officials told us they are now getting ready for interference from both foreign adversaries and the White House. Several said they are still deliberating whether to show up to the FBI-hosted meeting scheduled for February 25. Others said they will attend but not speak out of concern that their information could be turned against them. The FBI declined to make its election executive available for an interview and noted to us that the invitation to meet with Hardiman and other federal officials is not out of the ordinary.

State officials are readying for intense scrutiny by federal authorities. Authorities in one state told us they have retained outside legal counsel in case federal officials seek 2020-related materials, and are drafting legislation to try to make it harder for the U.S. government to do so. Georgia election officials told us they have been working overtime to consult with criminal attorneys. Some Republican election chiefs said they were trying to avoid engaging with federal officials at all, and some said their trust in federal officials was situational.

In Maricopa County, Arizona, anxieties are so high that county officials are contacting employees who worked on the 2024 presidential election--which Trump won--to determine whether they have records on their private electronic devices that should be preserved to comply with a DOJ litigation hold they received last year, three people told us. The county's request to employees came amid fears that county officials--who weathered years of violent threats and harassment after Trump's 2020 loss--could be accused by federal prosecutors of obstruction of justice.
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ICE After Minneapolis

Trump's team wants a reset on its mass-deportation goals, not a retreat.

by Nick Miroff

Sat, 07 Feb 2026




A few hours after Tom Homan announced a drawdown of federal forces in Minneapolis this week, the rest of President Trump's fractious immigration team gathered at the border wall in Arizona for a speech by Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem. Gusty desert winds coated everyone in dust and blew Noem's hair wildly around her ball cap.

The event was tightly choreographed to project unity. Noem praised Homan, the White House "border czar" and her rival for control of the immigration crackdown. She sat beside the Homan ally Rodney Scott, the commissioner of Customs and Border Protection, whom she and her team have spent the past several months trying to sideline. Todd Lyons, the acting director of Immigration and Customs Enforcement who has also seen his authority diminish under Noem, was there too, crediting her and the president. The one notably absent figure was Greg Bovino, the Border Patrol commander Noem sent storming into Los Angeles, Chicago, Minneapolis, and other cities, turning him into the face of the rolling crackdown. Bovino's agents killed Alex Pretti on January 24. Now Bovino was off the team, "a pretty out-there kind of guy," Trump called him, so thoroughly erased that no one at Noem's event even mentioned his name.

The secretary's speech hit the familiar notes, hammering Joe Biden's border record and celebrating the steep drop in illegal crossings under Trump. It showed the administration's eagerness to shift attention to the border, where the president's harsh measures are popular, and away from Minneapolis, where they are not.

Although it is too early to say whether Pretti's killing will mark a turning point in Trump's second administration, it has forced a pivot in his immigration team's tactics and command structure. Homan has ended roving street patrols and told ICE officers to go back to conducting more targeted, disciplined operations that prioritize catching criminals over raw arrest numbers. "This is smart law enforcement, not less law enforcement," he said this week. Homan, who ran ICE during part of Trump's first term, pledged to hold officers accountable for misconduct--a much different message than the one DHS broadcast last month when it promoted a clip of Stephen Miller saying they had broad immunity.

If Miller took the Trump administration to the brink in Minneapolis, Homan seemed to be looking for a reset--but not a retreat. "We're not backing down at all," he said on Fox News. "Mass deportations will continue."

Homan's return has been welcomed by nearly all of the career ICE and CBP officials I've been in touch with, many of whom say that Trump's deportation campaign--whose goals they largely share--will be more effective if it is more low-key and less provocative. That means returning to a focus on immigrants with criminal records (including those with nonviolent offenses such as illegally reentering the United States) and those who disobey deportation orders from immigration courts.

Homan has worked under Democratic administrations--he received an award from President Obama in 2015--and is well versed in the arguments about public safety and crime that ICE leaders have long used to defend the agency when its legitimacy has come under attack. It was Homan who, after Trump appointed him to lead ICE in 2017, famously said that officers would be freed from "the shackles" of tighter oversight. Now it's Homan's job to restore some of those restraints.

At the White House, Miller is still running 10 a.m. conference calls six days a week to issue orders and demand updates on the metrics that matter most to him: deportations, new-ICE-officer deployments, and prosecutions. ICE field commanders have not been waved off the ambitious arrest quotas he set last May, and they remain under orders to maintain staffing levels at 70 percent, even on the weekends, two current officials told me.

Read: The wrath of Stephen Miller 

Activists in Minneapolis say they've seen little change, and the city still feels besieged. But Homan has made some significant moves: Border Patrol agents are now embedded with ICE, not roaming the streets on their own, and they're under orders to avoid confrontations with activists. Homan and Chief of Staff Susie Wiles have held regular calls with Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey since Trump talked to him on January 26, according to a senior administration official and an aide to Frey. Trump officials want Frey to help calm protests, and Homan has withdrawn 700 federal agents and officers so far. A goal discussed inside the White House would be the withdrawal of the remaining 2,000 or so federal forces over the next two weeks, said the official, who was not authorized to discuss internal deliberations. A DHS official deployed to Minneapolis described that timeline as "ambitious," although Homan has said publicly that the drawdown can quicken if protesters stay out of ICE's way.

Trump has changed his tune too, telling NBC News during an Oval Office interview that aired this week: "Maybe we could use a little bit of a softer touch."

I spoke with half a dozen current and former immigration-enforcement officials about how Trump's mass-deportation campaign may change after Minneapolis, especially with polls showing that one of the president's top-rated issues is becoming a political liability. Several said they expect ICE operations to continue aggressively, but with less of the publicity and propaganda that DHS has indulged in for months. "No more videos from convenience stores," one veteran official said, referring to social-media clips made by Bovino's film crew that show him shopping for energy drinks and high-fiving supporters.

Sixty-five percent of Americans think ICE has gone too far in conducting Trump's crackdown, according to a poll published Thursday by Marist/PBS News/NPR, and two-thirds of independent voters disapprove of the job ICE is doing. As support for the anti-ICE protest movement has reached new heights, opposition to the crackdown has morphed into a cultural moment, illustrated by the various Grammy-speech denunciations last week and Bruce Springsteen's new song "Streets of Minneapolis." During a live broadcast of a pro-wrestling event in Las Vegas on Wednesday, rowdy chants of "Fuck ICE" broke out.

Three consecutive presidencies have been sidetracked by immigration-policy overreach. During Trump's first term, he tried to stem illegal crossings by implementing a family-separation policy that stripped thousands of children from their parents at the border, triggering such a massive backlash that the president's own family members urged him to reverse course. The cruelty of the episode galvanized Democrats ahead of the 2018 midterms, and remains one of the biggest political debacles of Trump's first term.

Trump's family separations mobilized liberal activist groups who helped Biden win in 2020. Biden took office under pressure to repudiate Trump's policies and formulate a more inclusive and welcoming message to immigrants. He issued more day-one executive orders on immigration than on any other topic. His policies--a reduction in border controls and ICE enforcement--sent a powerful message to people across the world who wanted to come to the United States. Within two months, Biden's presidency was ensnared in a crisis at the border as crossings broke records and generated politically damaging images of chaos from which he never recovered. When Biden took steps to tighten enforcement, immigration advocacy groups blasted him for emulating Trump. Conservative anger helped turn out Trump supporters in 2024, and Miller, Homan, and Scott served as surrogates for Trump's campaign, depicting him as the candidate of law and order.

On his return to office, Trump imposed strict border controls and an asylum ban that has sent illegal crossings plunging to their lowest levels since the 1960s. But if Trump has succeeded at eliminating scenes of chaos along the southern border, his team has created them in U.S. cities. Miller, the mastermind of Trump's deportation blitz, has consistently pushed the president to take the most aggressive measures possible, but his shock-and-awe tactics raced far ahead of ICE's ability to sustain them. The president signed his "big, beautiful bill" in July, which allots $170 billion to build more border wall, hire 10,000 deportation officers, and fund a sprawling immigration detention system with the capacity to hold 100,000 people. But a campaign against blue cities designed by Miller, Noem, and her close adviser Corey Lewandowski has burned through the president's political capital faster than the money could be spent. ICE is now flush with cash right at a moment when public backlash is turning the agency into a pariah.

Homan is looking for modest wins in Minnesota, going county by county to request closer cooperation with sheriffs and police departments. He says that he is not asking for jurisdictions to hold immigrants who have completed their sentences on ICE's behalf, only to notify the agency when they are set to release someone with a criminal record. ICE has sometimes struggled to complete these jail pickups even after the agency receives notice, mostly for lack of personnel. With thousands of additional ICE officers scheduled to deploy over the coming months, administration officials told me that the agency will be able to pick people up at higher rates, and take them into custody from inside jails, safely and out of sight.

Trump scored a significant legal victory late Friday when a three-judge panel from the conservative Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals backed an administration policy implemented last summer that denies bond hearings for immigrants in ICE jails facing deportation, regardless of how long they've lived in the United States. The matter is likely headed to the Supreme Court, but the policy change is central to the White House's plan to supercharge the immigration detention system and the pace of deportations. Officers don't need to seize people in the street when it can get them in courthouse hallways and mundane federal buildings when ICE calls them in for appointments.

Read: 'Trust has been breached'

Republican lawmakers had been in lockstep behind the president's mass-deportation plan, but signs of dissent have popped up since Pretti's killing. Republican Senator Roger Wicker of Mississippi sent a letter to Noem this week opposing DHS plans to open an ICE detention center in his district. Some GOP members have questioned Noem's leadership or called for her to resign.

Democrats' demands for changes to ICE operations are driving Congress to another possible shutdown as soon as next week. They are calling for a ban on the use of face masks by ICE and tighter rules on the use of force and search authorities, as well as a return to policies that limit ICE operations at schools, churches, hospitals, and other sensitive locations. They also want Noem fired.

Noem has already agreed to one of their demands--expanding ICE's use of body cameras--a move that drew frustration among White House officials who thought she too quickly gave away a bargaining chip, according to one administration official. The official said that Noem's standing with Trump remains shaky, despite his public statements backing her.

Speaking at the National Prayer Breakfast on Thursday, Trump told the audience he'd been asked by NBC if he planned to fire Noem. "Why would I do that?" Trump said. "We have the strongest border in the history of our country."

Michael Scherer 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
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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 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 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 whisperer.") 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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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




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

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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Trump's Gaza Plans Are Profoundly Unserious

Conditions on the ground call for immediate humanitarian relief, not gauzy real-estate fantasies.

by Hussein Ibish

Tue, 10 Feb 2026




President Trump has extravagant plans for the Gaza Strip. The only problem is that they bear no connection to the grim realities on the ground--nor is there much prospect that the two will align in the foreseeable future.

Trump has declared that the cease-fire in Gaza--such as it is, given that Hamas continues to attack Israeli forces, and Israeli strikes continue to kill Palestinians--has now entered Phase 2. But the only sign of progress has been Israel's agreement to reopen the small crossing between Gaza and Egypt for individual Palestinians seeking medical care or other necessities. And that development came mainly in response to the recovery of the body of the final Israeli hostage held in Gaza, rather than from any plan of Trump's.

Washington has, in fact, unveiled an elaborate "master plan" for the reconstruction of Gaza. It is profoundly unserious. It promises industrial parks, educational centers, residential zones, and beach resorts, likely inspired by cities such as Dubai and Singapore. But those cities evolved through decades of careful urban planning. Gaza is, at the moment, a rubbled wasteland. Approximately 80 percent of all structures have been badly damaged or destroyed, and Gazans have nowhere to live except in squalid tents or the ruins of former homes.

Read: The Trump administration has a new plan for Gaza

Any serious reconstruction plan would have to begin by providing for the urgent needs of more than 2 million Palestinians, which include housing, food, and potable water, as well as basic health and education services. Instead, the Trump plan imagines "coastal tourism" towers; "industrial complex data centers" and "advanced manufacturing," an airport, a port, trains, parks, and "agriculture and sports facilities."

The fantasy is beguiling, and its realization would be a magnificent accomplishment--if it weren't so unimaginably absurd. Trump's master plan treats Gaza as if it were a greenfield site rather than a partitioned pile of wreckage populated by destitute, hungry, unsheltered people. The plan also totally disregards the historical and religious sites in the Strip. If it all sounds like a real-estate developer's fantasy run amok, that's because it is. Trump's son-in-law Jared Kushner, who has assumed a major role in the project, has breezily conceded that the plan presumes conditions contrary to fact--a demilitarized Hamas and an end to the Strip's parition--but that "we do not have a Plan B." In other words, reconstruction in Gaza will remain a cruel diplomatic pantomime, while millions of people huddle in tents waiting for the next humanitarian aid box.

In addition to being physically destroyed, Gaza is now partitioned between two hostile, armed entities. The Israeli military officially controls 53 percent of the Strip, and unofficially a bit more, and a resurgent Hamas runs the rest. The eastern, Israeli-controlled side of the dividing "yellow line" is now virtually unpopulated and contains most of Gaza's arable land. The western, Hamas-controlled area consists mainly of demolished cities and towns and sandy beaches--as well as almost the entire Palestinian population.

Read: Nobody wants Gaz-a-Lago

Phase 2 of the Gaza cease-fire agreement was supposed to involve the introduction of an international stabilization force and a technocratic Palestinian governance committee. But no international force has yet been deployed, and the governance committee that has been appointed is largely powerless. Moreover, neither Israel nor Hamas has any interest in allowing such an entity to actually run Gaza.

That's in part because the committee members are reportedly aligned with Fatah, which is locked in a zero-sum political power struggle with the heavily armed Hamas. At best, Hamas might seek to maintain its armed forces behind this technocratic cover. In such a scenario, Hamas, rather like Hezbollah in Lebanon, would remain the key decision maker in Gaza.

But even that may be optimistic. Israel, too, is leery of strengthening Fatah, which already dominates the Palestinian Authority in the West Bank and the Palestine Liberation Organization internationally. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and his allies have long sought to keep Hamas in power in Gaza, though contained and periodically battered, and Fatah in control of only small, self-ruled areas of the West Bank. Netanyahu has openly embraced a divide-and-conquer strategy for blocking any possibility of Palestinian statehood, likely in the ultimate pursuit of annexing the West Bank.

And so both parties in control of Gaza seem to be hunkering down for the current yellow-line cease-fire to become semipermanent. Israel will hold an election sometime between May and October; a new government could change the equation. So could greater seriousness on the parts of Trump, Kushner, and the so-called Board of Peace (which includes such noted peacemakers as Netanyahu and the Belarusian strongman Aleksander Lukashenko, but no Palestinians).

Then again, Trump specializes in announcing supposedly major diplomatic initiatives that grab headlines but signify nothing. Virtually everything he's touting in Gaza--the international stabilization force, the master plan, the Board of Peace, the technocratic governance committee--amounts to little more than a Kabuki show, utterly divorced from the gruesome realities in the Strip.
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Does America Really Want to Pick a Fight With Greenland?

Remote, frigid, desolate, and armed to the teeth: Greenland isn't planning on submitting to Donald Trump.

by Ken Harbaugh

Mon, 09 Feb 2026




Greenlanders own a lot of guns: more than 35,000 long rifles, on an island of 56,000 people. Everyone I met there in January knew how to hunt. And more than one person made clear to me that they were ready to stand their ground against a possible American invasion.

"I have 10 hunting rifles," Finn told me when I visited his home in Nuuk. (He asked me to withhold his full name because "taking credit for things is not the Greenland way.")  "I am a decent shot," he added, "but not as good as my friends, who can hit a seal in the water at 200 meters, from a moving boat."

Nuuk, a city of no more than 20,000 people, is serviced by one of very few runways in a wilderness more than three times the size of Texas. Finn was born there, to a Danish father and an Inuit mother. "You must know," he told me--after we'd sat for an hour or so over tea and salted musk ox, and he had come to trust that I was not one of the "other" Americans--"that I will defend my home."

The "other" Americans had also been to visit. In early 2025, right-wing influencers roamed downtown Nuuk, handing out $100 bills to children and telling them to pose for cameras while wearing free MAGA swag. I, too, encountered a group of children--on a climb up the tallest hill (in Ohio we would call it a mountain) overlooking the capital. Four kids scampered past. "We don't like Trump!" they said on hearing my accent.

Read: 'We are learning to bully back'

Looking down on the airfield below, I was struck by the forbidding topography. Steep, snow-covered mountains flanked the icy fjords. The word that came to mind was desolate. Jacob Kaarsbo, one of my climbing companions, was a former Danish intelligence officer and an expert on Greenland's defense.

"There are only a handful of runways that we have to defend," he told me. "And in the north," he added, "there are villages where the next living soul is 1,000 miles away." Danish special forces maintain a presence in those wild expanses. Monthslong expeditions known as Sirius Patrol rely on sled-dog teams, and serve to remind any interloper that Greenland is not for the taking.

President Trump recently mocked the sled-dog teams. But in the frozen North, the only vehicles that can operate reliably are sleds pulled by dogs. People have tried using machines, but the cold turns oil to sludge, and when machines fall through ice, they can't be pulled out. If a sled breaks through, it floats long enough to be recovered. If dogs and men fall through, they pull themselves out, drag their sleds onto thicker ice, and carry on.

Two hours north of the capital sits a fishing village accessible only by boat. We left Nuuk's port before sunrise, and once we were in the fjord, we navigated past slabs of ice until we reached the settlement. Most of Greenland's inhabitants live in towns like this: a one-room schoolhouse, a chapel, a lone medic equipped to treat only minor injuries. Anyone with a serious health issue has to be evacuated to Nuuk by boat. As we approached the dock, a small hunting party was casting off.

The village may be one of the most isolated in the world. But even there, people asked me: "What does America want?" By their reckoning, Greenlanders already provided everything the United States could want. "Is it true," one of the villagers asked, "that your president has a 'psychological need' to own us?" Some in the village wanted to believe that Trump had never said this, that the reports were fake.

Read: Denmark's army chief says he's ready to defend Greenland

Throughout the settlement, I noticed animal carcasses nailed to the sides of homes. Most were small game--birds and hares--but I also saw a quartered reindeer. This was the local method of refrigeration, and the villagers survived on subsistence hunting. I found myself thinking about the gun culture back home--performative, based on a myth of self-sufficiency. In this Greenlandic village, gun ownership was rooted in the requirements of an unforgiving environment. Walking back to the boat, I saw a blood trail that led up from the dock. The hunting party had been successful.


An Inuit family in Greenland. (Bettman / Getty)



Trump's posture toward Greenland has had a very real impact on the people who live there. Three nights before my visit, the power failed in Nuuk. One woman I spoke with was convinced that the Americans were coming. Many of her friends thought the same. "Venezuela," she said. "The first thing the Americans did was cut the power." The next morning, calls to the mental-health crisis line in Nuuk spiked.

Part of me wondered whether this was an overreaction. Then Orla Joelsen, a local guide, showed me a building that sat mostly empty in the center of town.

"It is waiting," Joelsen said, "for the Americans."

The U.S. government has long maintained a minimal presence in Nuuk: one permanent consular representative and a handful of other staff. That has been more than enough for as long as anyone can remember. Now the U.S. has leased this new building, which it has yet to occupy, and which covers tens of thousands of square feet, with enough office space for more than 100 people. To the locals, the facility looms as the likely headquarters for a coming occupation.

The Greenlanders I met will not submit easily. They seemed ready to fight, and more than capable. Greenlandic and Danish authorities were also preparing. Warships from Denmark arrived at the harbor during my visit. My guide told me that until recently, he had never seen guards at the port, where heavily armed Danish soldiers now checked vehicles entering and leaving. "It is not because of the Russians," Joelsen said. "It is because of the Americans."

In late January, the Greenlandic government posted an alert advising all residents to prepare to "fend for yourself for five days if a crisis arises." The notice included recommendations on stockpiling medicine, batteries, and fuel, as well as tips on surviving without power or water. Similar circulars have been issued before, in anticipation of major storms and other natural events. But this one included something new: "Consider access to hunting weapons." That was a call to arms.

"The more people who can fend for themselves and help others, the stronger we stand as a society," the alert added. "Do what you can and help those around you. Fortunately, we are good at that."

In Nuuk, stores were running low on ammunition, not because people were afraid of one another, nor because they needed that much ammo to hunt. "The bullets are for the Americans," one local told me, "if they come." He assured me that the government was working to replenish the depleted ammunition supply.

The Greenlanders I met were warm and welcoming, but not without a fierce pride. Their ancestors had carved a civilization out of the ice with tools made from whalebone and meteorite fragments. They'd hewn garments from cured whale intestine, sealskin, and thick polar-bear fur--still the warmest insulation on Earth. Today's Greenlanders are prepared to defend what they have built here.

"If we are pushed," Finn told me, "we are ready to die."

That's a fight America has no reason to pick. It's also one that America could lose.
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What Iran's Dead Loved and Fought For

A young woman's online diaries about cinema and literature have become her epitaph.

by Arash Azizi

Fri, 06 Feb 2026




On January 2, Raha Bahloulipour watched Sentimental Value, the latest film by the Norwegian auteur Joachim Trier, in her dorm room at the University of Tehran. It was the first film she viewed in 2026, and she liked it very much.

I know this because Raha was, like myself, an avid user of the film-cataloging app Letterboxd. With its tag system and diary, she jotted down when, where, and in what context she watched movies and what she thought of them. She started her diary in August 2023 and logged a total of 795 films during her 888 days on the app. She gave Trier's film a heart, indicating that it was a favorite. She also tagged it with "protests," to note that she'd watched it as anti-regime demonstrations rocked her country.

On January 8 and 9, the Iranian regime mowed down thousands of protesters all across the country. Raha was one of them, killed by a bullet that pierced her lungs.

A 24-year-old student of Italian literature at the University of Tehran, Raha took part in the movement from its beginning, on December 29. On that day, she shared her impressions in a Telegram post that mingled English, Italian, and her native Persian.

"What a Day! What a night!" she wrote. "These streets, these feelings," she went on: "I want my life to be like this." She ended her post with a call for a solidarity demonstration on campus.

Raha's Telegram channel, like much of her life, was dedicated to arts and culture. In thousands of posts, starting in December 2019, she wrote about the music, novels, and films she loved. She also shared her love for the city of Tehran, and the pictures she took during her strolls around the metropolis. Had she belonged to another time or place, Raha might have preferred not to engage in politics. In August 2023, she quoted Joan Didion: "I'm not telling you to make the world better, because I don't think that progress is necessarily part of the package. I'm just telling you to live in it."

Gal Beckerman: The silence of the left on Iran

But for a woman in contemporary Iran, staying aloof from politics was impossible. Not only did the Islamic Republic restrict what she could wear, listen to, and watch, but its misrule had destroyed her standard of living. In February 2025, she wrote on X: "I am in the most penniless era of my life. I can barely afford one meal a day." Like many of her compatriots, she could hardly imagine a future. Around the same time, she wrote: "I hate, hate, hate the Islamic Republic, and I am so tired of it."

Iran's previous major protest movement erupted in 2022, and Raha, then 20 years old, signaled her support on Telegram. She deeply identified with the movement's slogan, "Women, life, freedom." She might have thought of one of her favorite films, Bernardo Bertolucci's The Dreamers (logged and hearted on Letterboxd in December 2024), about young bohemians drawn into student protests in Paris in 1968: Politics beckoned Raha as it beckons the film's protagonists.

She took an even more active role in the protests that expanded this January. She posted regularly about them. On January 5, she explained the shift in her channel's content, telling her followers that she'd understand if they weren't comfortable with the political output and wanted to leave.

All the while, she never stopped watching movies. She tagged a total of 22 films with "protests," viewing them throughout the stormy days of January. On January 4, she saw the British thriller V for Vendetta, centered on mass demonstrations against a dystopian fascist government. On the same day, she found time to watch Jennifer Lawrence and Robert Pattinson duke it out in Die My Love and to rewatch the feel-good musical La La Land. Her interest piqued by Trier, she saw his celebrated film The Worst Person in the World on January 6.

Little did she know that this would be the last new watch she would log on Letterboxd (she also logged a rewatch of Houman Seyyedi's Sound and Fury later that day).

The regime had imposed a sweeping internet blackout. Raha was able to get online briefly on January 9. "I connected for only a moment," she wrote on Telegram, "and I just want to write: Women, Life, Freedom. Forever." This would be her last post and political testament.

Mahsa Alimardani: How doubt became a weapon in Iran

Iranians are mourning thousands of dead. The exact number eludes us: Nobody believes the regime's count of 3,000; some in the opposition say that the real number might be 10 times as high. Even at the low end, this is the worst killing of protesters in Iranian history. And no matter what the ultimate tally, every individual is an aching, terrible loss.

Many of the fallen leave behind social-media profiles that open windows, however narrow, onto their lives, their aspirations, and why and for what they risked their lives.

Raha's story has spread quickly in recent weeks in part because her Telegram posts express a joyful nature that is now gut-wrenching to behold. "I really am a big fan of life," she wrote in November 2025. In a viral video from the university, she is heard practicing her Italian: "Forse perche mi piace vivere moltissimo quindi." ("Maybe because my love for life knows no end.") In one Telegram post, she quoted Matt Haig's memoir Reasons to Stay Alive: "I want life. I want to read it and write it and feel it and live it."

Raha's exuberance was inextricably linked to cinema and literature. In January 2020, at 17 years old, Raha wrote: "Until the cinema can give you courage to go on, you must continue life even if it's full of pain and suffering." Four years later, she wrote: "I love cinema because I love humans. I love that humans live and exist." A year later, she wrote: "I owe so much to cinema. Most of the courage I feel in myself is because of cinema. I just read a letter from Fellini and now I am so calm."

Judging by her writings, Raha belonged to a milieu in Tehran where the arts are a secular religion. This tugs at me because I once belonged to one very similar. "In days, I am taken by literature and at nights by the movies," Raha wrote, and she could have been describing my youth in Tehran, even though I am 14 years her senior.

Raha adored the Belgian director Chantal Akerman. Her Toute une nuit (1982), which follows two dozen people through one night in Brussels, was among Raha's top four on Letterboxd. "Need to soak up every moment of this film," she wrote after a rewatch. In the world of literature, she reserved a special place for Albert Camus who, together with Milan Kundera, Jostein Gaarder, Simone de Beauvoir, and a few others, has remained as central to her generation as he was to mine. She posted a quote from a love letter that the Spanish-born French actor Maria Casares wrote to Camus: "My Love, I wish I knew a language never used before to speak to you." Translated into Persian, the line reads like poetry.

As Raha delved into her university studies, her posts reflected her readings in Italian. Oriana Fallaci's Penelope alla guerra was a new favorite; last September, she wrote excitedly about her class on Dante's Divine Comedy.

Arash Azizi: The Islamic Republic will not last

Many of the works that she--and I--explored as a young person in Iran were of European origin, but what drew her to them was their universality. Raha received nothing passively: She interacted with Western works of art alongside Iranian ones, and in relation to them. Her Telegram channel's name exemplified this transport of ideas: "Le vent nous portera" ("The Wind Will Carry Us") is a song by a French rock band, named after a film by the Iranian auteur Abbas Kiarostami, who took it from a poem by the Iranian poet Forough Farrokhzad.

Raha did not consume only Western works. She also read the Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish and the South Korean novelist Han Kang. The Mexican American author Valeria Luiselli was another favorite, as her modern urban sensibility helped Raha appreciate flaneuring in her own Tehran. "Now that I am not there, I suddenly catch myself dreaming of walking in Tehran's streets," she wrote last year. "This city is truly my lover. Full of danger, chaos, life, and passion." Elsewhere, she wrote: "I currently love Tehran, the Italian language, cinema, translation, and beautiful humans."

Raha's ebullience contrasted starkly with the martyrdom culture promoted by the theocratic regime she lived under. Iran's rulers, like many religious fundamentalists, celebrate indifference to earthly life and pin their sights on posthumous rewards.

Now, as Iranians bury their new martyrs, an entirely different culture has sprung up around them. Funerals feature not the traditional resigned mourning, but defiance and a celebration of life. Instead of the Islamic term shahid, or "martyr," Iranians have adopted the Persian term javidnaam, or "eternal name," to denote this new mentality.

The designation fits Raha very well. She will not be able to watch any of the 279 films on her Letterboxd "Watchlist." She will not finish her Italian degree. But her writings will indeed be eternal, and her name will live on among Iranians still struggling to take their country back: Raha Bahloulipour, whose life was taken from her perhaps, above all, because she loved it so much. As she wrote on Telegram: "Nothing in this life was as we wanted it. But we wanted it and loved it madly and fought for it."
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The Fall of the House of Assad

A detached ruler, obsessed with sex and video games, refused every lifeline he was offered.

by Robert F. Worth

Fri, 06 Feb 2026




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

Some dictators go down fighting. Some are lynched and strung up for their victims to spit on. Some die in bed.

Bashar al-Assad, who oversaw the torture and murder of hundreds of thousands of his fellow Syrians during a quarter century in power, may have achieved something new in the annals of tyranny. As the rebels closed in on Damascus on December 7, 2024, Assad reassured his aides and subordinates that victory was near, and then fled in the night on a Russian jet, telling almost no one. I remember seeing a statement issued that same evening declaring that Assad was at the palace performing his "constitutional duties." Some of his closest aides were fooled and had to escape the country however they could as rebel militias lit up the sky with celebratory gunfire.

Assad's betrayal was so breathtakingly craven that some people had trouble believing it at first. When the facts became impossible to deny, the loyalty of thousands of people curdled almost instantly into fury. Many swore that they had always secretly hated him. There is an expression in Arabic for this kind of revisionist memory: When the cow falls, the butchers multiply.

But the emotion was real for many, as was the belief that Assad was solely responsible for everything that had gone wrong. "You can still find people who believe in Muammar Qaddafi, who believe in Saddam Hussein," Ibrahim Hamidi, a Syrian journalist and editor, told me. "No one now believes in Bashar al-Assad, not even his brother."

The sudden collapse of the Assad regime put an end to a cruel police state, but now there is virtually no Syrian state at all outside the capital. The country's new leader, Ahmed al-Sharaa, has done a superb job of charming Donald Trump and other world leaders. He is also an Islamist whose authority is tenuous, and whose country remains so dangerously volatile that it could easily descend into another war.

No one--not the CIA, not the Mossad--appears to have had any idea that Assad would fall so fast. But in the days and weeks afterward, an explanation for his regime's collapse began to gain currency. Assad's backers, Russia and Iran, had been drawn into other conflicts, with Ukraine and Israel respectively, and no longer had the ability to protect him. Their sudden withdrawal exposed what had been hidden in plain sight for years: the terrible weakness of an exhausted, corrupt, and underpaid army. A little like the American-backed regime in Afghanistan that fell in 2021, the Assad dynasty was the casualty of broader geopolitical realignments. After the fact, its fall came to seem inevitable.

But over the past year, I have spoken with dozens of the courtiers and officers who inhabited the palace in Damascus, and they tell a different story. Many describe a detached ruler, obsessed with sex and video games, who probably could have saved his regime at any time in the past few years if he hadn't been so stubborn and vain. In this version, it was not geopolitics that doomed the regime. None of the countries in the region wanted Assad to fall, and several of them offered him lifelines. If he had taken hold of them, he would almost certainly be sitting in the palace now. Even in the final days, foreign ministers were calling, offering deals. He didn't answer. He appears to have been sulking, angered by the suggestion that he might have to give up the throne.

In the end, Assad's embittered loyalists may have been right. It was all about Bashar.


Syrians celebrate the fall of the Assad regime in Damascus in December 2024. (Emin Ozmen / Magnum Photos)



Perhaps all autocrats come to think of themselves as invincible, but Assad had a particular reason for his misplaced confidence: He had already survived one near-death experience.


The Arab Spring uprisings reached Syria in 2011 and blazed up into civil war. A large portion of the country's people took up arms against its ruler, and scarcely anyone expected Assad to survive. "I have no doubt that the Assad regime will soon discover that the forces of change cannot be reversed," Barack Obama declared in 2012. Obama was so confident that his State Department helped fund a "Day After Project" to be ready for the new Syria. My editors at The New York Times asked me to write an obituary of the Assad dynasty, and I remember thinking that I should get it done quickly. I still have it in my files.

Read: The dispute behind the violence in Syria

That obituary probably would have been published in 2015 if not for a deus ex machina named Vladimir Putin. A Russian intervention that began in September of that year changed everything for Assad. Waves of deadly air strikes by Russia's Sukhoi and Tupolev jets, working in concert with Iranian and Shiite militias, shifted the momentum on the battlefield, inflicting fierce blows on the rebel forces. By now, the Syrian opposition, once led by nonviolent protesters, was dominated by Islamists, who were divided and feckless and could be easily lumped together with the telegenic savageries of the Islamic State, known as ISIS.

By late 2017, Assad had more or less won the war. His regime controlled the major cities, and the opposition was confined to the northwestern province of Idlib, where a former al-Qaeda leader named Ahmed al-Sharaa (then known as Abu Muhammad al-Jolani) was emerging as a leading figure.

That deceptive moment of victory, many Syrians have told me, was when everything started to go wrong. Assad didn't seem to understand that his triumph was a hollow one. Large portions of his country had been reduced to rubble. The economy had shrunk almost to nothing, and sanctions levied by the United States and Europe were weighing it down even further. Syria's sovereignty had been partly mortgaged to Russia and Iran, which were squeezing Damascus for money to repay their investment in the conflict. Assad's supporters, having suffered through years of war and struggle, would not remain patient forever. With the fighting over, they began to expect some kind of reprieve.

Assad could have given his people what they wanted. The Gulf Arab states had the money and clout to bring him in from the cold, and in 2017, the United Arab Emirates began reaching out to Damascus. But it had a condition, the same one it had been seeking since before the civil war: Assad had to distance himself from Iran. The Gulf Arabs had long seen the revolutionary theocrats in Tehran as their biggest threat, and Syria's long-standing alliance with them--forged by Bashar's father, Hafez al-Assad--was a sore point with all of the other Arab leaders.

For Syria, exchanging Iran's dubious company for the wealth of the Gulf made a lot of sense. But there was a catch: It wasn't necessarily the best thing for the Assad family. Unlike the Gulf states and the West, the Iranians had always made clear that they would do anything to keep Assad in power. All he had to do in return was continue to facilitate Tehran's provision of weapons and money through Syrian territory to Hezbollah, the powerful Lebanese militia that was the star player in Tehran's "Axis of Resistance."

Assad did reach a modest rapprochement with the Emiratis, who reopened their embassy in Damascus in 2018. But he refused to cut his ties to Iran. Khaled al-Ahmad, a shrewd political operator in Assad's inner circle who had negotiated the deal with the Emiratis and had briefly believed that a real political transition was possible, finally concluded that Assad was incapable of changing course. "I decided he was a dead elephant in the room," he told me of Assad. (Ahmad is now an adviser to the new Syrian government.)

Around this time, a young Israeli national-security official reached the same conclusion and began urging his superiors to organize an internal coup against Assad. The Israelis had long viewed Assad as a manageable enemy--someone who mouthed all of the usual slogans about the Zionist enemy but kept the border between the two countries quiet. But the Israeli official, who is no longer in government service and spoke with me on the condition of anonymity, told me that around 2019, he began to fear that Assad was too feckless to be reliable. "The regime was an empty shell," he said.


Assad meets with the president of the United Arab Emirates, Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan, in Abu Dhabi on March 19, 2023. (UAE Presidential Court Handout / Andalou / Getty)



The Israeli command demurred on the coup proposal. The idea had been discussed periodically over the years in Tel Aviv and Washington but had never gotten very far, perhaps because Assad's father had deliberately created a regime that kept potential rivals in check or under surveillance.

"Everybody in the region was comfortable with him being there," the former Israeli official said. "Being weak, posing a threat to no one."

Assad apparently mistook this tacit consensus for power. "Bashar was living in a fictional world," a former Hezbollah political operative who was often in Syria during those years told me (he asked for anonymity for fear of repercussions): "The Iranians need me. The Russians have no choice. I'm the king."

Assad's backers began to grumble, but the Syrian leader wouldn't listen. In 2019, the former Hezbollah operative said, the Russians and the Iranians began pushing him to make mostly symbolic reforms that would placate Western countries and ease the burden of Syria's economic isolation. Assad lied and temporized, the official said. Iran's foreign minister at the time, Mohammad Javad Zarif, said in a recent interview with Al Jazeera that he'd urged Assad to "engage with the opposition" but that the Syrian leader, "drunk with victory," had stalled.

Read: The honeymoon is ending in Syria

Perhaps the most arresting example of Assad's obtuseness came during the first Trump administration. In 2020, Washington sent two officials, Roger Carstens and Kash Patel, to Lebanon to locate Austin Tice, an American journalist who had disappeared in Syria in 2012 and was thought to be in the hands of the Assad regime. Abbas Ibrahim, then the head of Lebanon's General Security branch, brought the two men to Damascus, where they met with one of Assad's top security officials, a widely feared figure named Ali Mamlouk. The Americans raised the subject of Tice, Carstens told me, and Mamlouk responded that the United States would need to lift sanctions and remove its troops from Syria before any American request could be discussed. Ibrahim, who had taken part in the meeting and recalled some details differently, told me that he had seen Mamlouk's remark as an opening gambit and had never expected the Americans to make such sweeping concessions.

To the surprise of both Ibrahim and Mamlouk, the U.S. government signaled its agreement to a deal in exchange for proof that Tice was alive. Ibrahim then flew to Washington, where he was told that Trump had confirmed the American position. But Ibrahim was even more amazed when he got the response from Assad: No deal, and no more talks. Ibrahim asked why, and Mamlouk told him that it was "because Trump described Assad as an animal" years earlier.

Ibrahim told his Syrian counterpart that this was madness. Even if Tice was dead, the Americans would hold up their end of the deal as long as they could find out what had happened to him and "close the file." (There have been conflicting reports about what happened to Tice, including some suggesting, without proof, that an Assad-regime officer may have killed him.) The Americans were eager for anything they could get, Ibrahim recalled to me: "I got a call from Pompeo once; he said, I'm ready to fly by private jet to Syria, ready to shake hands with anyone." (Pompeo and Patel did not respond to my requests for comment.)

This was a "golden opportunity" for Assad, who presumably could have met with Mike Pompeo, then the U.S. secretary of state, and told him apologetically that the regime did not know what had happened to Tice, Ibrahim said. The meeting alone would have bestowed a new legitimacy on Assad, and made other countries more inclined to reach out to him.

The Biden administration renewed the offer in 2023, sending a high-level delegation to Oman to meet with Syrian officials about Tice. This time, Assad behaved almost insultingly, Ibrahim said, refusing even to send a senior official to meet them. Instead, he sent a former ambassador who was given strict instructions to not so much as speak about Tice.

That Assad, with his hubris and lack of foresight, was soon to fall may be less puzzling, in retrospect, than the fact that he lasted so long. The reason he did goes back to his father, who built a regime so sturdy and ruthless that it survived 25 years of the son's mismanagement. One lesson to be drawn from Assad's fall is a very old one: The greatest vulnerability of all political dynasties is the problem of succession.

Hafez al-Assad was a dictator in the classic mold, a shrewd and strong-willed man who rose from rural poverty through the military and seized power in a 1970 coup. He had a genius for undermining and outwitting his rivals, and he made dictatorship seem natural. It was what many Syrians wanted after the chaotic years that followed their country gaining independence from France, in 1946. "For some reason it seems to me that within the Arab circle there is a role wandering aimlessly in search of a hero," wrote Gamal Abdel Nasser, the lantern-jawed Egyptian leader who embodied that heroic role perfectly in the 1950s and '60s and helped create the modern idea of what an Arab dictator should be.

Bashar was different. Even first-time visitors to Syria could see that he didn't look the part: He had a weak chin and panicky eyes, and his head and neck were oddly elongated, as if he'd been squeezed too tight in the birth canal. When you saw his image on one of the ubiquitous billboards around Syria, it was easy to get the feeling that someone had played a practical joke and substituted the head of an anxious schoolboy for that of the leader.

When he started talking, the impression was even worse. His voice was thin and nasal, and he always looked uncomfortable during speeches, as if he was desperate to get it over with. In a culture that puts great value on eloquence and authority, he had none.

Many people who know Bashar told me that his lack of confidence stems from his early years. His older brother, Bassel, bullied his younger siblings so mercilessly that he permanently distorted their personalities, one former palace insider told me. The family dynamics are on display in a famous photograph taken around 1993. Bassel stands at the center of the frame, looking cocky and slightly bored, with his parents seated in front of him and his siblings on either side. Bashar is on the left, his body slightly angled away, his face uneasy. Unlike the others, he seems to be looking beyond the photographer, as if scouting an escape route.

Bashar came to power through an accident. Bassel, a military officer and a show-jumping equestrian who was known as Syria's "Golden Knight," was the heir apparent. But he died in a car crash in 1994. Hafez yanked Bashar back from London, where he'd been training to be an ophthalmologist, and began grooming him as the next leader.


Syrian President Hafez al-Assad and his wife, Anisa, with their children--Maher, Bashar, Bassel, Majd, and Bushra--in a photo thought to have been taken around 1993
 (Louai Beshara / AFP / Getty)



Read: Can one man hold Syria together?

Many in Syria's dissident circles at first found Bashar's awkwardness and shyness appealing. The fact that he didn't resemble a dictator kindled their hopes that he would be kinder and more tolerant. For a brief moment, that appeared to be true. During the "Damascus Spring" that followed Bashar's accession after his father's death, in 2000, the margin of free speech seemed to widen.

But a crackdown soon followed, and in the following years, Assad's psychology appeared to be working in the opposite direction. He was so afraid of being perceived as weak, he seemed to believe that he had to prove, again and again, that he could live up to the brutality that was expected of him.

I have spoken with at least a dozen people who knew Assad, and they all commented on his stubbornness. He doesn't listen to advice, many of them said, and often seems to resent hearing it. Similar things were said about his father, a famously uncompromising negotiator. Both men had to "bargain with and manipulate sinecures of power within this opaque system in order to reach consensus," David Lesch, a scholar at Trinity University who interviewed Bashar extensively in the 2000s, told me. But Assad lacked his father's native toughness. According to some who knew and studied him, his rigidity masked a lack of confidence in his own judgment.

That insecurity, some told me, also makes him impressionable. He was particularly taken with Hassan Nasrallah, the leader of Hezbollah, an immensely popular and charismatic figure. Assad seems to have believed the propaganda Nasrallah fed him, perhaps because it was what he wanted to hear: that the Axis of Resistance would strike a fierce blow against Israel and that, afterward, Assad would be able to set any conditions he liked for peace. In other words, Assad would not have to make any difficult choices or sacrifices. Everything would be handed to him on a platter.

On October 7, 2023, Assad must have imagined for a few hours that Nasrallah's prophecies had come true. Hamas fighters swept across the border fence from Gaza and massacred more than 1,000 people. Israel--the Samson of the region--looked weak and unprepared.

But before long, Israel was launching thousands of air strikes not just into Gaza but also into Lebanon and Syria. Assad said nothing about this campaign against his allies, which eventually killed Nasrallah himself. Perhaps he hoped to keep his name off Israel's target list. But according to Wiam Wahhab, a Lebanese political figure who was close to the Syrian regime, Assad's silence fueled Iranian suspicions that he was feeding information to the Israelis. The Axis of Resistance was falling apart.


A rebel fighter shoots at a banner displaying Assad's photo outside a municipal building in Hama just after the regime fell. (Bakr Alkasem / AFP / Getty)



That should have worried Assad, especially in light of the fact that Russia, his other protector, was bogged down in Ukraine. But the atmosphere at the palace was not conducive to clear thinking. Assad was spending much of his time playing Candy Crush and other video games on his phone, according to the former Hezbollah operative I spoke with. He had sidelined the eminences grises of his father's day and relied instead on a small circle of younger figures with dubious credentials. One of them, a former Al Jazeera journalist named Luna al-Shibl, doubled as Assad's lover and also procured other women for him to have sex with, including the wives of high-ranking Syrian officers, according to former palace insiders and the former Israeli official.

Shibl, who was married to a regime insider, seems to have encouraged Assad's palace-born habit of looking down on ordinary citizens. In a recording that surfaced this past December, Assad and Shibl can be heard laughing dismissively about the pretensions of Hezbollah and mocking the soldiers who salute them as they drive through a Damascus suburb. Assad, who is at the wheel, says at one point of the Syrians they pass in the street: "They spend money on mosques, but they don't have enough to eat."

To understand the obscenity of Assad's comment, you need to know that he was amassing an enormous personal fortune, mostly from drug smuggling, even as many Syrians were at the point of starvation. Ordinary soldiers were paid as little as $10 a month, far less than they needed to survive. The Syrian pound, which had once traded at 47 to the dollar, had reached a rate of 15,000 a dollar by 2023. The poverty deepened after 2020, when the U.S. Congress imposed another steep round of sanctions under the Caesar Syria Civilian Protection Act.

Read: The end of a 13-year nightmare

Even longtime supporters from the Alawite religious minority--the sect to which the Assads belong--began to complain about their destitution. One member of the Assad clan who lives in Europe told me that he'd visited Syria in 2021 and been amazed to discover that the officers--from the elite Republican Guard unit--charged with protecting his immediate family were so poor that they spent their off-duty hours hawking fruit and cigarettes in the street.

Assad and his family maintained their own living standards by turning Syria into a narco-state, with Bashar's brother Maher overseeing the manufacture and smuggling of immense quantities of Captagon, an illegal amphetamine. The drug trade earned Assad billions of dollars, but it also fueled an addiction crisis in the Gulf states and Jordan, angering their leaders.

Assad's megalomania seems to have taken a strange new turn in these past few years. According to Ahmad, Assad had concluded that he needed "monarchy tools" like those of Putin and the Gulf rulers, including cash reserves large enough to subsidize militias and reorient the economy. Assad's comments to a Russian interviewer during his final months in power betray a hint of this idea of royal powers. Asked about the downsides of democracy, Assad said, with a contemptuous grin: "In the West, the presidents, especially in the United States, are the executive directors, but they're not the owners."

In July 2024, with the war in Gaza dominating the headlines, Luna al-Shibl was found dead in her BMW on a highway outside Damascus. The regime media called it a road accident, but the circumstances were odd: According to some reports, the car was only lightly damaged, yet her skull had been bashed in. Rumors spread quickly that she had been killed on the orders of Tehran for providing targeting information to the Israelis.


A fighter displays Captagon pills found hidden inside an electric transformer in Douma in December 2024. 
 (Raghed Waked / Middle East Images / AFP / Getty)



But Assad was the one who'd ordered the murder of his former lover, the former Israeli official and two people with ties to the regime told me. Shibl had become a de facto Russian agent, providing Moscow with information about Iran's activities in Syria, the former Israeli official said. Perhaps she'd sensed that the end was coming for Assad and that she needed another protector. This account was impossible to confirm; Russian officials do not comment on intelligence matters.

When a tyrant falls, we may be tempted to imagine a final moment of tragic self-awareness--a personal reckoning, like Oedipus blinding himself, or Macbeth raging on the heath. But I don't think real dictators go down like that. They are too good at lying to themselves.

For Assad, the final chapter began in November 2024. The rebel militias under Ahmed al-Sharaa's command had been lobbying for Turkey's permission to launch a military operation, and finally, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan gave it to them. (Turkey denied official involvement in the operation.)

Erdogan did so reluctantly. All year, he had been asking Assad to meet with him. His demands were pretty modest: a political reconciliation and a deal to allow the millions of Syrian refugees in Turkey to return home. But Assad acted as if he held all the cards, refusing to meet unless Erdogan agreed in advance to withdraw all Turkish forces from Syria. The rebel operation that Erdogan approved seems to have been intended as a way to prod Assad to negotiate; it was framed not as an invasion but as a defensive move.

When the rebels marched northeast toward the city of Aleppo on November 27, 2024, Assad was in Russia, where his son would be defending his Ph.D. dissertation on number theory and polynomial representations at Moscow State University. As Aleppo's defenses crumbled, Assad remained in Moscow, to the shock and dismay of his commanders back home. He seems to have been hoping to persuade Putin to rescue him.

But the Russian president kept him waiting for days, and when they finally met, it was very brief. According to the former Israeli official I spoke with, Putin told Assad that he could not fight his war for him, and that the Syrian leader's only hope was to go to Erdogan and cut a deal. The Russians had always valued their strategic relationship with Turkey far more than their relationship with Syria. Whether Assad grasped this is impossible to know. But Putin was not going to launch a new war against Turkey's rebel allies just to save a petty dictator whose own soldiers were deserting.

Aleppo had fallen to the rebels by the time Assad landed back in Damascus. After only a few hours, he flew to Abu Dhabi, the capital of the United Arab Emirates, Ahmad told me. It is not clear whom he met with or what was said. The Emiratis feared Sharaa's Islamist militias as much as they feared Tehran. But they had no boots on the ground.

Back in Damascus, Assad tried a last gambit, calling on the "monarchy tools" he had been assembling for years. He put out word that he would pay exorbitant salaries to volunteers who could quickly reassemble the militias that had helped win the civil war years earlier, Ahmad told me. But when the ordinary soldiers who'd spent years on starvation wages heard of these offers, many were so furious that they abandoned their post.

The rebels had now captured the city of Hama and were on their way to Homs, 100 miles north of the capital. At the same time, the Iranian Revolutionary Guard commanders who had helped prop up the regime began to pack up and leave. Syrian soldiers got wind of their allies' retreat, and panic spread among the ranks. The rebels rode southward almost unopposed.

Read: The Axis of Resistance keeps getting smaller

On December 7, 2024, the foreign ministers of Russia and seven Middle Eastern countries held an emergency meeting on the sidelines of an annual security conference in Doha, the Qatari capital. None of them wanted the Assad regime to collapse. They issued a statement calling for an end to military operations and for a phased political transition, based on a United Nations Security Council resolution that had been issued a decade earlier. They would need Assad to agree to this and facilitate it, but there was a problem: No one could reach him. He appeared to have turned off his phone.

A member of Assad's entourage who was with him in the final hours gave me the following account, asking not to be named because he is still living in the region.

Assad returned from the palace to his private residence in the capital's al-Malki neighborhood at roughly 6 p.m. He seemed calm, and mentioned that he had just reassured his cousin Ihab Makhlouf that there was nothing to worry about; the Emiratis and Saudis would find a way to stop the rebel advance. Makhlouf was shot to death later that night while fleeing by car to Lebanon.

At 8 p.m., word came that Homs had fallen to the rebels. That struck fear in the entourage. But Assad assured his aides that regime forces were coming from the south to encircle and defend the capital. This was not true, and my sources could not say whether Assad believed it. In the hours that followed, he seemed to have oscillated between despair and deluded assurances that victory was at hand--a state of mind that will be familiar to anyone who has watched the movie Downfall, about Hitler's final days in the Fuhrerbunker in Berlin.


Parts of the former presidential palace in Damascus were looted and burned after Assad fled. (Omar Haj Kadour / AFP / Getty)



Just after 11 p.m., Mansour Azzam, one of Assad's top aides, arrived at the house with a small group of Russian officials. They went off to a room together with Assad to talk. My source told me he believes that the Russians were showing Assad videos proving that the regime forces were no longer fighting.

By 1 a.m., word had reached the entourage that many regime supporters had given up the fight and were fleeing the capital for the Syrian coast, the Alawite heartland.

At 2 a.m., Assad emerged from his private quarters and told his longtime driver that he would need vans. He gave orders for the staff to start packing his belongings as quickly as possible. A group of Russians was outside the house.

Until that moment, many in the entourage had believed that Assad would go to the presidential palace to deliver a speech of resistance to his followers. Now they finally understood that the battle was over. He was abandoning them for good. Assad moved toward the front door, this time with two of his aides and his son Hafez. The others were told that there was no room for them.

Assad's middle-aged driver stood by the door, looking at the president with an unmistakable expression of disappointment on his face.

"You're really leaving us?" he said.

Assad looked back at him. Even in this last moment, he wouldn't take responsibility for what had happened to his country. He wasn't betraying his followers--it was they who were betraying him, by refusing to lay down their lives to extend his rule.

"What about you people?" Assad asked the driver. "Aren't you going to fight?"

He turned and went out into the night. The Russians were waiting.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/2026/02/assad-syria-regime-overthrow/685883/?utm_source=feed
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AI Is Getting Scary Good at Making Predictions

Even superforecasters are guessing that they'll soon be obsolete.

by Ross Andersen

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




To live in time is to wonder what will happen next. In every human society, there are people who obsess over the world's patterns to predict the future. In antiquity, they told kings which stars would appear at nightfall. Today they build the quantitative models that nudge governments into opening spigots of capital. They pick winners on Wall Street. They estimate the likelihood of earthquakes for insurance companies. They tell commodities traders at hedge funds about the next month's weather.

For years, some elite forecasters have been competing against one another in tournaments where they answer questions about events that will happen--or not--in the coming months or years. The questions span diverse subject matter because they're meant to measure general forecasting ability, not narrow expertise. Players may be asked whether a coup will occur in an unstable country, or to project the future deforestation rate in some part of the Amazon. They may be asked how many songs from a forthcoming Taylor Swift album will top the streaming charts. The forecaster who makes the most accurate predictions, as early as possible, can earn a cash prize and, perhaps more important, the esteem of the world's most talented seers.

These tournaments have become much more popular during the recent boom of prediction markets such as Polymarket and Kalshi, where hundreds of thousands of people around the world now trade billions of dollars a month on similar sorts of forecasting questions. And now AIs are playing in them, too. At first, the bots didn't fare too well: At the end of 2024, no AI had even managed to place 100th in one of the major competitions. But they have since vaulted up the leaderboards. AIs have already proved that they can make superhuman predictions within the bounded context of a board game, but they may soon be better than us at divining the future of our entire messy, contingent world.






Three times a year, the forecasting platform Metaculus hosts a tournament that is known to have especially difficult questions. It generally attracts the more serious forecasters, Ben Shindel, a materials scientist who ranked third among participants in a recent competition, told me. Last year, at its Summer Cup, a London-based start-up called Mantic entered an AI prediction engine. Like other participants, the Mantic AI had to answer 60 questions by assigning probabilities to certain outcomes. The AI had to guess how the battle lines in Ukraine would shift. It had to pick the winner of the Tour de France and estimate Superman's global box-office gross during its opening weekend. It had to say whether China would ban the export of a rare earth element, and predict whether a major hurricane would strike the Atlantic coast before September. It had to figure out whether Elon Musk and Donald Trump would disparage each other, in public, within a certain range of dates.

A few months later, the guesses from Mantic's prediction engine and the other tournament participants were scored against the real-life outcomes and one another. The AI placed eighth out of more than 500 entrants, a new record for a bot. "It was an unexpected breakthrough" according to Toby Shevlane, Mantic's CEO. Shevlane told me that he left a cushy gig as a research scientist at Google DeepMind to co-found the company. He wanted to celebrate the AI's triumph, but he worried that it had been the product of some lucky guesses. He and his team entered a new version of it into the Metaculus Fall Cup. That bot did even better. Not only did it finish fourth, another record, it beat a weighted average of all human-forecaster predictions. It proved itself wiser than the wisdom of a pretty wise crowd.

Mantic's AI engine is designed to make accurate forecasts in just about any domain. Shevlane wouldn't show me the engine's interface, and he was cagey about its precise construction. He described it only as a "scaffolding" that comprises several large language models with different inclinations. These individual LLMs are themselves getting much better at general forecasts, especially those made by OpenAI, Anthropic, and Google. That's partly because good forecasting requires reading and processing enormous amounts of information. To guess the winner of the Tour de France, for example, a human forecaster might spend hours building a basic regression model based on previous years' results, while also scouring injury and conditioning reports and reading commentary from fans and experts. AIs have a natural advantage here. They can read much faster than humans, and their cognitive skills don't break down after a string of all-nighters.

Last year, a team advised by Haifeng Xu, a professor at the University of Chicago, built a benchmarking service that evaluates AI's predictions on a continuing basis. Almost every day, it asks the major models new questions pulled from the betting markets on Kalshi. (It recently asked them who Apple's next CEO would be and also who would star in the upcoming season of The White Lotus.) Their accuracy scores continually update as the questions resolve. "They all have different forecasting personalities," Xu told me. The version of ChatGPT that the service evaluates is conservative, perhaps too conservative; on Xu's leaderboard, it currently trails versions of Grok and Gemini.

Mantic's prediction engine combines a bunch of LLMs and assigns each one different tasks. One might serve as an expert on a database of election results. Another might be asked to scan weather data, economic outcomes, or box-office receipts, depending on the question that it's attacking. The models work together as a team to generate a final prediction. Shevlane told me that Mantic is using its computing resources to experiment with more complex scaffoldings, which make use of even more models. I asked him whether they have sought AI's input on the general structure of these scaffoldings. Not yet, he said, but like almost everyone else, they are using it to help write the code for their prediction engines.

A company called Lightning Rod Labs has been experimenting with predictive models that are purpose-built for specific domains. They have even designed one to predict Trump's erratic behavior. Ben Turtel, the company's CEO, told me that his team presented to the model a set of more than 2,000 forecasting questions with known outcomes that were not included in its training data. Then the model checked its answers against the things that Trump had actually done, and learned from its mistakes. When the company had the small model forecast Trump's behavior on a new set of questions--whether he would meet with Xi Jinping in person, for example, or attend the Army-Navy football game--it outperformed OpenAI's most advanced models.

Read: Do you feel the AGI yet?

This year could be big for AI prediction. In January, Mantic entered its most recent souped-up engine into the Metaculus Spring Cup for 2026. It has already been asked how many Oscars Sinners will win and if the United States will soon attack Iran. By May, these questions will resolve, and we will see how the engine fared. If it moves up one spot from its most recent finish, it will become the first AI to medal in a major prediction tournament.

If the AI takes gold, that might signal a new era. Human beings--predictors of eclipses, theorists of cosmic heat death--may no longer be the best guides to the future. From this point on, for as long as we exist, we might be asking AIs what comes next. We won't always understand how they arrived at their predictions. This crystal ball may be like a black hole with an event horizon, past which the light of its insight cannot escape. We may just have to take it at its word.

So far, elite human forecasters have been pretty good sports about this possibility. When I spoke with Shindel, the highly ranked forecaster, he had nothing but admiring things to say about the AIs. "Their reasoning capabilities are very good," he told me. "They don't have the same biases that people have. They can find out about news right as it happens, and they don't become attached to their predictions." On Metaculus, a group of forecasters has taken to estimating when AIs will have the chops to out-predict an elite team of humans. Last January, they said there was about a 75 percent chance this would happen by 2030. Now they think it's more like 95 percent.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/02/ai-prediction-human-forecasters/685955/?utm_source=feed
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I Went to the March for Billionaires

A celebration of the 0.01 percent was also a funeral for irony.

by Matteo Wong

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




A couple of weeks ago, word began to spread around San Francisco that somebody was organizing a "March for Billionaires." A mystery organizer had posted on social media that "billionaires get a bad rap," and soon, some flyers appeared around the city. A website provided a time and rendezvous point; it also celebrated the societal contributions of Jeff Bezos and Taylor Swift, exhorting people to "judge individuals, not classes." The message seemed to be: Not all billionaires.

Initially, everybody I asked in the city was certain that this was satire, perhaps the workings of Sacha Baron Cohen or a stunt by union activists; after all, the website also lauds the value created by James Dyson, Roger Federer, and the CEO of Chobani (for having "popularized Greek yogurt"). I was reminded of how, several years ago, the faux-conspiracists of the Birds Aren't Real movement rallied outside Twitter's headquarters to critique dangerous social-media rabbit holes.

Still, in a city where AI founders are giddy about automating entire industries and selling digital "friends," and in a state that is weighing a new and aggressive tax for its wealthiest residents, I wasn't so sure. The March for Billionaires website appeared to have thoroughly obscured the ownership of its domain, so I contacted one of the march's social-media accounts last week and quickly received a response: The organizer would meet me for coffee.

His name is Derik Kauffman, and he seemed very serious. The protest was the first that Kauffman, a 26-year-old AI-start-up founder, had organized. "I'm someone who stands up for what I believe in," he told me over coffee (well, he ordered a green juice). "Even if that's unpopular." For an hour, as I did my best to prod Kauffman's sincerity, he did not flinch. He is not against social welfare, agreed that poverty is bad, and at one point launched into a detailed discussion of tax loopholes exploited by the ultrarich. Still, although not a billionaire himself, Kauffman is a fanboy. He said that he'd organized the march with both a specific goal--opposing the wealth tax on billionaires in California proposed by a major health-care workers' union--and a broader one: to spread the word that billionaires are ultimately friends of the working class. His thinking was contradictory at times but extensive; if this was a hoax, the execution was quite good.

And so, on Saturday, a group of like-minded dissidents gathered with him in Pacific Heights, home to San Francisco's "Billionaires' Row," to lend the nation's 924 wealthiest people their support. The event topped out, by my count, at 18 pro-billionaire attendees, who hoisted signs with slogans such as Tip Your Landlord and Property Rights Are Human Rights. At least 15 counterprotesters showed up as well, making everything more confusing because they were parodying the idea of supporting billionaires. Some wore full suits or elaborate dresses and held Trillionaires for Trump signs; others offered pulled-pork sandwiches labeled Musk a la Guillotine and chanted "Eat the poor." Reporters and photographers outnumbered both groups handily.




The proposed "billionaire tax" is a one-time tax on billionaires to make up for federal cuts to California's health-care budget. Fears about the tax rose after The Wall Street Journal reported that Sergey Brin and Larry Page, the co-founders of Google, were considering leaving the state. The threat of this or any future billionaire tax, Kauffman said, could damage the entrepreneurship that makes California great. (An eclectic set of wealthy and influential figures in the state, including California Governor Gavin Newsom, the White House AI adviser David Sacks, and the venture capitalist Peter Thiel, oppose the initiative.)

Beyond pushing back against any particular policy, the march was also taking a moral stand. "Billionaires are often vilified," Pablo, one of the demonstrators, told me. "In terms of people appreciating them or just not hating them, they are probably among the worst off in the whole world." Another, Flo, suggested to me that anti-billionaire sentiment is "growing in left circles" and needs to be resisted. None of the pro-billionaire marchers I spoke with other than Kauffman would tell me their surname.

There is, of course, truth to the statement that billionaires are reviled. A recent Harris Poll survey found that nearly three-quarters of Americans believe that billionaires are too celebrated; more than half believe that billionaires are a threat to democracy. (The march's timing on the heels of the release of the latest batch of Epstein files, which feature a number of billionaires, is hard to ignore.) As the procession walked toward City Hall, along streets known for upper-end shopping and dining, pedestrians, bikers, drivers, and people seated outside for brunch booed, jeered, and honked; one store owner came out, filmed the march, and called its participants "billionaire brownnosers." Matt, one of two people holding the large banner at the front of the procession (Billionaires Build Prosperity), told me that he was marching in part because "I try to make a habit of doing one courageous thing a day."

Perhaps now is a good time for some context: The top 0.1 percent of Americans control 14.4 percent of the nation's wealth, nearly six times that of the bottom 50 percent. The 400 wealthiest individuals pay a smaller portion of their income in taxes than the average American. The disparity is even more pronounced in Silicon Valley, where nine households control 15 percent of the region's wealth and the top 0.1 percent control 71 percent of its wealth, according to an analysis from San Jose State University. The same Harris Poll survey that captured Americans' hostility toward billionaires also found that 60 percent of respondents wanted to become billionaires themselves.

Any attempt at a debate with Kauffman or the other pro-billionaire demonstrators--to suggest that immense wealth inequality is harmful and that the market does not, on its own, allow many Americans to get by, let alone thrive--always boiled down to the same, unshakable belief: Billionaires are the engine of the U.S. economy, and because people pay for goods on Amazon and use Google Search, billionaires' fortunes are deserved. If Amazon causes brick-and-mortar stores to close, it's simply because those stores "weren't providing as much" value to consumers, Mike, a protester, told me. Never mind the low wages, acquisition of competitors, price manipulation, and other practices many billionaires use to stay on top.

Read: Welcome to pricing hell




For all the spectacle, the tensions between the pro- and faux-billionaires were sharp and reflective of real animosity. As the main procession chanted "Property rights are human rights," Vincent Gargiulo, a counterprotester dressed in a white mock-billionaire suit, began shouting "Fuck poor people." Things briefly escalated as a demonstrator confronted Gargiulo for being "not sincere." He grabbed and snapped her pro-billionaire sign. Then Kauffman approached and threatened to call the police unless Gargiulo left. Another pro-billionaire demonstrator eventually snatched the sign back. "I am offended that there's a march to support people who are making money that I will never see in my entire life," Gargiulo told me when I asked why he had broken character. The next chant in defense of the wealthy was "End the class war!"

As the march progressed, something odd began to happen between the countervailing messages. The two sides--representing, I suppose, the 0.01 percent and the rest of us, respectively--almost melded together. Kauffman blared, "Thank you, California billionaires" through his megaphone, and the counterprotesters, wearing crowns, shouted back, "You're welcome." As they approached City Hall, where the group would deliver some speeches, the pro-billionaire rally cheered, "Abolish public land" while the counterprotesters jeered, "Tip your landlord," a slogan that was itself on one of the pro-billionaire posters. At one point, both sides chanted "Poverty should not exist" in unison--the marchers suggesting that billionaires will alleviate poverty, the counterprotesters either trying to reclaim the statement or simply playing into its absurdity.




It was, in a way, a fitting blend. Wealth disparities and unaffordability are among several crises that tech companies are simultaneously contributing to and selling solutions for. (Every pro-billionaire attendee I spoke with described themselves as in tech or "tech adjacent" fields.) Silicon Valley is dizzyingly self-contradictory. Top CEOs have aligned themselves with a xenophobic White House while relying heavily on an immigrant workforce. AI companies offer products that claim to improve the economy by automating large swaths of it. Billboards around San Francisco advertise a product that conducts audits before your AI girlfriend breaks up with you; founders are earnest about curing death. Meanwhile, Elon Musk and other tech leaders post like teenage boys while making society-altering decisions. Everything is ironic, and nothing is.

As the march neared its destination, we passed by an Amazon delivery driver standing outside his van. He was filming the procession, and I approached to ask what he thought of it all. His English was limited, and he seemed a bit confused by what was going on at first, saying that he supported the march--as in, protesting in general. I explained that the march was in support of the likes of Bezos and Musk. Did he support billionaires? "No, no," he clarified. "Everybody has to get more money. Everybody, not only one person."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/02/march-for-billionaires-silicon-valley-ai/685957/?utm_source=feed
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America Isn't Ready for What AI Will Do to Jobs

Does anyone have a plan for what happens next?

by Josh Tyrangiel

Tue, 10 Feb 2026




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

In 1869, a group of Massachusetts reformers persuaded the state to try a simple idea: counting.

The Second Industrial Revolution was belching its way through New England, teaching mill and factory owners a lesson most M.B.A. students now learn in their first semester: that efficiency gains tend to come from somewhere, and that somewhere is usually somebody else. The new machines weren't just spinning cotton or shaping steel. They were operating at speeds that the human body--an elegant piece of engineering designed over millions of years for entirely different purposes--simply wasn't built to match. The owners knew this, just as they knew that there's a limit to how much misery people are willing to tolerate before they start setting fire to things.

Still, the machines pressed on.

So Massachusetts created the nation's first Bureau of Statistics of Labor, hoping that data might accomplish what conscience could not. By measuring work hours, conditions, wages, and what economists now call "negative externalities" but were then called "children's arms torn off," policy makers figured they might be able to produce reasonably fair outcomes for everyone. Or, if you're a bit more cynical, a sustainable level of exploitation. A few years later, with federal troops shooting at striking railroad workers and wealthy citizens funding private armories--leading indicators that things in your society aren't going great--Congress decided that this idea might be worth trying at scale and created the Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Measurement doesn't abolish injustice; it rarely even settles arguments. But the act of counting--of trying to see clearly, of committing the government to a shared set of facts--signals an intention to be fair, or at least to be caught trying. Over time, that intention matters. It's one way a republic earns the right to be believed in.

The BLS remains a small miracle of civilization. It sends out detailed surveys to about 60,000 households and 120,000 businesses and government agencies every month, supplemented by qualitative research it uses to check and occasionally correct its findings. It deserves at least some credit for the scoreboard. America: 250 years without violent class warfare. And you have to appreciate the entertainment value of its minutiae. The BLS is how we know that, in 2024, 44,119 people worked in mobile food services (a.k.a. food trucks), up 907 percent since 2000; that nonveterinary pet care (grooming, training) employed 190,984 people, up 513 percent; and that the United States had almost 100,000 massage therapists, with five times the national concentration in Napa, California.

From the February 2026 issue: Alexandra Petri tried to be the federal government. It did not go well.

These and thousands of other BLS statistics describe a society that has grown more prosperous, and a workforce endlessly adaptive to change. But like all statistical bodies, the BLS has its limits. It's excellent at revealing what has happened and only moderately useful at telling us what's about to. The data can't foresee recessions or pandemics--or the arrival of a technology that might do to the workforce what an asteroid did to the dinosaurs.

I am referring, of course, to artificial intelligence. After a rollout that could have been orchestrated by H. P. Lovecraft--"We are summoning the demon," Elon Musk warned in a typical early pronouncement--the AI industry has pivoted from the language of nightmares to the stuff of comas. Driving innovation. Accelerating transformation. Reimagining workflows. It's the first time in history that humans have invented something genuinely miraculous and then rushed to dress it in a fleece vest.

There are gobs of money to be made selling enterprise software, but dulling the impact of AI is also a useful feint. This is a technology that can digest a hundred reports before you've finished your coffee, draft and analyze documents faster than teams of paralegals, compose music indistinguishable from the genius of a pop star or a Juilliard grad, code--really code, not just copy-paste from Stack Overflow--with the precision of a top engineer. Tasks that once required skill, judgment, and years of training are now being executed, relentlessly and indifferently, by software that learns as it goes.

AI is already so ubiquitous that any resourceful knowledge worker can delegate some of their job's drudgery to machines. Many companies--Microsoft and PricewaterhouseCoopers among them--have instructed their employees to increase productivity by doing just that. But anyone subcontracting tasks to AI is clever enough to imagine what might come next--a day when augmentation crosses into automation, and cognitive obsolescence compels them to seek work at a food truck, pet spa, or massage table. At least until the humanoid robots arrive.




Many economists insist that this will all be fine. Capitalism is resilient. The arrival of the ATM famously led to the employment of more bank tellers, just as the introduction of Excel swelled the ranks of accountants and Photoshop spiked demand for graphic designers. In each case, new tech automated old tasks, increased productivity, and created jobs with higher wages than anyone could have conceived of before. The BLS projects that employment will grow 3.1 percent over the next 10 years. That's down from 13 percent in the previous decade, but 5 million new jobs in a country with a stable population is hardly catastrophic.

And yet: There are things that economists struggle to measure. Americans tend to derive meaning and identity from what they do. Most don't want to do something else, even if they had any confidence--which they don't--that they could find something else to do. Seventy-one percent of respondents to an August Reuters/Ipsos poll said they're worried that artificial intelligence will "put too many people out of work permanently."

This data point might be easier to dismiss if the modern mill and factory owners hadn't already declared that AI will put people out of work permanently.

In May 2025, Dario Amodei, the CEO of the AI company Anthropic, said that AI could drive unemployment up 10 to 20 percent in the next one to five years and "wipe out half of all entry-level white-collar jobs." Jim Farley, the CEO of Ford, estimated that it would eliminate "literally half of all white-collar workers" in a decade. Sam Altman, the CEO of OpenAI, revealed that "my little group chat with my tech-CEO friends" has a bet about the inevitable date when a billion-dollar company is staffed by just one person. (The business side of this magazine, like some other publishers, has a corporate partnership with OpenAI.) Other companies, including Meta, Amazon, UnitedHealth, Walmart, JPMorgan Chase, and UPS, which have recently announced layoffs, have framed them more euphemistically in sunny reports to investors about the rise of "automation" and "head count trending down." Taken together, these statements are extraordinary: the owners of capital warning workers that the ice beneath them is about to crack--while continuing to stomp on it.

It's as if we're watching two versions of the same scene. In one, the ice holds, because it always has. In the other, a lot of people go under. The difference becomes clear only when the surface finally gives way--at which point the range of available options will have considerably narrowed.

AI is already transforming work, one delegated task at a time. If the transformation unfolds slowly enough and the economy adjusts quickly enough, the economists may be right: We'll be fine. Or better. But if AI instead triggers a rapid reorganization of work--compressing years of change into months, affecting roughly 40 percent of jobs worldwide, as the International Monetary Fund projects--the consequences will not stop at the economy. They will test political institutions that have already shown how brittle they can be.

The question, then, is whether we're approaching the kind of disruption that can be managed with statistics--or the kind that creates statistics no one can bear to count.

Austan Goolsbee is the president of the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago, the Robert P. Gwinn Professor of Economics at the University of Chicago's Booth School of Business, and a former chair of the Council of Economic Advisers under Barack Obama. He's also one of the few economists you would not immediately regret bringing to a party. When I asked Goolsbee if any conclusive data indicated that AI had begun to eat into the labor market, he delivered an answer that was both obvious and unhelpful, smiling as he did it. The nonanswer was the point.

I've known Goolsbee long enough to enjoy these moments, when he makes fun of our shared uselessness. Economists are rarely equipped to give straight answers about the present. Journalists hate when the future won't reveal itself on deadline.

We spoke in September, shortly after the release of what's come to be known as "The Canaries Paper," written by three academics from the Stanford Digital Economy Lab. By crunching data from millions of monthly payroll records for workers in jobs with exposure to generative AI, the authors concluded that workers ages 22 to 25--the canaries--have seen about a 13 percent decline in employment since late 2022.

For several days, the paper was all anyone in the field wanted to talk about, and by talk about I mostly mean punch holes in. The report overemphasized the effect of ChatGPT. Youth employment is cyclical. The same period saw a sharp interest-rate spike--a far more likely source of turbulence. "Canaries" also contradicted a study released a few weeks earlier by the Economic Innovation Group, which argued that AI is unlikely to cause mass unemployment in the near term, even as it reshapes jobs and wages. That paper was knowingly titled "AI and Jobs: The Final Word (Until the Next One)."

This was the point Goolsbee wanted to emphasize: Economists are constrained by numbers. And numerically speaking, nothing indicates that AI has had an impact on people's jobs. "It's just too early," he said.

A lack of certainty should not be mistaken for a lack of concern. The Fed's mandate is to promote maximum employment, so the corporate pronouncements about imminent job loss have Goolsbee's attention. But the numbers don't add up. It's possible that the labor market is softer than it looks, but that the softness is being absorbed within firms rather than showing up in the unemployment rate. If companies are sitting on more workers than they need, however--a phenomenon known as labor hoarding--you'd expect that to reveal itself as weak productivity growth. It's as predictable as a hangover: too many workers, not enough work, sagging productivity. "But it's been totally the opposite," Goolsbee said. "Productivity growth has been really high. So I don't know how to reconcile that."

Productivity is the cheat code for a more prosperous society. If each worker can produce more in the same hour--more goods, better services, faster results--then the total economic pie grows, even if the number of workers doesn't. It's the rare efficiency gain that expands the pie rather than merely redistributing slices.

America has been on a productivity tear for the past few years. It might be temporary, the result of a onetime boost, such as the COVID-era boom in new small businesses. But with the special joy of someone paid to complicate everything, Goolsbee pointed out that general-purpose technologies such as electricity and computing can create lasting productivity gains, the kind that make whole societies wealthier.

Whether AI is one of those technologies will only become clear over time. How long before we'll know? "Years," Goolsbee said.

In the meantime, there's another complication. The immediate risk to employment may not be AI itself, but the way companies, seduced by its promise, overinvest before they understand what it can actually do. Goolsbee reached back to the internet bubble, when companies spent wildly on laying fiber cables and building capacity. "In 2001, when we found out that the growth rate of the internet is not going to be 25 percent a year, but merely 10 percent--which is still a pretty great growth rate--it meant we had way too much fiber, and there was a collapse of business investment," Goolsbee said. "And a bunch of people were thrown out of work the old-fashioned way."

A similar crash in AI investment, if it comes, would likely look familiar: painful, destabilizing, and accompanied by surges of CNBC rants and recriminations. But it would amount to a financial reset, not a technological reversal--the kind of outcome economists are especially good at recognizing, because it resembles a thing that's happened before.

This is the paradox of economics. To understand how fast the present is hurtling us into the future, you need a fixed point, and the fixed points are all in the past. It's like driving while looking only at the rearview mirror--plenty dangerous if the road stays straight, catastrophic if it doesn't.

David Autor and Daron Acemoglu are among the most accomplished rearview drivers. Both are at MIT, and both excel at understanding previous economic disruptions. Acemoglu, who won the Nobel Prize in Economics in 2024, studies inequality; Autor focuses on labor. But both insist that the story of AI and its consequences will depend mostly on speed--not because they assume lost jobs will automatically be replaced, but because a slower rate of change leaves societies time to adapt, even if some of those jobs never come back.

Labor markets have a natural rate of adjustment. If, over the course of 30 years, 3 percent of employees in a profession retire or have their jobs eliminated annually, you'd barely notice. Yet a decade later, a third of the jobs in those professions would be gone. Elevator operators and tollbooth attendants went through this slow fade to obsolescence with no damage to the economy. "When it happens more rapidly," Autor told me, "things become problematic."

From the July/August 2015 issue: Derek Thompson on a world without work

Autor is most famous for his work on the China shock. In 2001, China joined the World Trade Organization; six years later, 13 percent of U.S. manufacturing jobs--about 2 million--had disappeared. The China shock took a disproportionate toll on small-scale manufacturing--textiles, toys, furniture--concentrated primarily in the South. "Many of the workers in those places still haven't recovered," Autor said, "and we're obviously living with the political consequences."

But AI isn't a trade policy. It's software. Even if it hits some professions and places first--a lawyer in a large urban firm, say, may feel the impact years before a worker in a less digitized industry--the technology won't be constrained by geography. Eventually, everyone will be affected.

All of this sounds foreboding, until you remember the most important thing about software: People hate it, almost as much as they hate change.

This is what gives many economists confidence that the AI asteroid is still at least a decade away. "These tech CEOs want us to believe that the market for automation is preordained, and that it will all happen smoothly and profitably," Acemoglu said. He then made a disdainful noise from his Nobel Prize-winning bullshit detector. "History tells us it's actually going to happen much slower."

The argument goes like this: Before AI can transform a company, it has to access the company's data and be woven into existing systems--which sounds easy, provided you're not a chief technology officer. A trade secret of most Fortune 500 companies is that they still run many critical functions on lumbering, industrial-strength mainframe computers that almost never break down and therefore can never be replaced. Mainframes are like Christopher Walken: They've been going nonstop since the 1960s, they're fantastic at performing peculiar roles (processing payments, safeguarding data), and nobody alive really understands how they work.

Integrating legacy tech with modern AI means navigating hardware, vendors, contracts, ancient coding languages, and humans--every one of whom has a strong opinion about the "right" way to make changes. Months pass, then years; another company holiday party comes and goes; and the CEO still can't understand why the miracle of AI isn't solving all of their problems.

Every new general-purpose technology is, for a time, held hostage by the mess of what already exists. The first electric-power stations opened in the 1880s, and no one debated whether they were superior to steam engines. But factories had been built with steam engines in their basements, powering overhead shafts that ran the length of the buildings, with belts and pulleys carrying power to individual machines. To adopt electricity, factory owners didn't just need to buy motors--they needed to demolish and rebuild their entire operations. Some did. Most just waited for their infrastructure to wear out, which explains why the major economic gains from electrification didn't show up for 40 years.

None of this is reassuring enough for the economist Anton Korinek. He's "super worried," he told me. He thinks that America will see major job losses--"a very noticeable labor-market effect"--as soon as this year.

"And then those economists you've been talking to, they're going to say, 'I see that in the data!' " Korinek paused. "Let's not joke about it, because it's too serious."

Korinek is a professor and the faculty director of the Economics of Transformative AI Initiative at the University of Virginia. Last year, Time magazine put him on its list of the most influential people in AI. But he did not set out to become an economist. He grew up in an Austrian mountain village, writing machine code in 0s and 1s--the least glamorous form of programming, and the most unforgiving. It teaches you where instructions bottleneck, where systems jam, and what breaks first when pushed too hard.

He'd kept a close watch on developments in AI since the deep-learning breakthroughs of the early 2010s, even as his doctoral work focused on the prevention of financial crises. When he got his first demo of a large language model, in September 2022, it took "about five seconds" before he considered its consequences for the future of work, starting with his own.

We met for breakfast in Charlottesville in the fall. Korinek is youthful and slender, with delicate wire-frame glasses and a faintly red beard. My overall impression was of someone who'd rather be customizing Excel tabs than prophesizing doom. Still, here he was, saying the five words economists disdain the most: This time may be different.




The crux of Korinek's argument is simple: His colleagues aren't misreading the data--they're misreading the technology. "We can't quite conceptualize having very smart machines," Korinek said. "Machines have always been dumb, and that's why we don't trust them and it's always taken time to roll them out. But if they're smarter than us, in many ways they can roll themselves out."

This is already happening. Many of the least comprehensible ads during sporting events are for AI tools that promise to speed the integration of other AI tools into the workflows of large companies. Because many of these systems don't require massive new hardware or human-engineered system rewrites, the rollout time shrinks by as much as 50 percent.

This is where Korinek parts company with the rearview economists. If AI moves as fast as he expects, for many workers the damage will arrive before institutions can adapt--and each successful use will only intensify the pressure for more.

Consider consulting firms, which have always charged high fees for having junior associates do research and draft reports--fees clients tolerated because there was no alternative. But if one firm can use AI to deliver the same work faster and cheaper, its competitors face a stark choice: adopt the technology, or explain why they are still charging a premium for human hours. Once a firm plugs in and undercuts its rivals, the rest must either race to follow or be left behind. Competition doesn't just reward adoption; it makes delay indefensible.

Korinek concedes the two standard objections: The numbers don't show anything definitive yet, and new technologies have historically created more jobs than they've destroyed. But he thinks that his peers need to start driving with their eyes looking ahead. "Whenever I speak to people at the labs on the West Coast"--Korinek is an unpaid member of Anthropic's economic advisory council--"it does not strike me that they are trying to artificially hype what they're producing. I usually have the sense that they are just as terrified as I am. We should at least consider the possibility that what they are telling us may come true."

Korinek is not sure that the technology itself can be steered by policy, but he wants more economists doing scenario planning so that policy makers aren't caught flat-footed--because mass job loss doesn't just mean unemployment; it means missed loan payments, cascading defaults, shrinking consumer demand, and the kind of self-reinforcing downturn that can transform a shock into a crisis, and a crisis into the decline of an empire.

After thE brief period in early 2025 when CEOs were openly volunteering "thought leadership" about AI and its impact on their workforces and profit margins, the pronouncements stopped, eerily, at roughly the same time. Anyone who has seen a shark fin break the water and then disappear knows this is not reassuring.

The simple explanation comes courtesy of the Bureau of Labor Statistics. America employs about 280,590 public-relations specialists, an increase of 69 percent over the past two decades. (They outnumber journalists almost 7 to 1.) It's not hard to imagine their expert syllogism: AI is unpopular. CEOs who talk about job cuts are even less popular. So maybe shut up about AI and jobs?

In October, the day after The New York Times revealed Amazon executives' plan to potentially automate more than 600,000 jobs by 2033, the PR chief at a large multinational firm told me, "We are so done speaking about this." It was at least a small piece of history--the first time I'd been asked to grant anonymity to someone so they could explain, on the record, that they would no longer be speaking at all.

All of which is to say that the chief executives of Walmart, Amazon, Ford, and other Fortune 100 companies, as well as executives from rising AI-driven firms including Anthropic, Stripe, and Waymo--people who had been remarkably chatty about AI and jobs a few months earlier--declined or ignored multiple interview requests for this story. Even the Business Roundtable, an association of 200 CEOs from America's most powerful companies that exists to speak for its members on exactly these kinds of issues, told me that its CEO, former George W. Bush White House Chief of Staff Joshua Bolten, had nothing to say.

Of course, telling a reporter you won't speak on the record isn't the same as not speaking. The CEOs are talking to at least one person: Reid Hoffman, the co-founder of LinkedIn and a Microsoft board member. Hoffman is a technologist by pedigree and an optimist by temperament. He knows everyone in corporate America, and everyone knows he knows everyone, which makes him Silicon Valley's favorite mensch--a reasonable, neutral sounding board whom CEOs can go to when they want to think out loud. He told me that AI has sorted the CEOs into three groups.

The first are the dabblers: latecomers finally spending some quality time with their chief technology officers. The second rushed to declare themselves AI leaders out of vanity or a desire to have their traditional businesses taken more seriously by tech snobs. "They're like, Look at me! I'm important! I'm central here. But they're not actually doing anything yet," Hoffman said. "They're just like, Put me at the AI table too." The third group is different: executives who are quietly making transformational plans. "These are the ones who see it coming. And to their credit, I think a lot of them want to figure out how to help their whole workforce transition with this through education, reskilling, or training."

But what all three groups share is a belief that investors--after years of hearing about AI's promise--have lost patience with dreaming. This year, they expect results. And the fastest way for a CEO to produce results is to cut head count. Layoffs, Hoffman said, are inevitable. "A lot of them have convinced themselves this only ends one way. Which I think is a failure of the imagination."

Hoffman doesn't waste time urging CEOs not to make cuts; he knows they will. "What I tell them is that you need to be presenting paths and ideas for how to get benefits from AI that aren't just cutting costs. How do you get more revenue? How do you help your people transition to being more effective using AI?"

"It's a fever," Gina Raimondo, the former governor of Rhode Island and commerce secretary under Joe Biden, told me, referring to the rush to cut jobs. "Every CEO and every board feels like they need to go faster. 'We have 40,000 people doing customer service? Take it down to 10,000. AI can handle the rest.' If the whole thing is about moving fast with your eye strictly on efficiency, then an awful lot of people are going to get really hurt. And I don't think this country can handle that, given where we already are."

Like Hoffman, Raimondo occupies an unusual niche: a Democrat who can walk into a boardroom without setting off the cultural metal detectors. She co-founded a venture-capital firm, and AI executives, who see her as pragmatic and fluent in tech, are willing to talk to her. "This is a technology that will make us more productive, healthier, more sustainable," Raimondo said. "But only if we get very serious about managing the transition."

Last summer, Raimondo made the trip to Sun Valley, Idaho, for the four-day Allen & Co. conference known as "summer camp for billionaires." She asked people the same two questions: How are you using AI? And what happens to your workers when you do? A number of CEOs admitted that they felt trapped. Wall Street expects them to replace human labor with AI; if they don't do it, they'll be the ones out of a job. But if they all order mass job eliminations, they know the consequences will be enormous--for their workforces, for the country, and for their own humanity.

Raimondo's response was that "it's the responsibility of the country's most powerful CEOs to help figure this out." She sees the possibility of "new public-private partnerships at scale. Imagine if we could get companies to take ownership over the retraining and redeployment of people they lay off."

She knows how this sounds. "A lot of people say, 'Oh, Gina, you're naive. Never going to happen.' Okay. But I'm telling you it's the end of America as we know it if we don't use this moment to do things differently."

If executives' concern is as genuine as Raimondo thinks, then perhaps they can be moved to action. Liz Shuler, the president of the AFL-CIO, is trying--and mostly failing--to do just that. CEOs and tech leaders are so focused on winning the AI race that "working people are an afterthought," she told me.

Shuler's aware that this is a predictable take from a union leader, so she volunteered a concession: "Most working people, and especially union leaders, start out with a panic, right? Like, Wow, this is going to basically obliterate all jobs and everyone's going to be left without a safety net and we have to put a stop to it--which we know is not going to happen." Instead of panicking, Shuler said, she talked with the leaders of the AFL-CIO's unions, representing about 15 million people, and pushed them to use the brief moment before AI is imposed on them to figure out what they want from the technology--and what they might be prepared to trade for that.

Michael Podhorzer: The paradox of the American labor movement

So far the olive branch has been grabbed by precisely one company. Microsoft has agreed to bring workers into conversations about developing AI and guardrails around it. Most remarkably, the deal includes a neutrality agreement that allows workers to freely form unions without retaliation--something that's never been done before in tech. "We think it's a model," Shuler said. "We would love to see others acknowledge that working people are central to this debate and to our future."

Squint and you might convince yourself that the Microsoft deal is indeed proof of concept. More likely, it's an anomaly. Because all the coaxing, reasonableness, and appeals to patriotism and shared humanity are battling a truth as old as wage labor: American capitalism rushes toward efficiency the way water flows downhill--inevitably, indifferently, and with predictable consequences for whoever happens to be standing at the bottom. And with AI, for the first time, capital has a tool that promises the kind of near-limitless productivity the factory and mill owners could never have imagined: maximum efficiency with a minimum number of employees to demand a share of the gains.

In that context, the silence of the CEOs takes on a different resonance. It could be a cold acknowledgment that the decisions have already been made--or a muffled plea for the government to save them from themselves.

And so to Washington.

You're probably aware that our politics are unbearable at the moment. And yet the only way to make them bearable--to recover the glimmer of promise at their core--is more politics. That's the joke at the heart of Washington: The very struggle that's hollowed the place out is also the only way it can be renewed.

If there were ever an issue capable of relieving the national migraine--something large enough and urgent enough--you might assume the future of American jobs would be it. "At least from my interactions here in the Senate, not many people are talking about it," Gary Peters, the senior senator from Michigan, told me. "There's a general attitude among my colleagues"--Peters, a Democrat, singles out Republicans, though he says there's blame to go around--"like, We don't need to do anything. It's going to be fine. In fact, the government should just stay out of it. Let industry move forward and continue to innovate."




It's hard to slow AI without abdicating America's tech supremacy to China--a point the tech lobby makes with religious fervor. It's hard to force AI labs to give advance notice of the consequences of their deployments when they often don't know themselves. You could regulate the use of job-displacing AI, but enforcement would require a regulatory apparatus that doesn't exist and technical expertise the government doesn't have.

That said, the government has a decades-old playbook on how to get workers through economic shocks. And Peters has been banging his head on his desk trying to get Congress to use it.

Since 1974, when the United States began opening its economy more aggressively to global trade, the Trade Adjustment Assistance program has helped more than 5 million people with retraining, wage insurance, and relocation grants, at a cost in recent years of roughly half a billion dollars annually. In 2018, Peters co-sponsored the TAA for Automation Act, which would have extended the same benefits to workers squeezed by AI and robotics. It died quietly, as many things in Congress do. In 2022, authorization for the TAA expired, and in a Congress allergic to trade votes and new spending, Peters's efforts to revive it have gone nowhere.

This is very stupid. The United States has about 700,000 unfilled factory and construction jobs. (Ironically, one of the few things slowing AI is a shortage of HVAC technicians qualified to install cooling systems in data centers.) Jim Farley, the Ford CEO who predicted that half of white-collar jobs could disappear in a decade, has been saying that the auto industry is short hundreds of thousands of technicians to work in dealerships--jobs that sit in a long-term sweet spot: technical enough to earn six figures, and dependent on precise manual dexterity that makes them hard to roboticize. But someone has to pay for the months of training the jobs require. "These are really good jobs," Peters said. But "we spend a lot more money from the federal government for four-year higher-education institutions than we do for skilled-training programs."

There's no shortage of ideas about what to do if AI hollows out large swaths of work: universal basic income, benefits that don't depend on employers, lifelong retraining, a shorter workweek. They tend to surface whenever technological anxiety spikes--and to recede just as reliably, undone by cost, politics, or the simple fact that they would require a level of coordination the United States has not managed in decades.

The 119th Congress is a ghost ship, steered by ennui and the desire to evade hard choices. And the AI industry is paying millions of dollars to make sure no one grabs the wheel. To cite just one example, a super PAC called Leading the Future--which has reportedly secured $50 million in commitments from the Silicon Valley venture-capital firm Andreessen Horowitz and $50 million more from the OpenAI co-founder Greg Brockman and his wife, Anna--plans to "aggressively oppose" candidates from both parties who threaten the industry's priorities, which boil down to: Go fast. No, faster.

Shuler told me that the AFL-CIO will keep pressing national elected officials for a worker-focused AI agenda, but that "this game is not gonna be played at the federal level as much as it will be at the state level." More than 1,000 AI bills are bubbling up in statehouses. Of course, the AI money will be there, too; Leading the Future has already announced plans to focus its efforts on New York, California, Illinois, and Ohio.

The executive branch has delegated almost all of its AI oversight to David Sacks--nominally a co-chair of the President's Council of Advisors on Science and Technology, but functionally a government LARPer who maintains his role as a venture capitalist and podcast host. Sacks, who is also the White House crypto czar, co-wrote the Trump administration's "America's AI Action Plan." A New York Times investigation found that Sacks has at least 449 investments in companies with ties to artificial intelligence. The fox isn't just guarding the henhouse; he's livestreaming the feast.

AI is just a newborn. It may grow up to transform our lives in unimaginably good ways. But it has also introduced profound questions about safety, inequality, and the viability of a wage-labor system that, despite its flaws, spawned the most prosperous society in human history. And there's no sign--none--that our political system is equipped to deal with what's coming.

Which means the deepest challenge AI poses may not be to jobs at all.

"Gosh, the textbook ideal of democracy," says Nick Clegg, "is the peaceful articulation and resolution of differences that otherwise might take a more disruptive or violent form. So you'd like to think that a strong democracy could digest these kinds of changes."

Clegg is a former deputy prime minister of the United Kingdom and leader of the Liberal Democrats. When he lost his seat in Parliament after Brexit, he moved to California, where he spent seven years running global affairs at Facebook/Meta, becoming a kind of Tocqueville with vested options, before returning to London in 2025. Many governments "just don't have the levers" to deal with AI, Clegg told me.

He suspects that the societies best positioned to navigate the next few years are small homogenous ones like the Scandinavians, who are capable of having mature conversations--they'll put together "some commission led by some very wise former finance minister who will come up with a perfect blueprint which everybody consensually will then do, and they will remain in a hundred years the happiest societies"--or large authoritarian ones that refuse to have conversations at all. China, America's primary AI rival, has repeatedly demonstrated a capacity to impose rapid, society-wide change (the one-child policy, the forced relocation of more than 1 million people for the Three Gorges Dam) without consent or delay.

"If democratic governments drift into this period, which may require much more rapid change than they currently appear to be capable of delivering," Clegg warned, "then democracy is not going to pass this test with flying colors."

He then delivered, over Zoom, a fantastically British pep talk, combining Churchillian resolve with a faintly patronizing nod to America's centuries-long streak of pulling four-leaf clovers out of its ass. "You are extraordinarily dynamic," he began. "It's remarkable the number of times people have written off America."

If politics is to be part of the solution, Gary Peters will not be around to participate; he's retiring next year. Marjorie Taylor Greene, Congress's most articulate Republican advocate (really) for safeguarding the workforce from AI, has already resigned. Gina Raimondo is being considered as a potential presidential contender for 2028, and she's a centrist with the chops to balance the reasons for speeding forward on AI with the need to do so warily. But the issue is unlikely to wait that long. "We're going into a world that seems to be getting more unstable with each and every day," Peters said. "And that uncertainty creates anxiety, and anxiety leads to sometimes dramatic shifts in how people act and how they vote."

Which brings us to Bernie Sanders, who has been wrestling with an AI-shaped future since it was still theoretical. "Are AI and robotics inherently evil or terrible? No," Sanders told me in his familiar staccato. "We are already seeing positive developments in terms of health care, the manufacturing of drugs, diagnoses of diseases, etc. But here is the simple question: Who is going to benefit from this transformation?"

At the Davenport, Iowa, stop on his 2025 Fighting Oligarchy tour, audience members booed when he mentioned AI. And Sanders, the ultimate vibes politician, can feel decades of anger--over trade, inequality, affordability, systematic unfairness, government fealty to corporations--coalescing around AI.

In October, he issued a 95 theses-style report on AI and employment. It included all of the dire CEO and consulting-firm quotes about the looming job apocalypse and proposed a shorter workweek; worker protections; profit sharing; and an unspecified "robot tax on large corporations," whose revenue would be used "to benefit workers harmed by AI." It's a furious document, as though Sanders typed it with his fists.

At least one populist politician thinks Sanders didn't go far enough.

Steve Bannon's D.C. townhouse is so close to the Supreme Court that you can read JUSTICE THE GUARDIAN OF LIBERTY from the top step. He greeted me in his signature look: camouflage cargo pants, a black shirt, also a brown shirt, also a black button-down shirt. He hadn't shaved in days. It would not have surprised me if he suggested that we get hoagies, or form a militia.

From the July/August 2022 issue: Jennifer Senior on Steve Bannon, a lit bomb in the mouth of democracy

Bannon has, shall we say, some scoundrel-like tendencies. But he's not an AI tourist. In the early 2000s, while still a film producer, he tried to buy the rights to Ray Kurzweil's The Singularity Is Near, a sacred text of the AI movement that imagines the day when machines surpass human intelligence. Bannon thought it would make a good documentary. He hired an AI correspondent for his War Room podcast a few years ago, and he tracks every corporate-layoff announcement, searching for omens.

He's concerned about rogue AI creating viruses and seizing weapons--fears that are shared more soberly by national-security officials, biosecurity researchers, and some notable AI scientists--but he believes the American worker is in such imminent danger that he's prepared to toss away parts of his ideology. "I'm for the deconstruction of the administrative state, but I'm not an anarchist," Bannon told me. "You do have to have a regulatory apparatus. If you don't have a regulatory apparatus for this, then fucking take the whole thing down, right? Because this is what the thing was built for."

What Bannon wants goes beyond regulation. It's a callback to an old idea: that when the government deems a technology strategically vital, it should own part of it--much as it once did with railroads and, briefly, banks during the 2008 financial crisis. He pointed to what he called Donald Trump's "brilliant" decision to have the federal government take a 9.9 percent stake in Intel in August. But the stake in AI would need to be much greater, he believes--something commensurate with the scale of federal support flowing to AI companies.

"I don't know--50 percent as a starter," Bannon said. "I realize the right's going to go nuts." But the government needs to put people with good judgment on these companies' boards, he said. "And you have to drill down on this now, now, now."

Instead, he warned, we have "the worst elements of our system--greed and avarice, coupled with people that just want to grasp raw power--all converging."

I pointed out that the person overseeing this convergence is the same man Bannon helped get elected, and recently suggested should stick around for a third term.

"President Trump's a great business guy," Bannon said. But he's getting "selective information" from Elon Musk, David Sacks, and others who Bannon thinks hopped aboard the Trump bandwagon only to maximize their profit and control of AI. "If you noticed, these guys are not jumping around when I say 'Trump '28.' I don't get an 'attaboy.' " He said that "they've used Trump," and that he sees a major schism coming within the Republican Party.

Bannon's politics don't naturally lend themselves to cross-party coalition building, but AI has scrambled even his sense of the boundaries. He and Glenn Beck signed a letter demanding a ban on the development of superintelligent AI, out of fear that systems smarter than humans cannot be reliably contained; they were joined by eminent academics and former Obama-administration officials--"lefties that would rather spit on the floor than say Steve Bannon is with them on anything." And he's been sketching out a theory of the coalition needed to confront what's coming. "These ethicists and moral philosophers--you have to combine that together with, quite frankly, some street fighters."

Horseshoe issues--where the far right and far left touch--are rare in American politics. They tend to surface when something highly technical (the gold standard in 1896, or the subprime crisis of 2008) alchemizes into something emotional (William Jennings Bryan's "cross of gold," the Tea Party). That's populism. And the threat of pitchforks has occasionally made American capitalism more humane: The eight-hour workday, weekends, and the minimum wage all emerged from the space between reform and revolution.

No one understands or exploits that shaggy zone quite like Bannon. His anger about AI can sound reasonable in one breath and menacing in the next. We were discussing some of the men who run the most powerful AI labs when he said, "Let's just be blunt": "We're in a situation where people on the spectrum that are not, quite frankly, total adults--you can see by their behavior that they're not--are making decisions for the species. Not for the country. For the species. Once we hit this inflection point, there's no coming back. That's why it's got to be stopped, and we may have to take extreme measures."

The trouble with pitchforks is that once you encourage everyone to grab them, there's no end to the damage that might be done. And unlike in earlier eras, we're now a society defined by two objects: phones that let everyone see exactly how much better other people have it, and guns should they decide to do something about it.

America would be better off if its elites could act responsibly without being terrified. If CEOs remembered that citizens are a kind of shareholder, too. If economists tried to model the future before it arrives in their rearview mirror. If politicians chose their constituents' jobs over their own. None of this requires revolution. It requires everyone to do the jobs they already have, just better.

There's an easy place for all of them to start--a bar so low, it amounts to a basic cognitive exam for the republic.

Erika McEntarfer was the commissioner of labor statistics until August, when Trump fired her after the release of a weak jobs report. McEntarfer has seen no evidence of political interference at the Bureau of Labor Statistics, but "independence is not the only threat facing economic data," she told me. "Inadequate funding and staffing are also a danger."

Most of the economic papers trying to figure out the impact of AI on labor demand use the BLS's Current Population Survey. "It's the best available source," McEntarfer said. "But the sample is pretty small. It's only 60,000 households and hasn't increased for 20 years. Response rates have declined." An obvious first step toward figuring out what's going on in our economy would be to expand the survey's sample size and add a supplement on AI usage at work. That would involve some extra economists and a few million dollars--a tiny investment. But the BLS budget has been shrinking for decades.

The United States created the BLS because it believed the first duty of a democracy was to know what was happening to its people. If we've misplaced that belief--if we can't bring ourselves to measure reality; if we can't be bothered to count--then good luck with the machines.



This article appears in the March 2026 print edition with the headline "What's the Worst That Could Happen?"
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Can Instagram Ruin Your Life? The Jury Will Decide.

The first in a wave of legal cases alleging that social media is dangerously addictive is now on trial.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Tue, 10 Feb 2026




In a state court in Los Angeles this week, 12 jurors are hearing opening arguments in a case that has the potential to change social media--maybe even the internet--as we know it.

The trial, which began today, is a bellwether: Similar individual cases have been filed all around the country, and a massive federal case with more than 2,000 plaintiffs is expected to proceed this summer. In each case, the plaintiffs accuse social-media companies of releasing defective products. The argument is that these products were built with dangerously habit-forming features--including the endless-scroll feed, algorithmic recommendations, and push notifications--that have led to an array of serious health problems. Plaintiffs also accuse the companies of failing to warn users about the risks of using their products and of deliberately concealing their dangers.

The L.A. case is the first to make it to trial. It is scheduled to last about six weeks, and it focuses heavily on Meta--in particular, Instagram. (The defendant originally included TikTok, Snap, and YouTube. TikTok and Snap settled with the plaintiff last month rather than go to trial. YouTube remains part of the case, though it is less central to the complaint. The company has said that allegations against it are "simply untrue.") The lawsuit asks an existential question about Meta's business: Can the fundamental design and most basic features of Instagram directly cause mental-health problems in kids and teenagers? The jury will be asked to answer that question, and Meta is taking a big risk by allowing it to do so (though it can appeal to a judge if it loses).

The plaintiff in this case is a 19-year-old California woman who is named only by her initials, K.G.M., because the events that she's suing over happened when she was a minor. Her suit states that she began using social media at the age of 10 and alleges that her mental health was directly degraded by Instagram. According to her complaint, the app "targeted" her with "harmful and depressive content," which led her to develop a negative body image and to commit acts of self-harm. She also says that she was a victim of "bullying and sextortion" in the app as a minor and that Instagram did not do "anything" until her friends and family spent two weeks repeatedly reporting the problem. Her older sister, a plaintiff in a separate case, suffered a life-threatening eating disorder that the family believes was also triggered by usage of Instagram and other social-media sites.

The basic allegations do not make Meta look very good. The company may be taking its chances in court now simply because it has to eventually. If it were to win this case, that might slow the momentum of all the others coming. The company may also relish an opportunity to set the record straight, as it were. For years now, Meta has been compared to Big Tobacco and accused of deliberately destroying children's minds. Internal documents leaked by the whistleblower Frances Haugen in 2021 showing that some employees were worried about Instagram's effects on young girls made matters worse. In response to the backlash, which has been ongoing ever since, the company has half-acquiesced to public pressure and made piecemeal efforts at image rehabilitation. It has explained itself in dry blog posts, created more ornate parental controls, and launched awkward ad campaigns emphasizing its commitment to safety and screen-life balance. (In its latest ad, Tom Brady describes his teen son's ability to connect with friends online as "very much a value-add.")

Listen: The problem with comparing social media to Big Tobacco 

Now the company will see if it can possibly sway a group of ordinary Americans with its version of the facts. "This will be their first chance to tell their story to a jury and get a sense of how well those arguments are playing," Eric Goldman, a professor at Santa Clara University School of Law, told me. Meta's day in court has come.



K.G.M, like many of the other plaintiffs filing personal-injury suits against social-media companies, is represented by the Seattle-based Social Media Victims Law Center. In the spring of 2023, the organization filed a complaint on behalf of a number of plaintiffs, opening with this animating statement: "American children are suffering an unprecedented mental health crisis fueled by Defendants' addictive and dangerous social media products."

The complaint goes on to accuse social-media companies of deliberately "borrowing" tactics from the slot-machine and cigarette industries in an effort to make their products addictive, and argues that social-media apps have "rewired" kids so that they prefer digital "likes" to genuine friendship, "mindless scrolling" to offline play. "While presented as 'social,' Defendants' products have in myriad ways promoted disconnection, disassociation, and a legion of mental and physical harms," the complaint summarizes. In K.G.M.'s case, the listed harms include "dangerous dependency" on social media as well as "anxiety, depression, self-harm, and body dysmorphia."

Her case is the first of potentially thousands. Numerous school districts, state attorneys general, tribal nations, and individuals have also filed suit against social-media companies. But this case is worth watching because it will hit on all of the big topics. To assess whether social media is generally harmful to kids and teens, lawyers will have to argue about the nitty-gritty of a complicated and conflicted scientific field. To get at the question of whether Meta hid specific knowledge of harm, they'll debate the meaning of the documents Haugen leaked as well as others produced during discovery.

Read: A tiny outrage machine, sucking the exhaust from a giant one

The jury will likely hear arguments about whether social-media addiction is real, what the murky concept of "the algorithm" actually means, and whether the richest companies in history really have allowed bad things to happen to children for the benefit of their bottom line. Reached for comment, a Meta spokesperson pointed me to an informational website the company has created about the lawsuit and highlighted a previous statement, which reads in part: "Plaintiffs' lawyers have selectively cited Meta's internal documents to construct a misleading narrative, suggesting our platforms have harmed teens and that Meta has prioritized growth over their well-being. These claims don't reflect reality."

Goldman, who often writes about internet law, said that he thinks Meta will have its work cut out for it with the jury. After 10 years of critical media coverage and political bickering about how to rein the tech companies in, "I assume that the jury is going to walk into the courtroom heavily skeptical of Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, and social media generally," he said.

Meta's lawyers can make a good scientific case on some of the broader questions. Researchers have looked for years for smoking-gun evidence that social-media use directly causes mental-health problems in young people at scale, and have mostly turned up weak and inconsistent correlations and no way to prove long-term causation. Major scientific bodies such as the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine have started to recognize that the story is more complicated than just saying that social media is dangerous in all forms and for all kids.

However, this case is about one kid. Even if social-media addiction is not "real" in the sense that it is not in the DSM-5, and even if it has not created a mental-health epidemic all on its own, certain people, perhaps many, could still be susceptible to what some clinicians prefer to call problematic internet use. The jury will have to decide whether that can cause further problems such as the ones K.G.M. has described (and whether it's Meta's fault if it does). Legally, the burden will be on her lawyers to convince them of that.

Read: No one knows exactly what social media is doing to teens

This is a sticky situation. Corbin Barthold, the internet-policy counsel at the think tank TechFreedom, told me that "having lawyers get up and give speech contests in front of a jury" is one of the worst ways he can imagine of settling the scientific disputes about social media and its effects on mental health. (Actually, he called it "crazy.") And it is somewhat surprising that we've ended up here. Social-media companies are usually protected by a portion of the 1996 Communications Decency Act known as Section 230, which guarantees that online platforms are not considered legally responsible for what their users post or see. The law has been the subject of repeated controversy and legal challenge ever since it was written. Some people now argue that it is totally outdated, having been written at a time when the web was essentially a bunch of static pages, nothing like the complicated landscape we spend so much time in today.

Meta tried and failed to have the case dismissed on Section 230 grounds. Judge Carolyn Kuhl let it proceed because it will not consider specific posts or comments; instead, it will focus on design features such as the recommendation algorithm and the never-ending feed. Free-speech civil-society groups on the right and the left were irked by Kuhl's decision. However, Kuhl is not the only judge who has recently allowed such arguments to go ahead. A similar product-liability claim was the basis of a lawsuit against Google and Character.AI, filed in 2024 by the mother of a 14-year-old boy who killed himself after forming an intense relationship with a chatbot. That case was settled out of court, but it signaled, as the University of Buffalo School of Law professor Mark Bartholomew put it to me in an email, a shift, and evidence of "a growing willingness" among the courts "to take old product liability doctrines for physical goods and apply them to software."



This trial is just one specific personal-injury suit as well as, possibly, the first of many. "It's a brick in a potential wall," James Grimmelmann, a professor of digital and information law at Cornell Law School, told me. "If they think they're going to keep on losing other cases, they're going to have to make changes." It's not yet obvious what changes the company would have to make. No more content recommendations? No more feed? It's not just Meta whose future would be in question. It would be any internet-based service that has any reason to believe that anyone under the age of 18 could be using it and getting "addicted" to it.

Listen: The smartphone kids are not all right

The possibly enormous stakes reflect how pitched the debate about social media has become. Pete Etchells, a professor of psychology and science communication at Bath Spa University, in England, told me that he finds the situation "really frustrating." One side denies that anything is wrong; the other side compares social media to cigarettes, even though that makes little sense. "We're not talking about a biological substance that you can consume that has a demonstrable chemical effect," Etchells said.

Etchells wrote a book titled Unlocked: The Real Science of Screentime, which was published in 2024 and argued, in part, that a moral panic about social media and smartphones has been making it more difficult to learn how to use them in beneficial ways and how to pick apart what, specifically, might be wrong with them. At the same time, the public justifiably wants something done about the unaccountable tech companies, he said, and bridles when those companies seem to be cherry-picking scientific studies that fit their narrative, throwing them up as an ironclad defense in order to avoid reflection again.

Even if science is on those companies' side in a general sense, that doesn't necessarily mean that the facts are on their side when you talk about one girl, one series of particular events. And now, after years of hearings and reports and rebuttals and failed legislation and bad ideas and ad spots, it's all up to that jury. They have the task of looking at this one story, hearing both sides, and making a decision.
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The Obama Meme on Trump's Truth Social Was Exactly What It Looked Like

The White House took 12 hours to remove a video depicting the former president and his wife as apes.

by Hana Kiros

Fri, 06 Feb 2026




Donald Trump supercharged his political career by claiming that Barack Obama wasn't American. Yesterday, 16 minutes before midnight, the president's account on Truth Social posted a video that suggests Obama isn't even human. It briefly shows the head of the first Black president and that of his wife superimposed onto the bodies of apes. They dance along to "The Lion Sleeps Tonight."

The video, which Trump's account shared twice, seems to be a screen recording. Its first minute shows a clip promoting the lie that voting-machine tampering handed Joe Biden the presidency in 2020. Then, someone seems to swipe up, and the clip depicting the Obamas as apes flashes into focus.

The clip is on the screen for only a moment before the recording returns to the voting-machine video. And just before noon today, both posts of the video were removed from the president's Truth Social account. (When I asked why, a White House official who declined to provide their name claimed that an unnamed employee "erroneously made the post.")

In the interim, hundreds if not thousands of people responded to the clip with enthusiasm.  Immediately after the video was first posted on Truth Social, the memecoin $APEBAMA was minted. Within 12 hours, more than $4 million worth of $APEBAMA had been traded back and forth. In an X group with the same name that now has hundreds of members, the pinned tweet implies that the meme stock will succeed because of how outrageous the video is: "this is pretty much on par with him calling Obama a nigga." Some members posted their own depictions of Obama as a monkey or ape. The ape video's apparent creator, the X user @xerias_x, reposted the full video to their X account early this morning. Besides the Obamas, the video shows a menagerie of Democratic politicians as animals, bowing down to Trump, who appears as a lion. It now has more than 1 million views. (@xerias_x also seems to be the originator of an AI-generated video Trump reposted in October that shows the president raining down what appears to be excrement on protesters from the sky.)

The "joke" that Trump's account spread is plainly sinister. The idea that Black people sit somewhere between white people and apes has long been used to justify cruelty. In 1377, a historian wrote that Africans "have attributes that are quite similar to those of dumb animals," meaning they "are, as a whole, submissive to slavery." Cartoons circulated during the Civil War were printed with images similar to the one Trump posted: One labels a monkey holding a book upside down as a NEGRO-MAN; another depicts a Black man on all fours, accompanied by the words WHAR'S JEFF DAVIS. In 1906, a man born in what was then the Belgian Congo, Ota Benga, was displayed at the Bronx Zoo in a cage with an orangutan. In 1975, white teenagers harassed Black students desegregating a Boston public school with the chant "Two, four, six, eight, assassinate the nigger apes."

The ape caricature still colors how Black people are received in America. But this morning, the administration played the video off for laughs. "This is from an internet meme video depicting President Trump as the King of the Jungle and Democrats as characters from the Lion King," White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt wrote in response to a comment request before the Truth Social posts were removed. (The Lion King features a monkey named Rafiki, but no apes appear in the film.)

The White House did not answer my questions about why the administration initially defended the video, or why it remained up on the president's account for 12 hours. Even if a staffer did post the Obama video, its message is resonant with the president's past statements and actions. Trump has called Somalis "low-IQ," and his administration recently announced rules that will ban nearly 90 percent of African immigrant visa applicants.
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You've Never Seen Super Bowl Betting Like This Before

Prediction markets are turbocharging America's obsession with sports gambling.

by Jacob Stern

Thu, 05 Feb 2026




Nothing makes Americans want to gamble like the Super Bowl. Every year, the game is reliably the biggest day for sports betting: On platforms such as FanDuel and DraftKings, people are already putting money down on which team will win the opening coin toss, how long the national anthem will be, and what color of Gatorade will be used to douse the winning head coach.

Gambling on sports has become practically inescapable. Nearly half of American men ages 18 to 49 maintain an active online sports-betting account, and Vegas odds have invaded telecasts and talk shows. During NFL games, sportsbook commercials now outnumber beer ads. Despite all of that, more than a third of adults still cannot legally gamble from home: Online sports betting remains banned in 18 states, including California and Texas.

But for the past year, thanks to a loophole, Americans have effectively been able to bet on sports no matter where they live. All they have to do is turn to prediction markets. Platforms such as Kalshi let people wager on lots of things: Who will win the Oscar for Best Actor? How much snow will New York City get this month? Prediction markets say that they are more akin to the stock market than gambling. Rather than betting on odds set by bookmakers, users trade contracts that pay out according to the outcome of a given event. This distinction may not mean much for someone betting on the Seahawks over the Patriots, but it does allow prediction markets to operate even in places where sports betting is illegal.

Read: The company making a mockery of state gambling laws

Now America is about to find out what it really looks like when sports betting takes over. Kalshi, one of the country's biggest prediction markets, launched its sport-betting operation just two weeks before the 2025 Super Bowl. This year, Kalshi has already seen more than $167 million in bets on the game, and that number could conceivably crack $1 billion, Dustin Gouker, a gambling-industry analyst, told me. Some of the biggest traditional sportsbooks and fantasy-sports sites, recognizing a work-around to enter states where gambling remains illegal, are seizing the opportunity: Since September, FanDuel, DraftKings, Fanatics, PrizePicks, and Underdog have all launched their own prediction-market offerings.

In one sense, prediction markets are about a whole lot more than sports. Both Kalshi and its biggest rival, Polymarket, have turned prediction markets into big business by letting people wager on seemingly everything. As Kalshi CEO Tarek Mansour put it in October, the company's goal is to "financialize everything"--to let people bet on the outcome of virtually any event. By encouraging people to put their money where their mouth is, the thinking goes, prediction markets can forecast how the future will play out. Even if you've never placed a bet yourself, prediction markets' odds about news and entertainment--not sports--are especially in your face. Both CNN and CNBC recently announced partnerships with Kalshi to incorporate the site's predictions into their news coverage; last month, the Golden Globes displayed Polymarket's odds throughout its broadcast.



Read: America is slow-walking into a Polymarket disaster



Kalshi may let you bet on topics as wide-ranging as whether Iran's supreme leader will stay in power and who will win the next season of Survivor, but sports account for more than 90 percent of all trading volume on the site. From mid-December to mid-January, wagers on college basketball alone exceeded trading on everything other than sports. The single biggest non-sports market during this stretch--about whom President Trump would nominate as chair of the Federal Reserve--drew less activity than Italian soccer. In an email, Jack Such, a Kalshi spokesperson, told me that the categories that dominate the platform fluctuate based on what's in the news. "During the NFL season, we are heavily tilted towards sports," he wrote. "During the 2024 election season, we were heavily tilted towards politics. It all depends on what events are top of mind for the public." Even though politics was big on Kalshi during the most recent presidential election, that was before the site offered sports betting.

Sports make up a smaller proportion of wagers on Polymarket, which has also yet to fully launch in the United States (although some Americans likely still access it by using virtual private networks). "At this moment in time, the use case of prediction markets, at least in the United States, appears to be the expansion of sports betting," Gouker said. "It's hard to come to another conclusion."

This covert expansion of sports betting is controversial. Several states are suing Kalshi for operating an unlicensed sports-betting platform, which they argue deprives them of tax dollars. But late last month, Michael Selig, the newly appointed head of the Commodity Futures Trading Commission, the federal agency that regulates prediction markets, indicated that he intends to help grow the prediction-market industry. All of which suggests that, in the immediate term at least, prediction markets are likely to make sports betting an even more pervasive part of American life--potentially leading to devastating consequences. Research suggests that avid sports bettors are at risk of depleting their household savings, declaring bankruptcy, and even committing intimate-partner violence.

Read: 'I'm treating guys who would never be caught dead in a casino'

Not all prediction markets, for their part, are likely to be content with staying de facto sports-betting sites. After all, Kalshi and Polymarket want to harness the wisdom of crowds to forecast all kinds of real-world events, not just sports outcomes. Despite Polymarket CEO Shayne Coplan's recent proclamation that prediction markets are "the most accurate thing we have as mankind right now," these platforms have much to prove on that front. When most bets are on sports, it's especially hard to see what value prediction markets add. The kind of information gained by thousands of bettors laying down four-legged parlays on a Tuesday-night NBA game does not have the same utility as a more accurate hurricane forecast or election prediction. Not all knowledge, in other words, is created equal.

Perhaps prediction markets are hoping that once sports betting gets users in the door, they'll engage with the many other markets on offer. "I think they've really thought that sports would just be an entry point, and then everything else would start growing," Gouker said. But that Kalshi will be able to interest its droves of sports bettors in other markets is by no means guaranteed. In fact, it seems at least equally plausible that people might just prefer betting on the Super Bowl to betting on whether the Federal Reserve will lower interest rates. "People who are making forecasts on political and social and scientific outcomes are possibly different from people who are betting on sporting events," John Phillips, the CEO of Aristotle, the company that runs the prediction market PredictIt, told me. "There are some commonalities there, but I think it's a different type of activity and it attracts a different type of trader."

If the goal of Kalshi and other prediction markets is to create something with genuine financial utility and predictive power, that's a big problem. But this won't prevent them from making a boatload of money along the way.
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America Is Slow-Walking Into a Polymarket Disaster

Why are the media obsessed with prediction markets?

by Saahil Desai

Sat, 17 Jan 2026




For the past week, I've found myself playing the same 23-second CNN clip on repeat. I've watched it in bed, during my commute to work, at the office, midway through making carrot soup, and while brushing my teeth. In the video, Harry Enten, the network's chief data analyst, stares into the camera and breathlessly tells his audience about the gambling odds that Donald Trump will buy any of Greenland. "The people who are putting their money where their mouth is--they are absolutely taking this seriously," Enten says. He taps the giant touch screen behind him and pulls up a made-for-TV graphic: Based on how people were betting online at the time, there was a 36 percent chance that the president would annex Greenland. "Whoa, way up there!" Enten yells, slapping his hands together. "My goodness gracious!" The ticker at the bottom of the screen speeds through other odds: Will Gavin Newsom win the next presidential election? 19 percent chance. Will Viktor Orban be out as the leader of Hungary before the end of the year? 48 percent chance.



These odds were pulled from Kalshi, which hilariously claims not to be a gambling platform: It's a "prediction market." People go to sites such as Kalshi and Polymarket--another big prediction market--in order to put money down on a given news event. Nobody would bet on something that they didn't believe would happen, the thinking goes, and so the markets are meant to forecast the likelihood of a given outcome.

Listen: Prediction markets and the "suckerification" crisis, with Max Read

Prediction markets let you wager on basically anything. Will Elon Musk father another baby by June 30? Will Jesus return this year? Will Israel strike Gaza tomorrow? Will the longevity guru Bryan Johnson's next functional sperm count be greater than "20.0 M/ejac"? These sites have recently boomed in popularity--particularly among terminally online young men who trade meme stocks and siphon from their 401(k)s to buy up bitcoin. But now prediction markets are creeping into the mainstream. CNN announced a deal with Kalshi last month to integrate the site's data into its broadcasts, which has led to betting odds showing up in segments about Democrats possibly retaking the House, credit-card interest rates, and Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell. At least twice in the past two weeks, Enten has told viewers about the value of data from people who are "putting their money where their mouth is."



On January 7, the media giant Dow Jones announced its own collaboration with Polymarket and said that it will begin integrating the site's odds across its publications, including The Wall Street Journal. CNBC has a prediction-market deal, as does Yahoo Finance, Sports Illustrated, and Time. Last week, MoviePass announced that it will begin testing a betting platform. On Sunday, the Golden Globes featured Polymarket's forecasts throughout the broadcast--because apparently Americans wanted to know whether online gamblers favored Amy Poehler or Dax Shepard to win Best Podcast.



Media is a ruthless, unstable business, and revenue streams are drying up; if you squint, you can see why CNN or Dow Jones might sign a contract that, after all, provides its audience with some kind of data. On air, Enten cites Kalshi odds alongside Gallup polls and Google searches--what's the difference? "The data featured through our partnership with Kalshi is just one of many sources used to provide context around the stories or topics we are covering and has no impact on editorial judgment," Brian Poliakoff, a CNN spokesperson, told me in a statement. Nolly Evans, the Journal's digital general manager, told me that Polymarket provides the newspaper's journalists with "another way to quantify collective expectations--especially around financial or geopolitical events." In an email, Jack Suh, a Kalshi spokesperson, told me that the company's partnerships are designed to inform the public, not to encourage more trading. Polymarket declined to comment.



The problem is that prediction markets are ushering in a world in which news becomes as much about gambling as about the event itself. This kind of thing has already happened to sports, where the language of "parlays" and "covering the spread" has infiltrated every inch of commentary. ESPN partners with DraftKings to bring its odds to SportsCenter and Monday Night Football; CBS Sports has a betting vertical; FanDuel runs its own streaming network. But the stakes of Greenland's future are more consequential than the NFL playoffs.



The more that prediction markets are treated like news, especially heading into another election, the more every dip and swing in the odds may end up wildly misleading people about what might happen, or influencing what happens in the real world. Yet it's unclear whether these sites are meaningful predictors of anything. After the Golden Globes, Polymarket CEO Shayne Coplan excitedly posted that his site had correctly predicted 26 of 28 winners, which seems impressive--but Hollywood awards shows are generally predictable. One recent study found that Polymarket's forecasts in the weeks before the 2024 election were not much better than chance.



These markets are also manipulable. In 2012, one bettor on the now-defunct prediction market Intrade placed a series of huge wagers on Mitt Romney in the two weeks preceding the election, generating a betting line indicative of a tight race. The bettor did not seem motivated by financial gain, according to two researchers who examined the trades. "More plausibly, this trader could have been attempting to manipulate beliefs about the odds of victory in an attempt to boost fundraising, campaign morale, and turnout," they wrote. The trader lost at least $4 million but might have shaped media attention of the race for less than the price of a prime-time ad, they concluded.



A billionaire congressional candidate can't just send a check to Quinnipiac University and suddenly find himself as the polling front-runner, but he can place enormous Polymarket bets on himself that move the odds in his favor. Or consider this hypothetical laid out by the Stanford political scientist Andrew Hall: What if, a month before the 2028 presidential election, the race is dead even between J. D. Vance and Mark Cuban? Inexplicably, Vance's odds of winning surge on Kalshi, possibly linked to shady overseas bets. CNN airs segment after segment about the spike, turning it into an all-consuming national news story. Democrats and Republicans point fingers at each other, and no one knows what's really going on. Such a scenario is "plausible--maybe even likely--in the coming years," Hall writes. It doesn't help that the Trump Media and Technology Group, the owner of the president's social-media platform, Truth Social, is set to launch its own platform, Truth Predict. (Donald Trump Jr. is an adviser to both Kalshi and Polymarket.)



The irony of prediction markets is that they are supposed to be a more trustworthy way of gleaning the future than internet clickbait and half-baked punditry, but they risk shredding whatever shared trust we still have left. The suspiciously well-timed bets that one Polymarket user placed right before the capture of Nicolas Maduro may have been just a stroke of phenomenal luck that netted a roughly $400,000 payout. Or maybe someone with inside information was looking for easy money. Last week, when White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt abruptly ended her briefing after 64 minutes and 30 seconds, many traders were outraged, because they had predicted (with 98 percent odds) that the briefing would run past 65 minutes. Some suspected, with no evidence, that Leavitt had deliberately stopped before the 65-minute mark to turn a profit. (When I asked the White House about this, the spokesperson Davis Ingle told me in a statement, "This is a 100% Fake News narrative.")

Read: The Polymarket bets on Maduro are a warning

Unintentionally or not, this is what happens when media outlets normalize treating every piece of news and entertainment as something to wager on. As Tarek Mansour, Kalshi's CEO, has said, his long-term goal is to "financialize everything and create a tradable asset out of any difference in opinion." (Kalshi means "everything" in Arabic.) What could go wrong? As one viral post on X recently put it, "Got a buddy who is praying for world war 3 so he can win $390 on Polymarket." It's a joke. I think.
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Trump's Election Fixation

Panelists on <em>Washington Week With The Atlantic </em>joined to discuss the president's call to "nationalize" the upcoming elections.

by The Editors

Sat, 07 Feb 2026




This week, Donald Trump called for Republicans to "nationalize" the upcoming elections--even though state and local officials are charged with this role. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to discuss this and more.

When Trump came into his second term, he tried to "get rid of mail voting, he tried to change machine technology, he tried to impose voter ID--almost all of that has been thrown out by the courts," Atlantic staff writer Michael Scherer said last night. "What we've seen in the last couple weeks, though, is something else: He's using the full power of the federal government ... to suck up information to try and confirm the debunked theories that he has about the 2020 elections." The president, Scherer added, is acting "in the hope that he might find a spark in all the smoke that's been created by his allies."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Jonathan Lemire, a staff writer at The Atlantic and a co-host of MSNBC's Morning Joe; Jonathan Karl, the chief Washington correspondent for ABC News; Scherer, a staff writer at The Atlantic; Liz Landers, a White House correspondent at PBS News Hour.

Watch the full episode here.
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Scientists Figured Out the Problem With Johnson &amp; Johnson's COVID Vaccine

Rare but dangerous blood clotting associated with that vaccine as well as AstraZeneca's had a genetic cause, according to a new paper.

by Roxanne Khamsi

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




In 2021, just months after the first COVID vaccines debuted, concern was growing about an exceedingly rare but sometimes deadly outcome of certain shots. Two related vaccines--one from AstraZeneca and the other from Johnson & Johnson--were linked to dangerous blood clotting.



Out of almost 19 million doses of Johnson & Johnson's version given in the United States during the first two years of the pandemic, at least 60 such cases were identified. Nine of them were fatal. In the United Kingdom, where almost 50 million doses of the AstraZeneca shot were given, 455 cases occurred; 81 people died. In Germany, at least 71 cases were identified, also linked to AstraZeneca. By late spring, use of both the AstraZeneca and the Johnson & Johnson vaccine was paused, and ultimately both were pulled from the market. But the mystery surrounding the rare blood clotting caused by these vaccines lingered.



Now researchers believe they have cracked the case. They have hard evidence for how the blood clotting happened, and they believe that their findings could help make similar vaccines even safer. Understanding the blood-clotting problem is important, they say, because vaccines of this type could be essential in protecting people during future pandemics.



The team that initially gave this condition a name--vaccine-induced immune thrombotic thrombocytopenia, or VITT--included Andreas Greinacher, a blood expert at the University of Greifswald, in Germany. Back in 2021, as the cases of VITT emerged, he and others were unsure of what precipitated them. One theory was that they were caused by the body's accidental reaction to the type of virus used in both the AstraZeneca and Johnson & Johnson vaccines: adenoviruses, which had been engineered to prompt the body to recognize the pandemic coronavirus but were unable to replicate and considered harmless to people. Scientists had noticed that patients with VITT had telltale markers in their blood--antibodies that bind to a chemical signal released by platelets. Maybe a reaction to the adenovirus was causing immune cells to mistakenly go after a blood component and precipitate clotting. An alternative theory was that the body was reacting to a portion of the coronavirus called "spike protein," which showed up as part of the immunization.



In a study published today in The New England Journal of Medicine, Greinacher and his colleagues show that the first theory was correct: VITT was a response to the adenovirus gone awry. And they discovered a further twist: This immune overreaction happened in people who were genetically prone to it.



In the study, Greinacher and his colleagues looked at the antibodies in stored blood from 21 patients with VITT. Among those antibodies, they found a subset that could glom on to a portion of the adenovirus and to one of the body's own molecules, PF4, that can influence blood clotting. A person who received one of the adenovirus vaccines but did not have a reaction also had antibodies against that same part of the adenovirus. But, crucially, that person's antibodies did not cross-react with PF4.



Those antibody molecules also offered clues about the immune cells that made them. And the scientists were able to link the immune cells responsible for VITT to patients who had two specific DNA variants. A wider survey of 100 VITT patients found that all of them had immune cells with one of these genetic types--which are far from universal. This signaled to the researchers that having these particular variants is a strong risk factor for blood clotting following an adenovirus vaccine.



But the study also showed that this genetic background on its own was not enough to cause VITT. The immune cells that made the dangerous antibodies had experienced an additional small genetic change, and that extra mutation had prompted them to produce those cross-reactive molecules.



In the past, scientists have suggested that genetic predispositions might explain some adverse events that happen after vaccination. For example, some data have indicated that certain people were genetically prone to developing narcolepsy following a version of swine-flu vaccine that was briefly used in Europe. But the new study from Greinacher and his team is the first to provide concrete evidence of how people with a particular DNA variant can develop self-sabotaging antibodies following a vaccination. Arnold Lining Ju, a biomedical engineer at the University of Sydney who has studied blood clotting, told me that the paper was a landmark finding in part because of how elegantly it explains the way a specific genetic trait, combined with a particular chance mutation in certain cells, creates VITT. And because the study shows that multiple genetic changes are involved, it finally explains why this immune reaction is so rare, he said.



This discovery will help guide researchers more than it will influence vaccination choices for individual patients. Most vaccine recipients will not know their genetic predisposition to an adverse event, Jennifer Juno, a vaccine researcher at the University of Melbourne, points out. But this type of work will help improve vaccine design--particularly in the field of "precision vaccinology," in which vaccines are tailored to individual traits, Joanne Reed, the director of the Centre for Immunology and Allergy Research at the Westmead Institute in Australia, told me.



These results also mean that adenovirus-based vaccines could be made safer if they can be designed without the protein region that triggered the dangerous antibodies in VITT. "Instead of abandoning an entire vaccine platform because of a rare problem, we can engineer around the specific issue, and that's the power of this kind of science," Joann Arce of the Precision Vaccines Program at Boston Children's Hospital told me. The hope is that understanding the biology of a rare event like VITT, and then addressing it, helps bolster public trust in vaccines too. Greinacher told me that adenovirus-based vaccines remain vital, including for the development of vaccines for diseases that affect mostly low- and middle-income countries. The shots could also be useful in a future pandemic, because they can be scaled up in production relatively quickly.



Still, this one study may not have entirely answered the question of why adenovirus-based COVID vaccines caused clotting. A study published last year from Ju's group suggested that a separate biophysical mechanism might cause a viral component found in the AstraZeneca vaccine to directly aggregate platelets, independent of the immune reaction identified in VITT. And a bigger mystery remains open too--why infections themselves are sometimes associated with dangerous blood clotting. Rushad Pavri, an immunologist at King's College London, told me that the new study--because it shows how similarities between a virus particle and an innate protein involved in clotting can confuse the immune system--can shed light on that question. Ultimately, understanding why viruses can provoke immune overreactions might help limit damaging complications from sickness to begin with.
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How America Got So Sick

The health of a nation reflects the health of a democracy.

by Vann R. Newkirk II

Mon, 09 Feb 2026




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

In the winter of 168 C.E., the famed Greek physician Galen arrived in Aquileia, an Italian city on the northern edge of the Adriatic. The city had grown large since its founding as a Roman colony, but during the 200-year Pax Romana, its fortifications had been allowed to deteriorate. After an armed group of migrating Germanic peoples had crossed the Danube a year earlier, the Roman co-emperors, Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Verus, had rushed to the city, raising two legions and rebuilding its defenses; they planned to use it as a base of operations against the invaders.

Galen had been summoned, however, to help fight a different kind of invader. A plague, likely an early variant of smallpox, had traveled to Aquileia with the troops, and held the city in its grip. The emperors fled, but Verus succumbed to the disease on the road to Rome. Galen tried to slow the wave of illness, but most of the people in Aquileia perished.

They represented just a sliver of the eventual victims of the Antonine Plague, also known as Galen's Plague, which killed at least 1 million people throughout the Roman empire. It was possibly the world's first true pandemic, and haunted the empire for the rest of the Pax Romana, which ended in 180 with Aurelius's death. The details of the pandemic--the exact pathogen, the true number of victims--are subjects of debate, and might never be fully settled. But some research has cited the Antonine Plague as part of a vicious cycle that hastened Rome's long fall. Food shortages, internal migrations, and overcrowding had already signaled a slippage in imperial power, and created a fertile environment for disease. The pandemic, in turn, spread panic and left behind mistrust, weakening faith in civic and religious authorities.

Men famously think about Rome every day, and political commentators have been nervously comparing Rome's fall to a potential American collapse since before America even had a Constitution. But Rome's example really does merit consideration in light of recent events. One of the better measures of a society's vitality is its ability to protect its citizens from disease, and the two often move in tandem; a decline in one may produce a reduction in the other.

Infectious disease is probably not an imminent threat to the United States' survival. Still, after nearly a century of existence, the American public-health apparatus, which has driven some of the most remarkable advances in global longevity and quality of life in human history, is teetering. The country has lost much of its ability to keep microbes from invading its body politic, and progress in life expectancy and other metrics is slowing or even reversing.

It is tempting to lay these changes all at the feet of President Trump and his current health secretary, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., who together have shredded America's global-health organizations, drawn back public-health funding, fomented vaccine skepticism, and begun to dismantle child-vaccination programs. But the "Make America Healthy Again" moment is in some ways just another step in the long retreat of the civic trust and communitarian spirit that have enabled America's disease-fighting efforts. If this retreat continues, the public-health era--the century-long period of unprecedented epidemiological safety that has been the foundation for so many other breakthroughs--will come to an end. And that end will have dire consequences for this republic and its future.

In January 2025, a hospital in West Texas began reporting that children were coming in sick with measles. The cases were initially clustered in a Mennonite community, where vaccination rates had been low in recent decades. But soon the outbreak spread around the state, and to others; the reported number of cases reached more than 1,800 by the year's end. As of this writing, the outbreak is still ongoing, and America is in danger of having its measles-elimination status revoked by the World Health Organization.

On August 8, as the measles outbreak continued to make headlines, a man named Patrick Joseph White entered a CVS in northeast Atlanta and fired hundreds of rounds from a rifle into the CDC's headquarters across the street. According to Georgia investigators, White had been suicidal, and believed that COVID-19 vaccines were part of a conspiracy to sicken him and other Americans.

These were but two signs among many that something has broken within the systems that protect the population's health. Despite all of our advantages, the coronavirus pandemic caused more confirmed deaths per capita in the United States than in any other Western country, and our mortality rate's recovery has lagged behind others'. Life expectancy in the U.S. is lower than in other high-income nations, and the gulf is widening.

America is unique, and comparisons are difficult. The country easily outpaces the rest of the developed world in gun deaths and overdoses, both major mortality drivers here that have largely been accepted as the cost of being American. But even if you discount those peculiarities, plenty of other indicators are pointing the wrong way. Foodborne illnesses appear to be on the rise, including regular surges of norovirus. Deteriorating water-delivery and sewage systems have contributed to a growing number of outbreaks of legionella. Cases of tetanus, whooping cough, and hepatitis A have also risen in recent years.

Many problems contribute to these shifts--insufficient investments in infrastructure, budget cuts in state and local health departments, the growing drug resistance of bacteria. Yet underlying all of the outbreaks, and even gun and opioid deaths, is a common theme: a declining sense of mutual responsibility among Americans. If the population could be analogized to a single human body, then its immune system would rely on a concert of action and purpose between each cell. When that concert stops, the body dies.

In 1946, the year the U.S. Public Health Service founded its Communicable Disease Center, American life expectancy at birth was about 66 years. Malaria was rampant in the South, and fever diseases, tuberculosis, syphilis, and polio killed tens of thousands of Americans annually. Thirty-four out of every 1,000 children born in 1946 were expected to die before their first birthday, many from communicable diseases. America was moving toward modernity, but the risks people faced were of a different order than they are today.

The CDC (since renamed the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention) inherited much of its early mandate from a U.S. military campaign to control infectious diseases among soldiers fighting in World War II. The scale of the war effort had necessitated the creation of a health infrastructure on American soil--spraying for mosquitoes near the front lines in the Pacific wouldn't mean anything if soldiers caught malaria at home before deployment. Responses to outbreaks near bases needed to be big and fast enough to account for car travel beyond military jurisdictions. When the CDC took over, it extended this paradigm--of coordination across long distances and disparate communities--to the civilian population.

From the June 2020 issue: Vann R. Newkirk II on how America handles catastrophe

The same year the CDC was created, the influenza vaccine reached the public, and international organizations, supported by the U.S., began a global push to eliminate tuberculosis. The agency worked to promote mass vaccination. It began a national disease-surveillance program, and shared intelligence with cash-strapped county health departments and state agencies. Wartime campaigns to coax and chide Americans into doing their part to conserve resources and volunteer for the war effort translated easily into pushes for vaccination and sanitation.

Before 1946, conquering disease would have seemed as much a subject of science fiction as putting a man on the moon. But since 1950, global life expectancy has risen by four years each decade. Smallpox has been eradicated, and polio and malaria cases have dramatically fallen. Within the past 80 years, there have perhaps been more significant advances in human health than there were in the previous 300,000.

On the home front, several generations have grown up on an American mainland without malaria, yellow fever, or typhoid fever; diseases like dysentery are medical rarities. Measles and polio, once routine scourges of childhood, were pushed back by millions of vaccinations. Life expectancy increased by more than a decade, to 78 in 2023. This was a public-health revolution, on equal footing with any of the great agricultural, industrial, or information revolutions that have punctuated the past few centuries.

Those other great revolutions are often considered to be the result of technological advances--the plow, steam power, fertilizers, the internet. And certainly, the development of vaccines, antibiotics, and other medicines has played a tremendous role in the advance of human health. But vaccines for smallpox and some other diseases had been around for at least half a century before the 1940s, and had failed to create widespread immunity. The real public-health revolution was first and foremost a change in the way people thought about themselves and their relationship to one another.

Epidemiology made a new kind of thinking necessary. Pathogens respect neither individuals nor borders. Vaccinations and other preventatives against ever-evolving germs do not on their own guarantee personal safety--only eradication can do that. And eradication, it came to be understood, can be achieved only through local and global cooperation.

In America, where capitalist and individualist ethics have always predominated, public health nonetheless managed to carve out a large cooperative space. Before the 1940s, the United States was still reporting a relatively high number of smallpox cases compared with other similarly industrialized nations; it achieved total elimination in 1949. With the insistence of a growing public-health apparatus, it became common practice to wash our hands, to cover our mouths, to not smoke indoors, and to get tested--not just for our own benefit, but for the sake of the people around us. Parents waited in long lines to have their children inoculated, and enterprising physicians went to rural clinics to reach the last isolated clusters of unvaccinated people.

That is not to say America's particular system of public health was ever perfect. Owing partly to the legacy of segregation, the country never developed a universal health-insurance program, and maintains a fragmented health-care system in which both class and race still dictate much of a patient's access to care. Many people on the margins who have wanted to get screened for certain diseases or vaccinated against them have not been able to do so, because they cannot afford to or because no doctor will serve them.

And yet, sometimes through the insistence of those same people that America live up to the tenets of public health, the system has come closer to the ideal. As much as any other institution--schools, libraries, churches--the public-health system has helped propagate the idea of a commons, often working against historical inertia to curb the excesses of American individualism. That work has always required energy and effort from the people. And so it has always been vulnerable, because that energy and effort could dissipate at any time.

There is ample evidence that this is exactly what is happening. According to the health-policy organization KFF, in the summer of 2025 just 83 percent of parents kept their children up to date on vaccines, down from 90 percent four years earlier. Cases are surging for several of the diseases covered by the national vaccine schedule. Tuberculosis cases are higher than they have been in a dozen years, and meningococcal disease is rising as well. Measles cases have trended upward for years too, even before 2025.

Over the past 50 years, American trust in the medical system has declined, as has trust in government, science, and expertise in general. The coronavirus pandemic exploded those trends, creating the world in which we now find ourselves. Public-health agencies did themselves no favors: They often gave out confusing and sometimes conflicting advice. Conspiracy theories grew quickly on social media, and measures such as masking became subject to partisan polarization. According to Gallup, a bare majority--just 51 percent--of Americans now favors government requirements for vaccines, down from 81 percent in 1991 and 62 percent in 2019. Most of the slippage has been among conservatives, and studies suggest that political ideology is perhaps the biggest predictor of vaccine rejection.

Medicine has kept moving forward, with some truly great results. Deaths in the U.S. from cardiovascular disease are plummeting, and might see further declines with the advance of GLP-1 drugs. With the advent of better cancer-screening tools, survival rates are improving, and wonder-drug therapeutics for many conditions are now on the market. But personalized care of this sort is expensive, and does not keep us collectively safe from infectious disease.

Meanwhile, as viruses that once killed hundreds of thousands have receded from public memory, they have come to seem less fearsome. Owing to the near eradication of some diseases, there have been few real risks to the heretofore small portion of people who refuse vaccines. In this landscape, organizations such as the CDC, which once stood as unimpeachable examples of government competence, have become victims of their own success, appearing to skeptics to be inert or irrelevant.

This was the system as Trump and Kennedy found it last year, vulnerable and stripped of the halo of public trust. Kennedy slashed agency budgets and stocked a key vaccine advisory committee with vaccine skeptics, then this past January announced a new set of childhood-vaccine recommendations that excluded coverage for rotavirus, influenza, and hepatitis A, which all now cannot be administered to most patients without a doctor's consultation.

Kennedy's biggest threat to public health comes from what he symbolizes. The MAHA movement derides expertise, overemphasizes personal commitment and liberty, and has embraced pseudoscience. This stance, mingled with Trump world's conspiratorial tendencies, has turned the CDC and other once-trusted institutions into targets. After the August shooting at CDC headquarters, hundreds of current and former Health and Human Services employees singled out Kennedy as a driver of the kind of rhetoric that had motivated Patrick Joseph White, referring to the secretary's previous insinuations that the CDC itself was hiding information about the risks of COVID vaccines.

Marcus Aurelius, the surviving Roman emperor, is mostly famous in our time because of his Stoicism. His philosophy encouraged the embrace of duty, not because of the expectation of praise or other material benefits but because duty is in itself fulfillment of the human condition. In his Meditations, he offered a maxim: "Do your duty--whether shivering or warm, never mind; heavy-eyed, or with your fill of sleep; in evil report or in good report; dying or with other work in hand."

It's hard to psychoanalyze a guy who lived two millennia ago, but it's easy to believe that this particular admonishment may have come from his time as a plague fighter. In the face of Galen's "everlasting pestilence," Marcus had to rally the public and improvise, stocking depleted armies with convicts and ordering the digging of mass graves. He saw that the state was held up not just by the military or territory, but by invisible webs of shared sacrifice and obligation. In the end, the fortifications that mattered most were those that strengthened Rome against the invaders that could not be seen.

If the American state disintegrates, future postmortems are unlikely to focus much on measles, or on rotavirus vaccination rates. But the ability to beat back our more routine pathological menaces is a good indicator of the country's ability to take on bigger, more virulent threats. The thing about bacteria and viruses, our most ancient foes, is that they are always at the gates, waiting for lean times. Among them will be pathogens worse than the coronavirus.

In the main, the withering of public health might not anticipate a future apocalypse so much as it recalls a previous America, one where lives were cheaper and shorter, where good health was the province of a privileged few, and where epidemics regularly scoured the countryside and the city slums. What's spurring the slide now isn't a dearth of information or cutting-edge medicine. Rather, the precepts of a shared reality have been shattered, and with them the ability to act for a common cause.



This article appears in the March 2026 print edition with the headline "How America Got So Sick."
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GLP-1 Envy Was Just the Beginning

A Super Bowl ad by Hims &amp; Hers sells the idea that everyone should want to be billionaire-healthy.

by Yasmin Tayag

Sun, 08 Feb 2026


A still from the 2025 Super Bowl ad by Hims & Hers (Hims & Hers / YouTube)



Americans watching the Super Bowl today will hear a tantalizing pitch: You, too, can live like the rich. All you need is a way to order up health care the way they do.

A new ad scheduled to air during the big game, from the telehealth company Hims & Hers, opens with the provocation "Rich people live longer." A dizzying montage spoofing America's wealthiest and most wellness-obsessed characters follows: An ageless man bathes in red light in the manner of Bryan Johnson, the multimillionaire who rose to fame for his fanatical efforts to live forever. A bald man doffs a cowboy hat as a rocket blasts off--clearly an allusion to Jeff Bezos, who in recent years has become incredibly buff and backed a buzzy age-reversal start-up. Surgeons pull the sagging face of a woman taut as a drum, perhaps a reference to the Kardashian matriarch Kris Jenner's notorious 2025 facelift. Dan Kenger, the chief design officer at Hims & Hers, told me in an email that the actors in the commercial represent only "symbols of an intimidating, members-only healthcare culture." But the parallels to real life are too obvious to ignore. "They get the best of everything," the voiceover continues. "So why don't you?"

Hims & Hers is best known for offering weight-loss and hair-restoration treatments, but the ad positions the company as a gateway to a different world of health care--one with concierge doctors who are available on demand to offer personalized, cutting-edge therapies. "America's healthcare is a tale of two systems: one elite, proactive tier for the wealthy, and a broken, reactive one for everyone else," Kenger said. Hims & Hers' actual offerings, which include diagnostic blood testing and hormone therapy, may be more mundane than a facelift, but the ad emphasizes one thing they all share: They're all available to you, for a price.

Telehealth platforms such as Hims & Hers offer patients the ability to pay out of pocket to quickly seek treatment for their ailments. Generally, they assert that patients must consult virtually with a medical provider before receiving a prescription, but this requirement isn't featured prominently in most ads. The new spot from Hims & Hers notes that its doctors are around to chat, and--in the fine print--mentions that a consultation with a provider is required before receiving treatment. But unless you're squinting at the screen, the message that comes across is that health care is primarily a transaction between patient and company.

In general, telehealth platforms have come to essentially function as a kind of Amazon for drugs, making it easier for people to get prescriptions for controlled substances such as Adderall and testosterone. The companies sidestep the high cost associated with many name-brand drugs by using compounding pharmacies to offer cheaper, nearly identical versions of the medications. In theory, a licensed provider writes the prescription after a thorough medical assessment. But in just the past two years, two different telehealth practices have been sanctioned for inappropriately prescribing stimulants. (Hims & Hers has not faced any federal investigations for its prescribing practices.)

Last year, Hims & Hers ran a Super Bowl ad similarly focused on democratizing care--specifically GLP-1s for weight loss. It asserted that America's obesity epidemic is caused by "the system," which keeps people sick by making health care unaffordable. When name-brand GLP-1s such as Wegovy first started being prescribed for weight loss, in 2021, they were inaccessible for most Americans because of their steep cost and insurance providers' limited coverage. Rumors that celebrities were using the drugs for cosmetic reasons sparked a mix of outrage and envy, and as Americans of more humble means began to see the results the drugs could bring about, many began scrambling for cheaper sources--a perfect opportunity for Hims & Hers and its peers.

Read: What is Hims actually selling?

But Americans aren't clamoring for just GLP-1s anymore. Medications such as testosterone and peptides--a largely untested class of drugs with a wide range of purported health benefits--are in high demand too. Like GLP-1s, they have been touted by wealthy, high-profile figures, including Gwyneth Paltrow, Joe Rogan, and Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. Hims & Hers has positioned itself to meet these demands. Last year, the company launched its low-testosterone treatment program and bought a peptide-manufacturing facility. It plans to use that factory to make its own "personalized" drugs.

Such language evokes the concierge treatments enjoyed by the rich. But in telehealth-platform parlance, personalization usually refers to creating a version of a name-brand medication that fits a patient's needs by, say, changing the dose, adding other active ingredients, or offering it in a different format. These compounded versions aren't reviewed by the FDA--in fact, the FDA announced Friday that it had asked the Justice Department, out of concern for consumer safety, to investigate Hims & Hers for selling compounded GLP-1 pills. The move is part of the DOJ's wider plan to take "decisive steps" to restrict the marketing of compounded GLP-1s.

The medical community is concerned that telehealth platforms too easily allow patients to take unsafe drugs--or drugs they simply don't need. The Obesity Society, a scientific organization, warns people not to use compounded GLP-1s, because they may not contain the appropriate active ingredients. (As I wrote recently, men's-health experts are also worried about the cardiovascular and reproductive consequences of unnecessary testosterone-replacement therapy.) When I asked Hims & Hers about the DOJ investigation, a spokesperson directed me to a public statement posted yesterday on X, in which the company said it would stop selling compounded GLP-1 pills. "We remain committed to the millions of Americans who depend on us for access to safe, affordable, and personalized care," the statement said.

Read: T-maxxing has gone too far

The Hims & Hers ad is shrewd in its heavy-handedness. It validates Americans' frustration with health care and positions itself as a deliverer of justice. (The ad is narrated by the rapper Common, known for his socially conscious music; in its Super Bowl ad last year, the company used Childish Gambino's "This Is America," a song about systemic racism and gun violence, to pile onto its message of a broken system.) Pew Research Center data released a few days ago show that 71 percent of Americans are worried about the cost of health care.

At the same time, Americans can't seem to stop imitating billionaires' wellness habits: untested peptides, NAD+ IV drips, Erewhon smoothies, red-light masks, keto diets. A slew of other planned Super Bowl ads promoting new visions of health illustrates just how central the pursuit of wellness has become to American life and the American economy, even when the benefits of so many of these practices are questionable at best. Hims & Hers is accurate in its diagnosis that much of this country's gap in health and longevity boils down to wealth. But the treatment it prescribes seems to be an unlikely cure.
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The Real Winner of TrumpRx

Donald Trump's online drugstore isn't what it seems.

by Nicholas Florko

Fri, 06 Feb 2026




Nothing about TrumpRx is subtle. When you open up the government's new online drugstore, the first thing you see is a banner with giant text: "Find the world's lowest prices on prescription drugs." Launched last night, TrumpRx allows Americans to purchase certain medications at steep discounts--either by buying them directly from the drug company or by showing a coupon at the pharmacy. "Thanks to President Trump, the days of Big Pharma price-gouging are over," the website says.



TrumpRx does make a compelling case that the president has mounted an extraordinary effort to stop pharmaceutical companies from ripping off Americans. The website offers discounts on some 40 drugs--the result of months of negotiations between drugmakers and the Trump administration. In a press conference announcing TrumpRx yesterday, Trump boasted that "16 of the 17 largest pharmaceutical companies have signed agreements" to list their drugs on the website. "And the other one is coming," he added. The Trump administration was able to negotiate a nearly 85 percent discount on a trio of drugs typically used as part of IVF. Americans can also buy Wegovy, the wildly popular weight-loss injection, for as little as $199 a month, a fraction of the original list price.



But these are the exceptions. Most Americans looking for their prescription drugs won't find that many deals on the site. Health care is complicated already, and TrumpRx apparently does not always offer the cheapest or best option. Those with insurance--some 85 percent of Americans--typically will get a better deal using the coverage they already have than they would paying out of pocket on TrumpRx. More than three-quarters of Americans with commercial insurance are eligible to pay $20 or less for a month's supply of Xeljanz, a rheumatoid-arthritis drug. But customers paying cash via TrumpRx will still shell out more than $1,500.

Read: Trump's Ozempic deal has a major flaw

Even people without insurance may be able to find better prices in some cases. Consider Protonix, a drug from Pfizer used to treat acid reflux. TrumpRx offers the drug for just over $200--a 55 percent discount from its typical $447. But what the website does not explain is that there's a much cheaper, generic version of Protonix on the market (but not available through TrumpRx). According to GoodRx, a drug-discount website similar to TrumpRx, the generic version can be purchased for less than $10. The same is true for Pristiq, an antidepressant. Consumers can buy the drug for $200 on TrumpRx or get the generic via GoodRx for a tenth of the price. Patients going through financial hardships can also sometimes qualify for charity programs, which subsidize their prescriptions.



The big winners of yesterday's announcement seem to be not patients, but drug companies. The Trump administration got drugmakers to the negotiating table last year by writing letters to the companies threatening to "deploy every tool in our arsenal to protect American families from continued abusive drug pricing practices." Drugmakers were able to turn the threat into a PR opportunity: When Pfizer cut a deal to participate in the program, the company's CEO, Albert Bourla, was brought to the West Wing, where Trump called the drug company "one of the greatest in the world."



Drug companies have also successfully protected their ability to charge whatever they please for some of their biggest moneymakers. Yesterday, Trump claimed that the website includes discounts for "dozens of the most commonly used prescription drugs," but many of the pharmaceutical industry's best-selling products--some of which also are among their more expensive offerings--are absent from the website. Take Keytruda, Merck's cancer drug that was the world's best seller until it was recently surpassed by the weight-loss and diabetes injection tirzepatide: That drug retails for roughly $12,000 for a three-week course of treatment, and it is missing from TrumpRx. Of the top 10 best-selling prescription drugs in 2024, only one--Ozempic--is listed on TrumpRx.



TrumpRx may become better with age. A White House press release from December named multiple additional drugs that are supposed to be included in TrumpRx but are not. The drugmaker Gilead Sciences, the White House touted in the press release, will sell one of its hepatitis-C medications for about $2,400 rather than its original asking price of nearly $25,000. Kush Desai, a White House spokesperson, told me in an email that only five companies' drugs have been added to the TrumpRx website so far. In its negotiations, the administration has also secured commitments from drugmakers that when they launch new drugs, they will not charge Americans more than they charge individuals in similar nations, which has the potential to dramatically lower the prices Americans pay for new medicines. (It's still unclear, however, if all of those new drugs will also be available on TrumpRx.)



For Americans who find discounts on TrumpRx, the platform is likely to make a meaningful difference in their lives. It's addressing, in its so-far-limited ways, a persistent problem in American life. That said, Trump has claimed before to have provided Americans with real relief at the pharmacy counter. During his first term, the president said that seniors would soon receive $200 discount cards in the mail that they could bring to the pharmacy to help defray the high costs of their drugs. The cards never showed up. This time, the downloadable coupons, at least, are real. They are branded with a golden eagle holding a TrumpRx ribbon in its talons.
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The Multibillion-Dollar Foundation That Controls the Humanities

Is the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation the last best hope for American arts and letters--or is it killing them?

by Tyler Austin Harper

Thu, 12 Feb 2026




In 1964, an influential report identified a disquieting trend in academia. "Increasingly during the past few years," it began, "concern has been expressed about the condition, in this country, of those fields of intellectual activity generally called the humanities." The 200-plus-page document was a publication of the National Commission on the Humanities, which had been established the previous year.

Reading the commission's findings six decades later, one could reasonably conclude that what today gets called the "crisis of the humanities" is not so much a discrete 21st-century emergency as the latest expression of an educational catastrophe long in the making. The challenges outlined in 1964 are familiar: meager funding, insufficient support for graduate students, too few faculty jobs, an education system that glamorizes science and math, dense writing that alienates the public, and on and on. "The state of the humanities today creates a crisis," the report concluded. "There is genuine doubt today whether the universities and colleges can insure that the purposes for which they were established and sometimes endowed will be fulfilled."

This doubt has not much diminished in the intervening decades, nor have the problems the report identified. Yet what is most notable in the report is not these similarities, but the commission's prescient fear that the solutions to what ailed the humanities--namely, more cash and large-scale institutional support--also carried risks. "For the very reason that the humanities are concerned with quality, with values, with emotions, and with the goals of living, they must remain free," the report proclaimed. "To control them is to dictate opinion and to subject all men to the tyranny of a controlling authority in the most intimate and sacred concerns of our existence as human beings."

The commission's boldest recommendation was that a new, publicly funded national foundation be established to dispense money to the humanities. But it also cautioned that this path was fraught. The report argued that, although building a taxpayer-financed agency to support American arts and letters was necessary, no federal body should have a monopoly on this grant-making, lest the humanities become unduly influenced by politics. "We must unquestionably increase the prestige of the humanities and the flow of funds to them," the commission wrote. "At the same time, however grave the need, we must safeguard the independence, the originality, and the freedom of expression of all who are concerned with liberal learning."

The report recommended that federal funding for the humanities be supplemented by ideologically diverse, nongovernmental donors. "The day must never come when scholars and artists can look only to the federal government for the help they need," it said. "The notion of any one 'chosen instrument' of government in this area must be abhorrent to anyone who cherishes the humanities and realizes that if they are not free they perish."

Thomas Chatterton Williams: Stop trying to make the humanities 'relevant'

For a while, things seemed to go more or less according to the commission's plan. President Lyndon B. Johnson established the National Endowment for the Humanities in 1965 in direct response to the report. A few years later, the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation was created to finance American arts and letters. It would become part of a broader network that included the Ford Foundation, which began funding the humanities in the 1950s, and the John Templeton Foundation, which began funding research in religion and philosophy in the 1980s. The benefaction of these private nonprofits eventually came to exceed, by a substantial margin, the money dispensed by the government, which has declined over time.

In recent decades, though, the priorities of many of these nonprofits have shifted. The Atlantic Philanthropies, a onetime stalwart, reduced its funding for the humanities in the 1990s. The Rockefeller Foundation began moving away from humanities funding in the 2000s. In 2022, the Ford Foundation announced plans to drastically reduce its higher-education funding in order to focus on racial-justice-movement building. With the broader ecosystem of humanities-focused philanthropies all but dried up, only one major private grant-maker is left standing.

Today, no single entity, including the federal government, has a more profound influence on the fiscal health and cultural output of the humanities than the Mellon Foundation. The National Endowment for the Humanities' grant budget was $78 million in 2024 (its overall budget was less than half of what it was in 1980, when adjusted for inflation). Mellon awarded $540 million in grants that same year; its endowment sits at roughly $8 billion.

Mellon's largesse is badly needed, especially as the Trump administration has threatened further cuts to the NEH. But the foundation's virtual monopoly on humanities funding means that it has the power to remake entire fields according to its desires. And in recent years, under the leadership of Elizabeth Alexander, who became the organization's president in 2018, Mellon has embraced an understanding of the humanities that is much more utilitarian, and far more political, than the one put forward by the 1964 commission. In June 2020, Mellon announced that it would be "prioritizing social justice in all of its grantmaking"--"a major strategic evolution" for the organization. This new paradigm seems to find value in arts and letters only insofar as they advance approved, left-leaning causes.

Over the past decade or so, conservative critics of higher education have tended to offer a rather simple explanation for the humanities' decline. Their argument amounts to a version of "go woke, go broke." According to this theory, ultraprogressive faculty coalesced around an unpopular liberal orthodoxy, turning off undergraduates (and the public) and accelerating the humanities' collapse. In short, Shakespeare was replaced by jargon-laden prattle about "settler colonialism," and students took their tuition dollars to more sane, less shrill corners of universities.

But this tale places too much of the blame on humanities professors, overestimating their actual power within institutions. More important, the went-woke-went-broke hypothesis does not account for the ways that economic transformations within higher education have accelerated the trends that conservatives lament. Specifically, the right-wing theory of the case gets the causal arrow wrong. The humanities aren't broke because they went woke. The humanities went woke in large part because they were broke. As other donors, the government, and universities themselves all but abandoned these fields, Mellon became a lifeline. But the foundation has proved to be--as Jacques Derrida might have said--a kind of pharmakon: a Greek word that the philosopher noted could be translated as either "remedy" or "poison," depending on your perspective.

Tyler Austin Harper: The humanities have sown the seeds of their own destruction

The 1964 report failed to anticipate that, in the 21st century, one of the most substantial challenges to the intellectual and political autonomy of the humanities would come not from a government agency, but from a private organization. American humanists now find themselves in a position that the report's authors would have considered a nightmare: A multibillion-dollar politicized grant-making entity has a stranglehold over humanities research and teaching, and is using that power to push them in a direction that blurs the boundaries between scholarship and activism, pedagogy and politics.

Under Alexander's leadership, even as it has cut back on funding for less political projects, Mellon has disbursed enormous sums of money to hyper-liberal academic initiatives at institutions both public and private. These have included grants to Portland State University to help its Women, Gender, and Sexuality Studies Department become more "ungovernable," creating "spaces where activism is encouraged" and "queer and feminist resistance" takes place; to Texas A&M at San Antonio for the Borderlands Shakespeare Colectiva (a group of academics and activists who "use Shakespeare to reimagine colonial histories and to envision socially just futures in La Frontera"); to Northwestern University for a project that explores how "Black dance practices" work to "instantiate Black freedom"; to Northeastern University for its Digital Transgender Archive to establish a new "lab" on the West Coast; and to UC Davis's Department of Gender, Sexuality and Women's Studies to create a working group on "Trans Liberation in an Age of Fascism."

One may feel a variety of ways about the worldview that Mellon has chosen to promote through its grant-making. But the salient question is not whether its politics are laudable or lamentable, or even whether the projects it funds are beneficial. The real questions are: What are the consequences when eye-watering sums of money are put behind the idea that the purpose of American arts and letters is not wisdom but advocacy? What happens when the humanities are seen not as having intrinsic worth, but as valuable only insofar as they can be of service to a cause? And what happens when the "choice" of whether to accede to this vision of the humanities becomes--when there is only one real funding game in town--a matter of survival versus collapse?

The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation was established in 1969, when two siblings--Ailsa Mellon Bruce, a socialite and an art collector, and Paul Mellon, an art collector and a racehorse breeder--decided to combine their personal charitable outfits in honor of their late industrialist father. Their new organization would fund American arts and letters, eventually including foreign-language programs, university special collections, tenure-track positions for new humanities professors, graduate fellowships for Ph.D. students, archival research, and more.

Even before its recent pivot, Mellon tended to tilt to the left, perhaps as a kind of compensation for, or a distraction from, the unseemly reality that it is a multibillion-dollar foundation created by the patrician offspring of a robber baron. But although some of its endeavors through the years were expressly social-justice-oriented (such as a 2016 grant for Columbia's "Facing Whiteness" project, an interdisciplinary study of how white Americans think about their racial identity), others were more traditional (a long-standing relationship with the Folger Shakespeare Library, for example).

In many ways, the role that liberal politics and social justice should play in higher education has been a preoccupation of the country's colleges and universities since the mid-20th century. Like cicadas, controversies tend to pop up every decade or so. There was William F. Buckley Jr.'s panic about "collectivism" in the Ivy League, documented in his 1951 book, God and Man at Yale. There were the campus free-speech and civil-rights movements of the 1960s, many of which led to the establishment of identity-focused humanities departments. Then came the fights over political correctness, multiculturalism, and the literary canon in the '80s and '90s associated with conservative intellectuals such as Allan Bloom and Roger Kimball. Christopher Rufo's "critical race theory" dissension kicked off the 2020s, giving way to disputes over wokeness and anti-wokeness. Lately, American campuses have been dominated by the debates around decolonial theory and free speech that emerged from the Gaza crisis.

From the November 1951 issue: A review of William F. Buckley Jr.'s attack on Yale

The cumulative effect of these skirmishes has been to weaken the humanities' already vulnerable stock with the public. American culture treats the arts, ideas, and literature as luxury goods that can be cast aside during moments of belt-tightening, and post-2008 austerity measures have hit the humanities hard, resulting in budget cuts, vanished tenure lines, dwindling research funds, and diminished federal dollars. In a 2024 article for an academic journal, the literary scholar Christopher Newfield showed how few resources are allocated to basic humanities research in the United States. "Of the $54 billion or so in research that the federal government funds in U.S. higher education, $69 million goes to the humanities," he wrote. "That is, the humanities receive 0.13% of the federal total."

These economic woes have been exacerbated by the fact that, especially after the Great Recession, students and parents have placed even more emphasis on "practical" college majors that offered a strong "return on investment." Unable to compete with STEM or business-adjacent fields in the hallowed category of "Making a Ton of Money After Graduation," the humanities gradually settled into a sales pitch to justify the expense of a degree: The English or history or philosophy department will help turn you into A Good Person. The ROI of a humanities degree was not economic, the thinking went, but political and moral. This was the context in which Elizabeth Alexander became Mellon's president, in 2018.

Alexander's pedigree made her a natural choice to lead the foundation. Born to Clifford L. Alexander Jr.--a Kennedy-administration official and the first Black secretary of the Army--and Adele Logan Alexander, a noted historian, she has spent a lifetime in elite institutions: Sidwell Friends. Yale. Boston University to study poetry with Derek Walcott. A Ph.D. in English from the University of Pennsylvania. A stint as an assistant professor at the University of Chicago. Followed by Smith. Followed by Yale (again). Followed by reciting her own poetry at Barack Obama's first inauguration ("In today's sharp sparkle, this winter air, / any thing can be made, any sentence begun. / On the brink, on the brim, on the cusp"). A stint as the Ford Foundation's director of creativity and (ironically) free expression after that. Then Mellon.

Benjamin Schmidt: The humanities are in crisis

Alexander reportedly said in her interviews for the role that she planned to pivot the foundation's attention to social-justice work, and she has kept her word. "There won't be a penny that is going out the door that is not contributing to a more fair, more just, more beautiful society," she declared in 2020.

To better understand the impact of Mellon's agenda, I spoke with about 20 people who have had close dealings with the foundation. Some are professors; others are senior administrators who act as middlemen between their institution and donors and grant-makers. Several have been interacting with Mellon for a decade or more. They are employed at a variety of institutions, some public and some private, some generously endowed and others more threadbare. Most agreed to speak with me on the condition of anonymity. "I don't think I want to go on the record," a historian told me, "because Mellon is very powerful."

One scholar described a relationship with Mellon that was as personal as it was professional. Decades ago, a Mellon fellowship paid for her to pursue a Ph.D. in 19th-century literature. "It changed my life," she said. Later, when she was a new faculty member, a second Mellon grant enabled her to conduct research for her first book. The sort of work she did was traditional, historically minded, and apolitical, and she noted that she benefited from Mellon's old approach to funding, in which "classic subjects were the norm."

When I asked her how she felt about the organization's turn toward social-justice work, she seemed ambivalent. She was open to Mellon's new direction, but she also worried that the focus on progressive issues in academia had become "all-encompassing" and made the humanities a target of political criticism. I heard similar concerns from others.

A director responsible for grant administration at a small college said that humanities professors at her institution were distraught by Mellon's new focus, which they saw as coming at the expense of areas of inquiry without obvious social-justice relevance. She characterized some of the reactions she's heard: "Are you saying that it's no longer valuable that I'm doing research on these texts from this time to see what I can learn about them? Is that not valuable anymore to anyone?"

This director described a difficult conversation with a religious-studies professor who was excited about a new project. She told him that it had little chance of getting funding from Mellon, because, as the director put it, "it was purely research. It had nothing to do with community partners or racial justice." She tried to let him down gently, but said it was like watching the air go out of a balloon.

I became a tenure-track humanities professor in 2020, and I remember Mellon's shift being greeted with some quiet concern that funding in more traditional research areas would lapse. I saw an example of this several years ago, when a senior academic I know well was seeking research funding for a book project that had nothing to do with social justice. Forced to choose between forgoing an opportunity to win a badly needed grant and twisting his research into a social-justice pretzel, he opted for the pretzel, amending the project to focus on race in an unsuccessful bid to win the foundation's favor. Another humanities academic I spoke with confessed that, like my acquaintance, he had reimagined his work to focus more squarely on race; he did win a grant. I suspect that this may not be a rare occurrence.

One professor told me that, after he and his colleagues were turned down for various Mellon grants, a representative from the foundation began helping them draft a new proposal that would more likely be approved. "We were pretty tightly coached," he said. "It certainly felt like we were being told, 'Do this, this, and this in order for it to work on our end.' " Ultimately, he said, a fair amount of social-justice jargon was tacked on to the proposal, "in consultation with, or perhaps at the insistence of, the representative from Mellon." His team won the grant. (Asked to comment on this, Mellon responded in a statement to The Atlantic, "We firmly support intellectual and academic freedom." The foundation also said that, "as a private charitable organization, we exercise our freedom to support projects in alignment with our mission.")

It is hard to see how an incentive structure that pushes scholars to fake or fudge an interest in social justice helps produce a more just academy. If anything, this seems likely to further entrench higher education's tendency to confuse performative preening with real societal improvement. It also effaces the difference between serious scholarship on race, colonialism, or gender and gaseous buzzword-mongering.

When I was pursuing a Ph.D. in comparative literature in the 2010s, Mellon's Dissertation Completion Fellowship program provided essential financial support to graduate students finishing their studies. There were no substantive constraints on the subject areas that could be covered; awardees worked on topics as diverse as 15th-century women's devotional literature, Descartes' conception of infinity, temporal clauses in linguistics, and hacking culture in contemporary Mexico. In 2022, however, that program was eliminated.

Mellon's newer Dissertation Innovation Fellowship focuses on "supporting scholars who can build a more diverse, inclusive, and equitable academy." The guidelines list "thoughtful engagement with communities that are historically underrepresented in higher education" as one of the primary criteria used to evaluate the strength of an application; by my count, all 45 of the 2025 awardees work on issues of identity or social or environmental justice. The fellowship is explicitly "designed to intervene" before a student's research direction is finalized, which means, in practice, that Mellon can steer students who are just beginning to settle on a dissertation topic toward its preferred areas of inquiry.




In an alternate universe, with ample humanities funding for less politically salient work, one might see the fellowship program as an unalloyed good, providing support to projects that have not historically enjoyed sufficient resources. But in the funding landscape that actually exists, the reality is zero-sum. Every dollar that Mellon spends on this work is a dollar that it cannot spend on "non-applied" humanities research--in other words, scholarship for scholarship's sake that has no aim except to expand knowledge.

Some may argue that this trade-off is prudent. From my perspective, however, the gift of the humanities is that they liberate us from the tyranny of present opinion and the views of those in power--including those who sit atop multibillion-dollar philanthropies. A version of the humanities that sees its chief mandate as finding solutions to pragmatic problems doesn't ultimately seem all that different from the accounting department or business school.

I asked multiple times over the course of several months for an interview with Elizabeth Alexander, but through a spokesperson she refused to talk with me, a decision that highlights a broader set of problems within elite academic culture: a disinclination to be accountable to laypeople. A sense that private institutions, regardless of how much they influence the public, are entitled to push whatever ideologies they want. And a belief that it is perfectly natural for higher education to have a liberal slant because everything good and decent has a liberal slant. (Alexander sent along a handful of comments through a spokesperson shortly before this issue went to press. "At Mellon, grantmaking is guided not by ideology," she wrote, "but by the powerful ideal that the rich fabric of America's cultural and intellectual contributions must be broadened to convey the full scale of our nation's histories, surface new ideas, and challenge long-held assumptions.")

Alexander's appointment to Mellon also speaks to another trend I've observed within wealthy liberal institutions, in which people of color from unusually privileged backgrounds are anointed as standard-bearers for a radical cultural worldview that many working-class minorities do not share--even as the former are ostensibly intended to "represent" the latter. Of course, it is not Alexander's fault that she is the daughter of illustrious parents. Or that she is a descendant of the Logan family, a famous lineage of highly educated Black elites whose influence stretches back to the 19th century. Or that she is a longtime personal friend of the Obamas, or that her brother served on Barack Obama's transition team ahead of his first inauguration, where she read her poem "Praise Song for the Day."

But these facts are also not irrelevant to her elevation at Mellon, by whom she was paid $1.53 million in direct compensation and $672,785 in other compensation in 2024. I have no objection to poets making rookie-NFL-player money--though her 2024 salary is the equivalent of about 16 average tenure-track professors' annual pay--but it does make all of the social-justice posturing a little more comical.

Various people I spoke with said that Alexander has remade Mellon according to her values, pushing the foundation to become ever more devoted to a narrow conception of progress. A senior official in charge of grant administration at a small private college noted that Alexander has brought a new style of leadership to the foundation, wielding more top-down bureaucratic control and pushing more sweeping changes than past presidents have. Others agreed with this characterization.

This is a significant departure from the nonprofit's past approach to managing relationships with the institutions it funds, in which Mellon officials would try to balance a college's or university's particular--often less political--needs against its own ideological priorities. In 2023, the foundation allotted $1 million to "deepen the ongoing conversation in Transgender Studies" at the University of Kansas--specifically, to "establish a cohort model for scholar-activists" and "create a more trans-liberatory local and regional landscape." Another $1 million went to classics professors at Princeton and Brown for a project called Racing the Classics, devoted to encouraging early-career scholars to implement "critical race approaches and curricular experimentation." In 2024, Loyola Marymount University won a three-year, $431,000 grant to "bridge AI practitioners and disability justice scholars and activists." And MIT received $500,000 for something called Engaging With Music and Musicking Through Engagement, aimed at correcting its curriculum's "Western European biases."

Whether or not these programs and projects are serious, significant contributions to humanities scholarship and teaching is somewhat beside the point. Even assuming that the undertakings are all worthwhile, the volume of financial support directed at the "scholar activism" model, at a moment when other, more time-honored varieties of humanities education are withering away, is cause for concern. Majors such as English, philosophy, and theater belong to an ever-shrinking number of fields that are not squarely devoted to job-market preparation or "skill building," fields that aspire to do something loftier than clearing the brush from students' career pathways. The merging of humanistic work and activism represents a surrender to the utilitarian logic that measures the worth of knowledge by its direct impact on "the real world."

Mellon itself disputes this notion. A spokesperson connected me with Phillip Brian Harper, the foundation's program director for higher learning, who said, "Social justice is a fuzzy term that people invest with a range of different meanings that don't necessarily apply to the way we do grant-making." He argued that Mellon's focus is on emerging fields that have not received grant money in the past, regardless of their particular political bent. "Now, it does so happen that a lot of historically underfunded fields entail scholarly work that itself has social-justice objectives in mind," he conceded. "But that's a separate thing."

This is quite obviously nonsense. Harper himself published an opinion article in 2022 titled "Studying Humanities Can Prepare the Next Generation of Social Justice Leaders." "The country's next generation of leaders is pushing for racial equity, economic equality, disability justice and gender and sexual liberation," he wrote. "To succeed they will need the observational and analytical skills that can be developed by studying ideas, historical events, aesthetic works and cultural practices"--in other words, by studying the humanities. In this context, it seems clear that "social justice work" does indeed mean "activism."

Some of Mellon's recent grants have the potential to remake liberal-arts education entirely. The foundation's Humanities for All Times project, launched in 2021, is premised on the notion that "today's humanities undergrads are tomorrow's social justice leaders." Over the past several years, the foundation has regularly invited small cohorts of liberal-arts colleges to apply for grants--up to $1.5 million each--that support social-justice-aligned curricular development. The application guidelines note that "submissions oriented toward revising an institution's entire general education program are especially welcome." That is to say, college administrators and academics are encouraged to submit proposals for projects that would overhaul their core requirements for all students, in every major, in the service of a progressive political program.

A 2021 Humanities for All Times grant proposal from Colorado College reads like conservative satire: "We recognize the myriad ways in which white supremacy has shaped our institution and have been taking steps to work our way out of its grip," it confesses near the beginning. The application promises the introduction of "at least 50 new and relevant courses" to "empower students to be changemakers." Mellon gave the college $1 million to carry out this work.

In the summer of 2023, Colorado College hosted a conference based on this prompt: "How do the humanities contribute to anti-oppressive work, and how can humanities methods--from inquiry and critique to creative production and performance--dismantle systems of oppression, create and sustain community and solidarity, and advance liberation?" It does not seem to occur to those asking such questions that the humanities may not be especially well equipped to "dismantle systems of oppression." Nor do they seem to consider that what might in fact be most valuable about fields like English, history, and philosophy is that they aspire to stand above the flotsam and jetsam of our immediate circumstances, and instead set their sights on what the classicist Leo Strauss called the "permanent problems" that have troubled human beings from time immemorial.

As easy as it is to point to cartoonishly progressive things that Mellon has funded, it is also true that, under Alexander, the foundation deserves credit for working to create a more economically just landscape within higher education. Before Alexander's arrival, Mellon tended to disburse lavish funding to institutions that were already rich. Now, as part of Mellon's commitment to equity, it is making a conscious effort to provide funding to public and less selective institutions. It has also increased funding for university-led prison education programs.

In 2024, Mellon spent $25 million to fund paid internships for undergraduate humanities students at five public colleges and universities. These internships can be in any field, with no particular ideological or social-justice strings attached. Renata Miller, a dean at the City College of New York, was effusive about the $5 million internship grant it received. She told me that the money helps provide support for child care, commuting costs, and other obstacles that can prevent working-class students from taking internships.

Elizabeth Spiller, the arts-and-sciences dean at the University of South Florida, wrote in a press release that she was stunned her school was even asked to apply for a similar program. USF ultimately received a $4.8 million grant, which can fund up to 900 students a year to take otherwise-unpaid internships.

Ironically, programs like this illustrate the bind in which both Mellon and the humanities writ large find themselves. It is hard to argue that the tens of millions of dollars that Mellon is putting toward internships for working-class kids at public colleges and universities would be better spent financing dusty archival research on 16th-century France. But this calculus also says something about the deeper structural problems of a model that pits various social goods--programs for humanities undergrads, resources for Ph.D. students, traditional humanities research, support for emerging fields and endowment-poor universities--against one another.

Read: If the University of Chicago won't defend the humanities, who will?

When I asked Harper how he feels about Mellon's role as the country's preeminent humanities funder, and the difficult choices that necessitates, he took issue with my characterization. "Serving in this way, that is not Mellon's role," he said. "Given the situation that we're in, Mellon is accidentally in the position of being the primary large funder." His point was that safeguarding the health of the humanities was not the foundation's raison d'etre, even if the decisions it makes affect that health directly.

This distinction helps shed light on the implicit question that underlies the entire debate about Mellon's new focus. Namely, should the foundation be blamed for damaging the humanities by directing nearly half a billion dollars a year toward a social-justice-ified vision of American arts and letters, or should universities, the federal government, and other donors instead be blamed for not providing a healthier funding ecosystem to begin with, to say nothing of the anti-woke conservative billionaires who complain endlessly about the humanities and champion "the classics" without ever spending a single penny to support them?

"The sector needs to be taken by the collar and shaken very hard until resources that are adequate to the support of humanities doctoral students are jarred loose from higher-ed institutions themselves," Harper said, growing animated. "The role of the Mellon Foundation is to catalyze that sort of change. It's not to serve in perpetuity as the piggy bank for research." Mellon, he said, was never supposed to be a panacea for the humanities.

But with the academic humanities in their death throes, Harper's distinction between role and position may be largely beside the point. No, it is not Mellon's job to be the humanities' piggy bank. Yes, Mellon is the humanities' piggy bank. The resulting situation is dismal, and the Trump administration's funding cuts will only make things worse.

Yet the president's attacks on the National Endowment for the Humanities and the canceling of federal humanities grants might not have the effect that conservatives hope for. Howard Husock, a fellow at the American Enterprise Institute, recently warned that gutting the NEH would simply expand the power vacuum for Mellon, and is likely to give the progressive organization even more sway over American arts and letters.

Some will no doubt feel that it is irresponsible to criticize Mellon at a moment when higher education is under assault from the federal government. That point of view is fair enough, I suppose, though I think it's also misguided. The humanities' problems began well before Donald Trump ever ran for office. The fantasy that we can put off these uncomfortable discussions--about Mellon, about the humanities, about the relationship between scholarship and activism--until some imagined time when higher education is in a healthier place strikes me as just that: a fantasy.

Read: American higher ed never figured out its purpose

The humanities are in the mess they're in because of federal budget cuts, and because of administrators who care more about the football team than about William Faulkner, and because of the toxic pragmatism of an American culture that has a hard time valuing anything that is not immediately, aggressively useful. But the humanities are also in this mess because those of us who care about them have often preferred hunkering down in a defensive crouch, rattling our donation jars and begging for scraps, to serious soul-searching about the real purpose of American arts and letters. We have been too reluctant, or perhaps too ashamed, to consider whether we have betrayed the humanities' very spirit in our mad, ever more futile quest to keep them financially solvent.

I often wonder what, exactly, we think we're saving. Are the humanities as they are currently instantiated in the American university system actually worth the Faustian bargains we are forced to make to keep them? At their best, the humanities remind us that our problems are petty not because they are small, but because they are born of the same questions that have plagued all humans since our species lowered itself down from the trees and traded monkey chatter for wisdom-seeking: How to live virtuously? How to exist together peaceably? How to die with grace?

The humanities predate the modern university by millennia, and they will surely outlast it. But a higher-education system that can no longer keep them safe from the vulgarities of the market, the siren song of cultural warfare, or the decidedly sublunary work of furnishing political propaganda is one that has not just failed the humanities, but failed entirely.



* Lead image sources: Eric Gaba / Wikimedia; University of Michigan Library Online Exhibits; National Photo Company Collection / Library of Congress; EvgeniyBobrov / Adobe Stock; Martin Juen / Getty; Jonas / Adobe Stock

+ Image sources: Jemal Countess / Getty; Harold M. Lambert / Getty; EvgeniyBobrov / Adobe Stock; dule964 / Adobe Stock; National Endowment for the Humanities; University of Michigan Library Online Exhibits

This article appears in the March 2026 print edition with the headline "The Plot Against the Humanities."
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Scientists Figured Out the Problem With Johnson &amp; Johnson's COVID Vaccine

Rare but dangerous blood clotting associated with that vaccine as well as AstraZeneca's had a genetic cause, according to a new paper.

by Roxanne Khamsi

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




In 2021, just months after the first COVID vaccines debuted, concern was growing about an exceedingly rare but sometimes deadly outcome of certain shots. Two related vaccines--one from AstraZeneca and the other from Johnson & Johnson--were linked to dangerous blood clotting.



Out of almost 19 million doses of Johnson & Johnson's version given in the United States during the first two years of the pandemic, at least 60 such cases were identified. Nine of them were fatal. In the United Kingdom, where almost 50 million doses of the AstraZeneca shot were given, 455 cases occurred; 81 people died. In Germany, at least 71 cases were identified, also linked to AstraZeneca. By late spring, use of both the AstraZeneca and the Johnson & Johnson vaccine was paused, and ultimately both were pulled from the market. But the mystery surrounding the rare blood clotting caused by these vaccines lingered.



Now researchers believe they have cracked the case. They have hard evidence for how the blood clotting happened, and they believe that their findings could help make similar vaccines even safer. Understanding the blood-clotting problem is important, they say, because vaccines of this type could be essential in protecting people during future pandemics.



The team that initially gave this condition a name--vaccine-induced immune thrombotic thrombocytopenia, or VITT--included Andreas Greinacher, a blood expert at the University of Greifswald, in Germany. Back in 2021, as the cases of VITT emerged, he and others were unsure of what precipitated them. One theory was that they were caused by the body's accidental reaction to the type of virus used in both the AstraZeneca and Johnson & Johnson vaccines: adenoviruses, which had been engineered to prompt the body to recognize the pandemic coronavirus but were unable to replicate and considered harmless to people. Scientists had noticed that patients with VITT had telltale markers in their blood--antibodies that bind to a chemical signal released by platelets. Maybe a reaction to the adenovirus was causing immune cells to mistakenly go after a blood component and precipitate clotting. An alternative theory was that the body was reacting to a portion of the coronavirus called "spike protein," which showed up as part of the immunization.



In a study published today in The New England Journal of Medicine, Greinacher and his colleagues show that the first theory was correct: VITT was a response to the adenovirus gone awry. And they discovered a further twist: This immune overreaction happened in people who were genetically prone to it.



In the study, Greinacher and his colleagues looked at the antibodies in stored blood from 21 patients with VITT. Among those antibodies, they found a subset that could glom on to a portion of the adenovirus and to one of the body's own molecules, PF4, that can influence blood clotting. A person who received one of the adenovirus vaccines but did not have a reaction also had antibodies against that same part of the adenovirus. But, crucially, that person's antibodies did not cross-react with PF4.



Those antibody molecules also offered clues about the immune cells that made them. And the scientists were able to link the immune cells responsible for VITT to patients who had two specific DNA variants. A wider survey of 100 VITT patients found that all of them had immune cells with one of these genetic types--which are far from universal. This signaled to the researchers that having these particular variants is a strong risk factor for blood clotting following an adenovirus vaccine.



But the study also showed that this genetic background on its own was not enough to cause VITT. The immune cells that made the dangerous antibodies had experienced an additional small genetic change, and that extra mutation had prompted them to produce those cross-reactive molecules.



In the past, scientists have suggested that genetic predispositions might explain some adverse events that happen after vaccination. For example, some data have indicated that certain people were genetically prone to developing narcolepsy following a version of swine-flu vaccine that was briefly used in Europe. But the new study from Greinacher and his team is the first to provide concrete evidence of how people with a particular DNA variant can develop self-sabotaging antibodies following a vaccination. Arnold Lining Ju, a biomedical engineer at the University of Sydney who has studied blood clotting, told me that the paper was a landmark finding in part because of how elegantly it explains the way a specific genetic trait, combined with a particular chance mutation in certain cells, creates VITT. And because the study shows that multiple genetic changes are involved, it finally explains why this immune reaction is so rare, he said.



This discovery will help guide researchers more than it will influence vaccination choices for individual patients. Most vaccine recipients will not know their genetic predisposition to an adverse event, Jennifer Juno, a vaccine researcher at the University of Melbourne, points out. But this type of work will help improve vaccine design--particularly in the field of "precision vaccinology," in which vaccines are tailored to individual traits, Joanne Reed, the director of the Centre for Immunology and Allergy Research at the Westmead Institute in Australia, told me.



These results also mean that adenovirus-based vaccines could be made safer if they can be designed without the protein region that triggered the dangerous antibodies in VITT. "Instead of abandoning an entire vaccine platform because of a rare problem, we can engineer around the specific issue, and that's the power of this kind of science," Joann Arce of the Precision Vaccines Program at Boston Children's Hospital told me. The hope is that understanding the biology of a rare event like VITT, and then addressing it, helps bolster public trust in vaccines too. Greinacher told me that adenovirus-based vaccines remain vital, including for the development of vaccines for diseases that affect mostly low- and middle-income countries. The shots could also be useful in a future pandemic, because they can be scaled up in production relatively quickly.



Still, this one study may not have entirely answered the question of why adenovirus-based COVID vaccines caused clotting. A study published last year from Ju's group suggested that a separate biophysical mechanism might cause a viral component found in the AstraZeneca vaccine to directly aggregate platelets, independent of the immune reaction identified in VITT. And a bigger mystery remains open too--why infections themselves are sometimes associated with dangerous blood clotting. Rushad Pavri, an immunologist at King's College London, told me that the new study--because it shows how similarities between a virus particle and an innate protein involved in clotting can confuse the immune system--can shed light on that question. Ultimately, understanding why viruses can provoke immune overreactions might help limit damaging complications from sickness to begin with.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2026/02/covid-vaccines-blood-clotting-answer/685966/?utm_source=feed
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The Mysterious Devices Speeding Mining Exploration in Utah

Hiking guides hired to carry 20-pound nodes into the mountains were part of a new type of resource survey.

by Lauren Steele

Sat, 07 Feb 2026


A node made by Fleet Space Technologies was buried on a high ridgeline in Utah's Tushar Mountains. (Lauren Steele)



Bushwhacking through a stand of stunted aspens above 10,000 feet in Utah's Tushar mountain range, the mountain guide Trevor Katz held his Garmin to the sky and pointed it south. "We should just look for an opening," he said, glancing over at his colleague, Bailey Pugh, from under a ball cap he'd cut into a visor.



He took a few steps steeply uphill, then down, careful not to slide on the scree. "It says it's right below us, by probably 10 meters. Wait, five."



Wading through walls of branches, he and Pugh circled, eyes trained on the ground. Then, there it was. Stuck in the dirt, the hexagonal silver node looked like a device an alien could have planted. Its small antenna and carrying strap sat above the earth. A sharp spike below anchored it into the slope. It would be a strange thing to stumble upon this so high in the mountains, surrounded only by what can survive at such an elevation.

This is just one of 200 nodes planted across the range in a tidy grid, each tracked with a GPS waypoint. Earlier, they had placed the nodes in the ground; now it was time to extract them. Pugh hoisted this one out of the ground and into her pack. Then it was back to bushwhacking.

"This is why they had to hire mountain guides," Pugh told me, as we picked our steps carefully across boulders.

At the beginning of the summer, Katz and Pugh had received an email from the owner of a guiding company they'd worked for in the past: A client needed mountain-savvy day workers for a new project--any interest? The biggest hint they got about the purpose of the project was the field crew's meeting place, the Deer Trail Mine, at the mountains' eastern base. Each team was given a set of GPS waypoints and told to take a 20-pound node, about as big as a football, to each location, plant it in the ground, and mark its location. "It was really mysterious," Levi Warr, another crew member, told me. But the pay was good--$500 a day, plus a per diem, as much as they'd usually earn for a few days of guiding--and the instructions were clear enough, so out they went.

Only as the summer went on did the crew come to understand, from chatting with the project geologists and fieldwork managers, what exactly they were doing: helping locate some of the nation's most in-demand minable resources across a patchwork of public and private lands. Arranged in grids that connect to low-Earth-orbit satellites, the nodes are capable of collecting and sharing data used to create high-resolution maps of anomalies, miles underground, that might be gold, copper, nickel, lithium, or other minerals.

The nodes used in the project were first released three years ago by the Australian company Fleet Space Technologies, and although they've been adopted by mining giants internationally, how widely they're being used in the United States is unclear. Compared with older and more invasive survey methods, this technology can be deployed with minimal impact. According to Fleet Space, it can be particularly useful for surveying areas where permits are required--for the Fishlake National Forest, for example, and the Bureau of Land Management territory enveloping the Tushar Mountains. If this quiet method of mineral exploration is successful, it will have threaded a loophole in the law governing public lands, helping open them for mining that much more quickly--and controversially. All it will take is a few hundred nodes, a clear view of the sky to connect to satellites, and a small team of people who know how to traverse rough terrain.


Utah locals, including Bailey Pugh and Trevor Katz, were hired to conduct fieldwork for the mining project. (Lauren Steele)



Historically, mining-exploration projects have depended on a giant boom. Drop hammers, trucks with vibrating baseplates, and dynamite blasts send seismic waves through the Earth's subsurface to a grid of geophones. The waves' travel times are translated into rough maps of mineralized zones. On U.S. public lands, taking even this first step toward a new mine means getting approval, whether from the Forest Service or the BLM, a process that can be stringent and slow, requiring data collection and environmental assessment.



Instead of shakes and booms, Fleet Space's node system relies on the naturally occurring vibrations of the earth and the sound waves created by those walking upon it. These scraps of seismic data from everyday life are gathered by the nodes' internal geophones. After collection, the data are processed into "ambient-noise tomography," or ANT, surveys, which provide the highest level of detail of what is underground, compared with traditional methods. (Fleet Space did not respond to a request for comment.)



The American West has long led the country in producing gold, copper, coal, and silver, as well as rare, sought-after elements, such as beryllium, that can be used for aerospace and defense technologies. The unique geologic profiles here--the Colorado Plateau, the Basin and Range region, the Rocky Mountains--are side effects of ancient inland seas, volcanic history, and an active boundary between two tectonic plates. Billions of years of pressure, folding, and depositing created a region rich with minerals just close enough to the surface to mine.



In the 1860s, white settlers flocked to what would become Marysvale, where the Deer Trail Mine is now located, with high hopes to strike gold, silver, and copper. By the 1930s, though, most of the mines had closed: The shallower, more accessible resources had been tapped, and it was too expensive to keep trying to get rich.



Over the years, a series of companies have bought the Deer Trail Mine in failed attempts to revive it, Helen and Alan Johnson told me. They're lifelong residents of Marysvale and former employees of the mine, and they agreed to meet me at a Mexican restaurant in Orem, Utah, to talk history. Most recently, in 2018, MAG Silver, a Canadian company, bought the mine. The new owners had started exploring national-forest land for silver, gold, and copper with more traditional methods before turning to the Fleet Space nodes for this summer's surveys.



These minerals, plus others that Fleet Space nodes can help discover, including cobalt, nickel, and lithium, are all on the country's list of critical minerals. Demand for these materials is growing exponentially: Together and separately, they are used in iPhones, photovoltaic panels, combat drones, and many other technologies now key to Americans' quality of life or national security. Some materials, like diamonds, can be whipped up in labs, but these particular resources come only from the ground.



Now the right combination of technology and political timing could mean that whatever is still in Utah's mountains and elsewhere could be within reach for those who want it. As tariffs have kicked in and America seeks to ease its reliance on China for refined metals and minerals, the Trump administration has turned its attention to opening up U.S. land for mining--even when that means that the companies doing the mining aren't American ones.


Nodes are left in the field for days or weeks to collect data before they are removed from the ground. (Lauren Steele)



To plant one of the ANT nodes, Trevor Katz told me while walking up a slope scattered with juniper trees, does not require much. Hike in with a pickax, dig a hole a few inches deep, and place the sharp end of the node into that hole, making sure the spike containing the geophone is completely covered. To extract it, just pull it out of the ground and hike it out.

He and Pugh did this over and over, often putting in a dozen miles a day, as the field crew placed and extracted 200 nodes four separate times, first for a regional survey that covered about 50 square miles across BLM territory, national forest, and land the mine already owns, then for three surveys, mostly on Forest Service land, that made a more detailed search for anomalies.

To regulate mining activities on public land, balancing its responsibility to both conserve the land and make it useful, the Forest Service is supposed to consider an activity's "surface disturbance." Exploration that's unlikely to cause "significant" disturbance can go forward without the Forest Service's involvement. This distinction has helped separate casual use of public lands--such as private citizens panning for gold, which anyone can do freely--from commercial activities.

The surveys conducted last summer for the Deer Trail Mine project didn't have any permits associated with them. I filed a Freedom of Information Act request for documentation of the ANT surveys filed by or on behalf of any of the stakeholders involved in the project, including MAG Silver and the Deer Trail Mine; none were filed with the BLM or the U.S. Forest Service. The companies involved in the project either did not respond to requests for comment or declined to comment for this article. The Fishlake National Forest Ranger Station, which has long worked with Deer Trail Mine and is responsible for all permitting and communication regarding the company's mining activities on Forest Service land, told me that any commercial exploration at all would be expected to be disclosed to the rangers but that the station had no knowledge of the ANT surveys.

A spokesperson for the Forest Service's national press office told me, however, that this type of survey does not need a permit or even a formal notice of intent, which the agency uses to determine whether further oversight is needed. But the legal experts I asked about the ANT nodes told me that they fall into a gray area of the law.



The key term is "significant disturbance," Elizabeth Craddock, a government-relations attorney and a partner at Holland & Knight in Washington, D.C., who specializes in natural resources, told me. But the regulation itself doesn't define what significant means, she said, so what counts is up for interpretation. These commercial-exploration projects seem to have found a way to quietly bypass federal regulations that outline how and when approval is given before exploration begins on public lands.




Utah's Fishlake National Forest spans nearly 2 million acres and is home to the world's largest living organism, an aspen stand called Pando. (Lauren Steele)



If the Deer Trail Mine project goes back into operation, it will need permits. This past fall, it was acquired, as part of MAG Silver, by another Canadian company, Pan American Silver--which has not pursued any further work on the project so far. But any next steps toward reopening a mine here could go faster than ever too.



Last March, President Trump signed an executive order directing federal agencies to expedite mining projects and prioritize mining activities on public lands. The administration has also made changes, at least temporarily, to the National Environmental Policy Act review process to accelerate project approvals. Agencies are no longer required to analyze long-term environmental effects that are hard to trace back to the initial cause, which significantly reduces the scope of every project's review.



Opening up new mining operations would be in keeping with the founding directive of the Forest Service, which mandates the balance of protecting resources and extracting them. Many mines give small, rural towns a needed economic boost too--in Marysvale, for instance, the median household income is $28,750 a year, and the unemployment rate is 63 percent.



Still, while he's out retrieving the nodes that could make new mines a reality, Katz told me, he's been "telling myself the little copes that everybody does"--that it'll be a long time before this land is developed. Looking out over the windswept tops of Mount Holly and Delano Peak, into a valley meadow called Horse Heaven, and across the entire range, I imagined 800 empty holes where the nodes used to be. Katz had mentioned that the project's marketing materials clearly said that all the holes would be filled in--perhaps a gesture toward a remediation plan for the survey's relatively small impacts--but that he and other guides had not, in fact, filled them in. Those holes were nothing you'd see unless you were looking; it's likely that the first hard autumn rain quietly washed them away. But if this particular combination of technology and policy does add up to more mining across the country, the result will be loud and obvious.
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s March Cover: Josh Tyrangiel on AI and the Future of Work--"What's the Worst That Could Happen?"

There's no sign that our political system is equipped to deal with what's coming.

Tue, 10 Feb 2026




For The Atlantic's March cover story, "What's the Worst That Could Happen?," staff writer Josh Tyrangiel examines AI and the future of work. Reporting from Silicon Valley; Washington, D.C.; and beyond, Tyrangiel interviewed central bankers and labor economists, AI executives and union leaders, Cabinet secretaries and populist political figures including Bernie Sanders and Steve Bannon. And the consensus among many, even those who may agree on almost nothing, when it comes to AI and employment: We're not ready for this, and no one's in charge.
 
 The main question animating Tyrangiel's reporting is whether and how quickly workers ought to expect artificial intelligence to take their jobs. He writes that an exact prediction is hard to pin down: It's perhaps less immediate than many of the technology's biggest boosters might hope, but AI still represents a development that will fundamentally alter our society, and governments ought to be thinking seriously about how to protect their constituents from the inevitable shock waves.
 
 Trying to measure the impact of AI with today's data can feel like driving while looking only in the rearview mirror--"plenty dangerous if the road stays straight, catastrophic if it doesn't." Tyrangiel writes: "AI is already transforming work, one delegated task at a time. If the transformation unfolds slowly enough and the economy adjusts quickly enough, the economists may be right: We'll be fine. Or better. But if AI triggers a rapid reorganization of work--compressing years of change into months, affecting roughly 40 percent of jobs worldwide, as the International Monetary Fund projects--the consequences will not stop at the economy. They will test political institutions that have already shown how brittle they can be." And if mass job loss should come, it doesn't just mean unemployment, "it means missed loan payments, cascading defaults, shrinking consumer demand, and the kind of self-reinforcing downturn that can transform a shock into a crisis, and a crisis into the decline of an empire."
 
 Tyrangiel writes that "AI is just a newborn. It may grow up to transform our lives in unimaginably good ways. But it has also introduced profound questions about safety, inequality, and the viability of a wage-labor system that, despite its flaws, spawned the most prosperous society in human history. And there's no sign--none--that our political system is equipped to deal with what's coming. Which means the deepest challenge AI poses may not be to jobs at all." Tyrangiel concludes that coming to a solution around AI will take a collective effort: "America would be better off if its elites could act responsibly without being terrified. If CEOs remembered that citizens are a kind of shareholder, too. If economists tried to model the future before it arrives in their rearview mirror. If politicians chose their constituents' jobs over their own. None of this requires revolution. It requires everyone to do the jobs they already have, just better."
 
 Josh Tyrangiel's "What's the Worst That Could Happen?" has published at TheAtlantic.com. Please reach out with any questions or requests.
 
 Press contacts:
 Anna Bross and Paul Jackson | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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Howard Lutnick's Epstein Story Doesn't Make Any Sense

The commerce secretary has no answer for his misleading statements about his dealings with the sex offender.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 11 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.

"I have nothing to hide. Absolutely nothing," Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick told a Senate committee yesterday. Perhaps that's true--but given his recent history, don't bet on it.

During a podcast interview this past fall, Lutnick talked about an unsettling encounter he and his wife had with the late sex offender Jeffrey Epstein, who used to be his next-door neighbor, in 2005. After Epstein offered them a house tour and showed them his infamous massage table, Lutnick recalled, he was creeped out and left. "My wife and I decided that I will never be in the room with that disgusting person ever again," he said. "So I was never in the room with him socially, for business, or even philanthropy."

Only that wasn't true at all. Documents in the Epstein files released by the Justice Department show repeated, if more cordial than chummy, conversation between the two men, as well as some shared business dealings. That's okay, you might think--they never hung out socially again. Right? He seemed to confirm that, recently telling The New York Times, "I spent zero time with him."

Well, about that: Yesterday, testifying before Congress, Lutnick reiterated, "I barely had anything to do with that person." Then he admitted to having visited Epstein's private island in 2012.

"I did have lunch with him, as I was on a boat going across on a family vacation," Lutnick said. "My wife was with me, as were my four children and nannies. I had another couple; they were there as well, with their children. And we had lunch on the island. That is true. For an hour. And we left with all of my children, with my nannies, with my wife."

Lutnick seems understandably eager to show that he was not involved in sexual misconduct, and as Senator Chris Van Hollen noted, there is no evidence that he was. But he has no answer for his misleading statements about his dealings with Epstein, and his previous lies make it harder to believe him now. So much for having nothing to hide.

The Trump administration has always been tied to the Epstein scandal--the president himself was once a close friend of Epstein's--but these new details drag his allies still further into the spotlight. Even before his testimony, Lutnick was facing calls to resign from Democrats as well as from renegade Republican Representative Thomas Massie of Kentucky. The secretary, whose penchant for putting his foot in his mouth was already well established, seems to have held on to his job this long only because he is personally friendly with Donald Trump and because the president refuses to give his political adversaries satisfaction by firing anyone. (This stands in contrast to many other organizations and institutions that have been eager to create distance from Epstein by separating themselves from individuals who were connected to him.)

But Lutnick isn't the only top Trump aide to come up in the new tranche of documents. Navy Secretary John Phelan, a reported billionaire Trump donor who was appointed despite lacking any military or naval experience, was listed as a passenger on flights between London and New York on Epstein's private plane in 2006. (The flights took place before Epstein was first indicted later that year; Phelan has not been accused of any wrongdoing and has not commented on the revelations.)

One reason the Epstein files have created such a stir is that they have revealed the elaborate social and financial ties among so many people in positions of power. It's not that most or even many of the big names who appear in them were pedophiles or sexual predators, but rather that their dealings with him demonstrate that there's a wealthy, powerful, globe-trotting club, and the rest of us ain't in it. Lutnick inadvertently reinforced this image with his mentions of his "nannies," plural. These glaring markers of privilege are what Senator Jon Ossoff, a Georgia Democrat, was talking about this past weekend when he called the Trump administration "a government of, by, and for the ultrarich. It is the wealthiest Cabinet ever. This is the Epstein class ruling our country."

The defense that people connected to Epstein--from the billionaire financier Lutnick to the leftist intellectual Noam Chomsky and his wife--have offered is that they didn't grasp Epstein's abuses when they socialized with him and were appalled once they did. One problem is that this is sometimes demonstrably false: Lutnick visited the island four years after Epstein's conviction for sex crimes, and emails show Chomsky offering Epstein public-relations advice after accusations became public.

Another problem is that many of them should have known. You don't have to take my word for it. Take Trump's. In 2019, he declared his surprise at the Epstein allegations: "No, I had no idea. I had no idea." But the Palm Beach police chief at the time recalled that Trump commended him in July 2006, when charges first became public. "Thank goodness you're stopping him; everyone has known he's been doing this," Trump said, as reported by Julie K. Brown of the Miami Herald.

(Trump may have had his suspicions for some time. In 2002, he told New York that Epstein is "a lot of fun to be with. It is even said that he likes beautiful women as much as I do, and many of them are on the younger side.")

The Epstein revelations are starting to sink in for members of Congress. "Well, initially, my reaction to all this was, 'I don't care. I don't know what the big deal is.' But now I see what the big deal is, and it was worth investigating," Senator Cynthia Lummis, a Wyoming Republican, told NewsNation. (One reason Lummis may be willing to say so is that she is retiring, which insulates her from Trump's wrath.)

These revelations about Trump's close allies could affect the GOP's electoral chances if enough voters become aware of them, but at the same time that members of the Trump administration are popping up in the newly released files, coverage in conservative media outlets has dropped significantly, CNN's Aaron Blake reports. The result is that Democratic voters, who already dislike and distrust the president, are hearing a great deal about Epstein, but Republican ones, who might be swayed, are not. When MAGA pundits such as Dan Bongino talked about a media cover-up of the Epstein scandal, they were onto something--they were just wrong about the media outlets in question.

Related:

	The president's most annoying buddy
 	America will be reading the Epstein files for decades.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Mark Leibovich: The Democrats aren't built for this.
 	Scientists figured out the problem with Johnson & Johnson's COVID vaccine.
 	What is Kari Lake trying to achieve?
 	Five basic truths about America's most polarizing policy debate




Today's News

	Attorney General Pam Bondi testified before Congress amid questioning over the Justice Department's release of files related to Jeffrey Epstein that revealed sensitive victim information; Bondi defended the department's actions.
 	Federal officials offered conflicting explanations for an overnight closure of airspace over El Paso, Texas, that briefly grounded flights before it ended early today. The Federal Aviation Administration initially cited "special security reasons" when it ordered what was originally supposed to be a 10-day halt; a U.S. official confirmed to Fox News that the stoppage was prompted because the U.S. military had shot down a party balloon that it had suspected was a cartel drone.
 	The House is set to vote to overturn President Trump's tariffs on Canada after several Republicans broke with party leaders to allow Democrats to advance the measure.




Evening Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



AI Is Getting Scary Good at Making Predictions

By Ross Andersen

To live in time is to wonder what will happen next. In every human society, there are people who obsess over the world's patterns to predict the future. In antiquity, they told kings which stars would appear at nightfall. Today they build the quantitative models that nudge governments into opening spigots of capital. They pick winners on Wall Street. They estimate the likelihood of earthquakes for insurance companies. They tell commodities traders at hedge funds about the next month's weather.
 For years, some elite forecasters have been competing against one another in tournaments where they answer questions about events that will happen--or not--in the coming months or years. The questions span diverse subject matter because they're meant to measure general forecasting ability, not narrow expertise. Players may be asked whether a coup will occur in an unstable country, or to project the future deforestation rate in some part of the Amazon. They may be asked how many songs from a forthcoming Taylor Swift album will top the streaming charts. The forecaster who makes the most accurate predictions, as early as possible, can earn a cash prize and, perhaps more important, the esteem of the world's most talented seers.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Michael Powell on what Mamdani doesn't know about tenants
 	The David Frum Show: How Trump could break the 2026 elections
 	People who don't understand downtowns are destroying downtowns.
 	Matteo Wong: I went to the March for Billionaires.
 	The grim paradox of the Nancy Guthrie case
 	Hussein Ibish: Trump's Gaza plans are profoundly unserious.




Culture Break


Alex Goodlett / The New York Times / Redux



Explore. The Sundance Film Festival, which once helped turn small movies into blockbusters, is losing its Hollywood pull, Shirley Li writes.

Reflect. Spencer Kornhaber on what happened to the great American protest concert.

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: Where Does the Other 0.01 Percent Live?

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 11 Feb 2026




Updated with new questions at 3:45 p.m. ET on February 11, 2026.

You won't find this in Cortina d'Ampezzo over the next few weeks, but for several decades of the Olympics' history, the contest awarded medals not just for sport but for art too.

In the Summer Games from 1912 to 1948, musicians, painters, and plenty of other aesthetes went brain-to-brain in events such as lyric poetry and chamber music. "Town planning" was even contested one year under the umbrella of the architecture competition.

Lest you think the arts' inclusion odd--one wonders what muscles need stretching before going for gold in watercolor--the submissions had to be at least about sports.

The Olympic committee ought to bring these events back. Well, maybe not town planning--but add trivia to the mix instead. Organizers can throw in a few sports questions for good measure, but with trivia, if you're not working up a sweat thinking, you're not doing it right.

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

Wednesday, February 11, 2026

	Years before founding a humanitarian organization, what battlefield nurse helped establish a cemetery for soldiers who died at the Confederate prison camp in Andersonville, Georgia?
 -- From Drew Gilpin Faust's analysis of a new book on the Civil War's atrocious prisons
 	The United States' 924 richest people would feel right at home living in the luxe three-block length of San Francisco known by what nickname shared with a similar stretch of New York's 57th Street?
 -- From Matteo Wong's dispatch from a topsy-turvy protest defending the ultrawealthy 
 	The inverted-pyramid shape of Dallas City Hall was designed by what Chinese American architect more famous for a right-side-up pyramid in Paris?
 -- From Henry Grabar's article on the atrophying of Dallas's city center




And by the way, did you know that the Andersonville prison popularized the word deadline? Before it came to mean "due date," the word had a gory, literal meaning: Prisoners at Andersonville and camps like it who crossed a certain boundary marked on the ground--the deadline--would be shot without warning. As dispatches emerged from Andersonville toward the end of the Civil War, understanding of (and horror at) the term quickly spread.

By the 1920s, newspapers had taken up the "do not cross" meaning to describe the time by which they had to finalize their next edition, and the rest of the world took the papers' lead.

Until tomorrow.



Answers:

	Clara Barton. From the book, Faust pulls out the detail that three times as many Union soldiers died at Andersonville as at the Battle of Gettysburg; nearly 13,000 men, Faust writes, are buried in the cemetery set up by Barton, who went on to found the American Red Cross. Faust traces how the prison camps' cruelty led to the creation of international humanitarian law. Read more.
 	Billionaires' Row. This was the starting point of a recent protest demanding better treatment for billionaires, writes Matteo, who spent considerable effort making sure the whole thing wasn't a hoax. Sincere demonstrators showed up, he writes, but by the end of their march, their chanting had practically converged with the slogans shouted by those mocking them. Read more.
 	I. M. Pei. Whereas the Louvre's glass pyramid is in no danger of disappearing, Dallas leaders have said that Pei's pioneering City Hall "is in such bad shape that the city might be better off tearing it down," Henry reports. He writes that it is a textbook example of a downtown being destroyed by people who don't understand downtowns. 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 10, 2026

	The inaugural Golden Globe for Best Podcast was awarded last month to Good Hang, hosted by what comedian (and four-time Golden Globes emcee)?
 -- From David Sims's review of the first episodes of Pete Davidson's new podcast
 	At the opening ceremony of this year's Winter Olympics, the musician Giovanni Andrea Zanon played a 300-year-old violin built by what master famed for his long-lasting string instruments?
 -- From Ellen Cushing's article on the retro feel of the Olympic kickoff
 	In the capital city Ashgabat, a 40-foot-tall golden statue honors Saparmurat Niyazov, former president of what country?
 -- From Gal Beckerman's essay on President Trump's monuments to himself




And by the way, did you know that--well, where to begin with Ashgabat? The massive statue of Niyazov is, like, the ninth thing you notice about the city.

All the marble hits visitors first. The capital has nearly 550 buildings clad in white marble, the highest concentration anywhere in the world. Combine that with the desert setting and the wide avenues that international visitors report as spotless and eerily empty, and you get an otherworldly effect.

Hoping to get around the ghostly city? Enjoy your ride in a white car; darkly colored cars are outlawed. You can head to the airport modeled on a flying white falcon, or to the world's largest enclosed Ferris wheel, made of white steel. There is also the massive (white) Palace of Happiness, which can accommodate seven weddings at once. And in case you were wondering, brides in the country typically wear--got you here!--red.



Answers:

	Amy Poehler. To begin with, David isn't really sure that Davidson's new project is a "podcast": You can watch it only on video and, then, only on Netflix. But if we're judging it as a podcast, then we should judge it a failure, David says--too slack, too slouch. Celebrities hanging out does not always a hit podcast make. Read more.
 	Antonio Stradivari. His instruments--each of which is known as a Stradivarius--are a core part of Italy's heritage, which skews very, very old; Ellen writes that Italy is "a country whose best-known cultural influences lived during the Renaissance." But she imagines that's not the sole reason this Games' opening show was so focused on the past. Read more.
 	Turkmenistan. If the size of the statue that Niyazov built doesn't telegraph his opinion of himself, consider that it used to rotate 360 degrees every day so that it always faced the sun. Likewise, Gal writes, Trump's instinct to monumentalize himself is clarifying--and alienating--for anybody watching. Read more.




Monday, February 9, 2026

	What is the name--all too familiar to athletes--of the knee ligament between the femur and tibia that acts as a stabilizer for pivoting motions?
 -- From Sally Jenkins's essay on Lindsey Vonn's Olympic spill on the ski slopes
 	The tradition of crotch-related controversies at the Super Bowl halftime show can be traced to the 2007 performance by what artist (or "the artist formerly known as" what)?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's article on Bad Bunny's buoyant performance
 	Despite its name, what beverage actually contains only 3.25 percent fat, rather than the full 4 percent or more that naturally occurs?
 -- From Sarah Zhang's article on what happens to all that extra fat




And by the way, did you know that humans have a bone that does not connect to any other? We think of the skeleton as pretty contiguous, but in the middle of the neck, the hyoid bone, which supports the base of the tongue, is articulated only distantly to the rest of the skeleton by muscles and ligaments. It is, as scientists call it, a "floating bone."

Because it's not readily attachable, the hyoid is often left off of model skeletons. High-end ones hang it with string or wire.

You know how to select a good avocado (squeeze) or watermelon (slap); now, next time you're skeleton shopping, you'll be able to pick a winner.



Answers:

	ACL. Vonn, the American favorite in this Olympics' downhill-skiing competition, tore her left ACL just more than a week before competing. But, as Sally writes, the 41-year-old who had spent decades pushing her body to the limit was never going to bow out rather than risk further injury. Read more.
 	Prince. Spencer writes that the sight of (and scattered pearl clutching over) Bad Bunny's crotch grabs is actually refreshing--that amid the suffocating "fascism discourse" elsewhere, some sexy gyrating feels "subtly throwback-y and weirdly wholesome." Read more.
 	Whole milk. As Sarah reports, the milk that cows produce hovered for decades around 3.65 percent fat by weight, but selective breeding in recent years has pushed it as high as 4.24 percent. This has led to a great butterfat glut; cheese makers find the milk too rich to work with, and dairy farmers selling whole milk at 3.25 percent fat have to figure out where to put all the excess. Read more.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/02/daily-trivia-questions-answers-week-17/685936/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



What the Crypto Crash Reveals About Trump's Power

The president's support was never a guarantee of the market's stability.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 11 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.

During the summer of his 2024 presidential campaign, Donald Trump made a vow to the cryptocurrency industry: Elect him, and the United States would become the "crypto capital of the planet." That winter, after crypto-industry donations helped secure Trump's place in the White House, digital assets began appreciating rapidly--and the president-elect was glad to take the credit. When bitcoin crossed the $100,000 mark, he simply posted, "YOU'RE WELCOME!!!"

For a sense of just how much money has evaporated from the crypto industry since then, look to bitcoin. On October 6, the price of a single bitcoin climbed to an all-time high north of $126,000; today, its value is closer to $69,000. The global market capitalization of all coins has shed more than $2 trillion in that time, and fewer and fewer traders are dabbling in meme coins and derivatives. Following a relatively fruitful 2025, crypto-venture-capital deals have fallen off a cliff over the past few months. Commentators have now started to wonder whether the president, who has spent the past two years positioning himself as the industry's protector and hype man, might initiate a crypto bailout.

But wasn't Trump's election already a kind of bailout? His explicit promise on the campaign trail was that America would lead the way, but his implicit promise was that prices would go up. Since taking office, Trump has established himself as the face of crypto through his flagrant promotional tactics (remember those limited-edition bitcoin-orange sneakers?), his sweeping deregulation efforts, and, of course, his family's investments in digital assets. The Trumps have now made hundreds of millions of dollars from cryptocurrencies, according to recent estimates. Despite these links, crypto's fate isn't solely tied to the Trumps. There's no single cause for the current downturn, but it demonstrates that a president's intervention--even intervention as consistent as Trump's--can only do so much to keep cryptocurrencies afloat.

Throughout its 17 years, bitcoin has been defined by cycles--booms and busts that are sometimes explicable and sometimes not. This volatility is part of why the president himself once thought of bitcoin as a "scam." It is driven both by an inbuilt technical feature called "halving" (which I will stop myself from explaining but is worth digging into if you're so inclined) and by the natural waxing and waning of global attention. The year 2021 gave us a historic bubble, fueled in part by venture-capital funding and NFTs. The bubble popped in 2022 thanks to the unraveling of two crypto kingpins, Do Kwon and Sam Bankman-Fried, and the ensuing regulatory crackdown. After that came a deep freeze of investment activity, a so-called crypto winter, and a slow but steady recovery. Trump's 2024 "crypto capital" remark arrived as the sector was starting to wake from hibernation. Morale was, if not quite as low as it is right now, nowhere near where it had been a few years prior. The crypto optimism of Trump's election probably helped boost prices, but it was not a guaranteed buffer against all future instability.

The president's public support of the industry is inextricable from his family's personal investments. The Trumps' empire encompasses the crypto firms World Liberty Financial and American Bitcoin, as well as the crypto-adjacent Trump Media & Technology Group, which at one point held about $2 billion worth of bitcoin. There are also the meme coins $TRUMP and $MELANIA, the first of which made the president a crypto billionaire just before his inauguration and has since lost about 95 percent of its value.

The administration has also made life easier for crypto more broadly, championing industry-backed regulations such as the GENIUS Act, a new framework for stablecoins that was signed into law this past summer. It has also, separately, dropped Joe Biden-era investigations into major firms. The White House is now packed with crypto devotees, including the venture capitalist David Sacks, who now serves as special adviser for AI and crypto, and Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick, who has dubbed Trump the "crypto president." Together, this team has worked to establish a crypto-forward White House, most notably by creating a "strategic bitcoin reserve."

These moves probably accelerated the real gains that crypto was making throughout the majority of 2025. But those gains weren't entirely attributable to Trump, either. Over the past few years, cryptocurrencies have cropped up in BlackRock's exchange-traded funds and in mainstream brokerage apps. A side effect of crypto's integration with existing financial institutions is that bitcoin has started to trade like an ordinary tech stock: Bitcoin's rise last year coincided with the broader momentum of the tech industry. The fact that it's now crashing doesn't necessarily suggest a complete decoupling (parts of tech, particularly software stocks, are getting crushed right now), but the downtrend is a reminder that crypto is governed by more than just Silicon Valley earnings calls. Plus, the industry is still more international than Trump might like it to be; prices are determined by traders all over the world.

A crypto-friendly White House was never going to be a panacea, but the scale of the recent crash is remarkable. The global crypto market capitalization--that is, the approximate value of all of its tokens--has entirely erased the gains it made since Trump's inauguration, despite this supposed regulatory golden age. If Democrats return to power in 2028, they aren't likely to share this administration's permissive attitude. And those commentators musing about whether Trump would bail out crypto are likely to be disappointed. When asked in a congressional hearing last week whether the administration would direct private banks to purchase more bitcoin, Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent insisted that the government has no authority to do so.

Bitcoin was once envisioned as an alternative to a corrupt system--something entirely independent from governments and big banks. In 2026, the most powerful politicians and financiers in the world have gone all-in. An asset that was once anti-system has now effectively become the system. There's no question that this has benefited crypto in some ways. (For one, institutional adoption has made it more resilient; crypto is not beyond recovery, and it will probably bounce back.) But because no one actor has unilateral control over the sector's future, the prices of these coins remain as fickle as ever.

Trump has long embraced the notion that he has the power to solve even the most intractable problems. He famously told voters in 2016 that the system is broken and that "I alone can fix it." But volatility is inherent to crypto; not even the "crypto president" can fix that.

Related:

	Crypto's core values are running headfirst into reality. (From 2022)
 	Trump's crypto dealings now have the perfect cover.




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	March cover story: America isn't ready for what AI will do to jobs.
 	The one tiny problem with Trump's affordability agenda
 	Jonathan Chait: Please, not another Kennedy.
 	A foreign policy worse than regime change, by John R. Bolton




Today's News

	Top Trump-administration immigration officials testified before the House Homeland Security Committee in a hearing following the fatal shootings of Renee Good and Alex Pretti by immigration agents in Minneapolis.
 	Newly released documents show that President Trump told Palm Beach, Florida, police in the mid-2000s, shortly after the Jeffrey Epstein investigation became public, that "everyone has known" about Epstein's actions.
 	An immigration judge ruled that the Trump administration has no legal basis to deport Rumeysa Ozturk, a Turkish graduate student at Tufts University who was detained last year after co-authoring a pro-Palestinian op-ed in the campus newspaper. The judge terminated further removal proceedings against her, though the government may appeal.






Evening Read


Illustration by Jan Robert Dunnweller. Source: Picturelake / Getty.



The Poet Laureate of Madness

By James Parker

The appointment of a new medicine man is a dicey moment in the life of a tribe. Get it wrong, pick the wrong guy, and your deepest spiritual diseases will go not only untreated but undetected. Get it right, and there's at least a chance of an accurate diagnosis. The Victorians, rather surprisingly, got it right. In fact, for all their pomposity and stolidity and leadenness of soul, and for all their windbag religiosity, they nailed it. They chose as their national poet a vagrant and depressed semi-atheist from a family of lunatics. They chose Alfred, Lord Tennyson.
 Tennyson was already famous, largely on the strength of his blockbuster elegy, In Memoriam, when Queen Victoria made him her poet laureate in 1850. But it is with the haunted and chaotic pre-fame poet--the shaggy, craggy, germinal genius wandering in his cloud of tobacco smoke and melancholy, poring over his books about physics and chemistry--that Richard Holmes's The Boundless Deep is chiefly concerned. Subtitled Young Tennyson, Science, and the Crisis of Belief, it tracks this character's metabolic absorption of the most disturbing, displacing ideas that contemporary science had to offer; their effect on his personality; and their manifestation in his poetry.


Read the full article.





More From The Atlantic

	The Christian influencers protecting their peace
 	The new laser that can take down aircraft
 	What Spielberg, Lucas, and Coppola got right
 	Can Instagram ruin your life? The jury will decide.
 	Pete Hegseth's attack on Harvard




Culture Break


Warner Bros. / Everett Collection



Watch. A new adaptation of Emily Bronte's novel, Wuthering Heights, captures the story's grotesque beauty, David Sims writes.

Read. If anyone could write good fiction about America's immigration debate, it would probably be Lionel Shriver--instead, her latest novel goes off the rails, Adelle Waldman argues.

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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When the Two Sides of the Culture War Meet

Turning Point USA's halftime show had some surprising overlap with the performance it was meant to protest.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 09 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.

Last night, during Super Bowl halftime, I watched a mustachioed entertainer put on a show that celebrated working-class values, the pleasures of a good party, and the virtues of marriage, with a side serving of grievance against elites. This wasn't Bad Bunny's performance--it was the alternative performance put on by Turning Point USA, led by Kid Rock. Despite the best efforts of the organizers to stoke controversy, I couldn't help but notice how much overlap there was between its message and the one the Puerto Rican superstar delivered in Santa Clara.

As my colleague Spencer Kornhaber writes, Bad Bunny's show was unifying rather than divisive, but it did have a political message: that working hard, playing hard, and loving America aren't values that belong to any political group or linguistic heritage. Although Turning Point's show was intended to offer a radical contrast, the many thematic convergences only strengthened that argument.

Above all, the Turning Point show was boring and dour. It kicked off with a distorted-electric-guitar rendition of "The Star-Spangled Banner," a Jimi Hendrix pastiche shorn of all the irony and pathos of the famous version at Woodstock. Brantley Gilbert played "Real American," a bland piece of nu-metal/country patriotic kitsch, and "Dirt Road Anthem," a paean to drunk driving. Gabby Barrett, a former American Idol third-place winner, sang a kiss-off to a cheater and then a love song to "one of the good ones."

More overtly political, at least in theory, was Lee Brice's "Drinking Class." "I'm a member of a blue-collar crowd / They can never, no, they can't keep us down," he sang. "Monday through Friday, man, we bust our backs." This is a common sentiment in contemporary country music, but it is not, despite what Brice might believe, unique to white conservatives. The New York Times wrote that Bad Bunny "was summoning a Latin heritage across generations, one that recognized hard work--cane-cutting, electric-grid repairs--alongside the good times workers sweated to earn."

These kinds of echoes were all over the two shows. Kid Rock extolled marriage, singing, "You can always put a diamond on her hand / 'til you can't," and Charlie Kirk, the assassinated founder of Turning Point, was heard encouraging marriage in an old audio clip; Bad Bunny hosted an actual wedding during his performance. Both shows used "real" instruments as signifiers of authenticity--workmanlike performances on guitars and drum kits for the Turning Point set (except from Kid Rock, who appeared to be lip-synching his 1999 hit "Bawitdaba"); a brass salsa band and the characteristic Puerto Rican cuatro during Bad Bunny's.

"We fly that red, white, blue, high, waving all across the land," Gilbert sang. Bad Bunny flew that red, white, and blue too, along with flags from Puerto Rico and other countries in North and South America, declaring, "God bless America." The fact that the patriotism he displayed was more complicated and nuanced that Gilbert's does not make it any less genuine. Bad Bunny even danced on top of a pickup truck, a visual that would have worked perfectly for any of the Turning Point performers if they hadn't been playing on a darkened, austere soundstage.

Each show also had its complaints about mistreatment by elites, but not all grievances are equally legitimate. During "El Apagon," Bad Bunny performed atop imitation power poles topped with sparking transformers--a symbol of Puerto Rico's fragile power grid, and of the political corruption and imperial neglect that let it get that way. But whereas the Jumbotron behind Bad Bunny at Levi's Stadium declared The only thing more powerful than hate is love, Brice delivered swipes at liberals and trans people in a new song called "Country Nowadays," which nevertheless complained that "because I have my morals and my small-town point of view / You assume that you don't like me means that I don't like you too." Could that be because of your lyrics?

This unearned sense of grievance is what animated the backlash to Bad Bunny's performance and inspired Turning Point's alternative show. Right-wing pundits charged that Bad Bunny's message would be divisive (it wasn't) or that he was an immigrant (he's not). President Trump ranted about the show on Truth Social, writing that it was "absolutely terrible, one of the worst, EVER! It makes no sense, is an affront to the Greatness of America," adding that "Nobody understands a word this guy is saying, and the dancing is disgusting." Laura Loomer was more straightforward in her condemnation: "This isn't White enough for me," she posted on X.

If the people participating in the Bad Bunny backlash slowed down and looked a little closer, they might find that they actually have a great many values in common with him. (Well, maybe not Loomer. Some Bad Bunny critics are just bigoted.) This might provide the grounds for just the sort of understanding and reconciliation that Brice claims to want. Other Americans will notice, however, how familiar and relatable Bad Bunny's ethos was, even if they couldn't understand his Spanish-language lyrics.

Almost as important as the message of Bad Bunny's show was the exuberance with which he conveyed it: Living these American values could be joyful, he suggested. It was, as Spencer wrote, a performance "rooted in the good old-fashioned pleasure principle." Meanwhile, the Turning Point musicians sang about having a good time, but they didn't appear to be having a good time. If right-wing leaders wonder why MAGA has struggled to overtake the country's cultural establishment, they might start with the very different ways the two shows framed shared values.

Related:

	Trump's golden age of culture seems pretty sad so far.
 	How Bad Bunny did it
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Finally, a Halftime Show That Represents Real America!

Isn't Bad Bunny an American artist? Don't millions of people love his music? At the Turning Point USA alternative show, we forget about all that.

by Alexandra Petri

Mon, 09 Feb 2026




Hurry, hurry, hurry! Everybody, to the bunker! It is halftime at the Super Bowl, and what is happening on the field is un-American in a way I won't specify!

Isn't Bad Bunny an American artist? Don't millions of people love his music? Didn't he just win the Album of the Year Grammy? No time, no time! We must get into the bunker quickly for the All-American halftime!

But, Father--

No! Hush and eat your coal!

Is the president going to watch with us? What kind of a question is that! Imagine the president not watching the Turning Point USA All-American Halftime Show, streaming live on the Turning Point channel on YouTube (but not X.com, due to last-minute technical difficulties) on or around 8 p.m. ET, during the Super Bowl. If there's one thing we know about President Donald J. Trump, it's that what's good enough for his devoted fans is exactly what he likes best himself, and he absolutely will not just tune in to the Super Bowl and watch the actual halftime show. Don't worry--he is right there with us, fiddling with YouTube as we are!

Shh! Here comes Secretary of War Pete Hegseth, with a special welcome message about "this halftime show that the War Department is proud to support!" Hey, Pete threw a football! God, he's cool. Cool isn't being comfortable in your own skin. Cool is making your whole family watch ... a guy in a backward baseball cap, red sneakers, and skinny jeans play the national anthem on the electric guitar in what appears to be a sealed bunker.

Heck yeah! Now we're talking! One thing I always think about the Super Bowl halftime show is, This could be indoors. And this is the most indoors anyone has ever looked. Is this live from the mines of Moria? Is this the president's new, extra-secure vault under the East Wing? Either way, you can tell it's cool because, again, the cap is backward.

What do you mean Bad Bunny just fell through a roof, there was a wedding, and Pedro Pascal is there? Who cares? In the bunker, Lee Brice, the singer of the 2014 hit(?) "The Drinking Class," is debuting a special new song with lyrics about how hard it is to be country in this country nowadays!

What is America nowadays? Let the lyrics from this wondrous patriot extravaganza (not to be confused with the Super Bowl itself, a Patriot blowout) explain it to you! "Old Glory's on a can. / And everything's made in the U.S.A. / Hand on your heart when the song gets played." What do Americans want? "To catch my fish, drive my truck, drink my beer / and not wake up to all this stuff I don't want to hear." America is a man who cheated on you getting cheated on himself! Whereas a good American man is "a phone call to his parents. He's a Bible by the bed." America is an ill-advised rap breakdown: "I sit back and think about them good ol' days. The way we were raised and our southern ways." That's my country!

Yes, I know. I know Bad Bunny is a U.S. citizen. You know what I'm trying to say. He's Puerto Rican. Yes, I know Puerto Rico is part of America. But. You know. You know what I'm saying. A real American artist would speak English. Or at the very least, recently translated German. Like the DHS X account.

This isn't a dog whistle. That's my smoke alarm. I'm burning the nachos! No, Nachos are all-American. Yeah, I'm pretty sure. Well, the way I make them, they are. Have some salsa. Yes, it's mild.

It's nice to be here, watching this all-American halftime show, with all the real Americans. You know we outnumber the people watching the other show? Yeah. Five million to 135 million. (It helps if we don't count all of them as people.)

Come down, come down, where it's nice and dark and safe, and hear Kid Rock perform not once, but twice! Don't worry: This concludes with a memorial of Charlie Kirk, so if anyone criticizes it online, that person will be removed from their position, drawn, and quartered!

So. For, confusingly, even more minutes than halftime lasts, please enjoy only what is safe to enjoy! No one will bang down your door for watching this! No agents of the state will yank you out of a stadium for bopping along to this! Play this as loud in your car as you'd like!

Now put your hands together for: Kid Rock, again and again! Forever! Singing "Bawitdaba"! Or, well, jumping around while it plays! Far more important that the performer not be, well, you know--you know--than that the performance be complete, outdoors, or live. Mr. Rock is jumping around the stage in shorts! He is wearing a hat! Did Bad Bunny wear a cool hat like Mr. Rock? Did Bad Bunny also frequently adjust the hat?

No, no, no, no, no! Do not answer that! Don't you dare Google it!

We must not see how the rest of the country is living. We must not allow ourselves to suspect that they are America too.
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Six Satisfying TV Shows You Can Watch in One Sitting

These miniseries tell a good story in a single season.

by Stephanie Bai

Sun, 08 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.

Not all TV shows need to run for years to tell their story right. For anybody looking to watch a one-and-done season, The Atlantic's writers and editors answer the question: What is your favorite miniseries?



The Night Of (streaming on HBO Max)

Americans can't seem to get enough of murder mysteries, and Hollywood can't seem to stop making them. But few, if any, can hold their own against The Night Of. 

The 2016 miniseries starts with--what else?--a murder. Nasir Khan, a scrawny Pakistani American college student living with his parents in Queens, sneaks out and drives his dad's taxi to a party in Manhattan. When he forgets to turn off the on duty light, a chatty woman named Andrea flags him down, and they end up back at her place for a night of drugs and sex. Nasir wakes up to find Andrea stabbed to death and has no memory of what happened. When forensic evidence puts Nasir at the scene, he's locked up and charged with murder. But did he really kill her?

The Night Of unravels the yarn with lurid details and lots of plot twists. The characters are well developed and unpredictable--perhaps none more so than John Stone, Nasir's gruff public-defense attorney. Played by John Turturro, he spends almost as much time trying to free Nasir from prison as he does kvetching about his eczema. But the real genius of The Night Of is how it inverts the whodunit: The question of who killed Andrea is secondary to the devastating toll the murder leaves on everyone else.

-- Saahil Desai, senior editor

***

Unorthodox (streaming on Netflix)

Unorthodox premiered in March 2020: kind of the perfect time for a show about breaking out of confinement. Based on a memoir of the same name, it begins with an escape. Esty Shapiro, a 19-year-old woman from a Hasidic Jewish sect in Brooklyn, pockets a secret wad of cash, picks up a passport, and hops on a plane to Berlin, all set to the tense soundtrack of a thriller. Through flashbacks, we see how she's come to feel stifled in her old life--by an arranged marriage in which she has little power, by the constant surveillance from her neighbors, by the hard limits set on her future. And we're with her as she explores the world anew: putting on lipstick in a club bathroom, letting her wig float off in the ocean, falling in love.

The series doesn't vilify ultra-Orthodox Judaism; it makes a point to humanize those Esty left behind (especially the two people, including her husband, who try to track her down in Germany). Unorthodox is compelling, in fact, because it captures a near-universal tension--between the deep roots of community and the dream of a different life, even if it demands risk and sacrifice and hurting the ones you love. Esty's choice is never presented as an easy one. But deep in pandemic isolation, I loved watching her pursue freedom.

-- Faith Hill, staff writer

***

The English Game (streaming on Netflix)

Sports fans and Downton Abbey connoisseurs may sound like an unusual pairing, but this six-part series about an underdog British team is sure to satisfy both. The English Game (developed by Downton's creator, Julian Fellowes) is a charming yet provocative look at the origins of soccer--or, more aptly, football--in 19th-century England.

The show reveals the dramatics of the posh upper-class (back then, football was a sport for the wealthy) and follows how a working-class team makes its way to the Football Association finals, only to come up against an aristocratic club that has long held the champion title. It's a story about social hierarchies, tradition, and how one game can reflect the values of a changing era.

-- Grace Buono, assistant editor

***

Normal People (streaming on Hulu)

Plenty of people enjoy Normal People, a 12-episode romantic drama, for the will-they-won't-they of it all. Bookish, awkward Marianne falls in love with the much more popular Connell at school in small-town Ireland. She doesn't know how to behave around him, and he's a little embarrassed to be seen with her. When they both end up at university in Dublin, their roles reverse: Marianne runs with the cool, intellectual crowd, while Connell struggles to fit in.

But I love the show because it makes me feel a little sad. As with every project associated with Sally Rooney, whose 2018 novel the show is based on, Normal People is a moody tapestry of yearning and feelings left maddeningly unsaid. It isn't comforting, exactly, but it is comfortably melancholy, like a rainy day spent wrapped in a blanket.

In my favorite episode, several characters gather in Italy for a weekend getaway. The scene is idyllic, but the characters are suffering--from jealousy and longing and an overall failure to communicate. A dinner in the garden soon devolves into pretentious sniping and, ultimately, an altercation that leaves a wine glass and a relationship in ruins. Beautiful, devastating, delicious.

-- Elaine Godfrey, staff writer

***

The Perfect Couple (streaming on Netflix)

The show opens on the eve of Amelia's marriage into the uber-wealthy Winbury family at their Nantucket estate. But like all good soapy murders, a body--the maid of honor's--soon (literally) washes up, plunging the entire wedding party into delightful whodunit mayhem. Based on the Elin Hilderbrand book of the same name, the series has it all: drugs, sex, gilded voyeurism into the world of one-percenters, characters named Tag Winbury and Shooter Dival, and, of course, Nicole Kidman--offering the sort of performance (all moody vibes and subtle facial shadows) that made me love her in Big Little Lies and The Undoing.

But here is the series' true secret: It is a little campy, a little rollicking, utterly bingeable, and utterly ephemeral. Or, to put it another way, The Perfect Couple is a bit like cotton candy--delicious and then gone. It doesn't sit heavy or make you contemplate anything existential (even as I write this, I can barely remember who killed whom, or why). What has stayed with me, however, is the flash-mob dance scene during the opening credits, in which the entire cast--including Dakota Fanning, Kidman, and Liev Schreiber--struts and shakes on the sand in their Nantucket cocktail finest to Meghan Trainor's "Criminals." Now, months after I first watched the miniseries in a single sitting, I still smile whenever I catch those lyrics: "Anything that feels this good, well, it must be illegal."

-- Ashley Parker, staff writer

***

Death By Lightning (streaming on Netflix)

A recent miniseries, Death By Lightning, had me fixated on what was a bit of unfamiliar history. The four-episode show is about the 1881 assassination of President James Garfield (played by Michael Shannon) by a mentally ill con man, Charles Guiteau (Matthew Macfadyen). The sumptuous beards alone are worth the watch. This is ultimately a story about America and the kinds of dreamers the country produces: Garfield was an idealist, and Shannon portrays him with earnestness and purpose--a man devoted to his family but also to moral causes, including keeping Reconstruction from falling apart. Guiteau, in his way, is also depicted as a dreamer. A uniquely American character, he is always scheming, always planning to turn things around and sure that he will--up until a noose is placed around his neck (a diametrically worse fate, I should add, than what happened to Macfadyen's Succession character).

History doesn't always lend itself well to television, and these figures don't exactly have the name recognition of Abraham Lincoln and John Wilkes Booth. But the show is smartly paced and structured as a collision course between two protagonists and what they represent: a serious man who wants to fight corruption and speak to our better angels, and a chronic loser who nevertheless believes in his own value, if only the world would just recognize it.

-- Gal Beckerman, staff writer



Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	American milk has changed.
 	Russell Shaw: Let your kids fail.
 	You've never seen Super Bowl betting like this before.




The Week Ahead

	Wuthering Heights, an adaptation (starring Jacob Elordi and Margot Robbie) of the 1847 novel by Emily Bronte (in theaters Friday)
 	The Laws of Thought, a book by the cognitive scientist Tom Griffiths on the history and future of using mathematics to understand how humans formalize thought (out Tuesday)
 	Season 2 of Like Water for Chocolate, a six-episode conclusion to the adaptation of Laura Esquivel's novel about a forbidden romance during the Mexican Revolution (out Sunday on HBO Max)




Essay


OK McCausland for The Atlantic



The Man Who Broke Physics

By Sally Jenkins

One of the pleasures of watching Ilia Malinin, apart from his indifference to gravity, is to witness him becoming. Becoming a world champion, as opposed to a juvenile with a skate-park mentality and a face like a Disney prince. Becoming a master of quadruple jumps that no one else can land, rising with all the ease of a young Michael Jordan--before landing on a pair of butcher knives, on ice.
 Sometimes there are evolutionary leaps in sport, the arrival of athletes so physically dynamic, they widen the eyes with incredulity: the gymnast Simone Biles thundering in the air, the swimmer Michael Phelps coursing through the water with a wake like an attack boat's. Malinin is one of these. In December, while refining his routine for his first Olympic Games, in Milan, the 21-year-old figure skater landed seven quadruple jumps in competition, spinning like a weather vane in a windstorm. No other competitor landed more than four.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The father-daughter divide
 	The queen of mockumentaries
 	The unsettling rise of AI real-estate slop
 	Mike Vrabel is redefining NFL coaching.
 	What the Kennedy Center closure means for artists
 	The secrets of Indigenous art




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Trump is doubling down on all the wrong things.
 	The real reason ICE agents wear masks
 	Why Pete Hegseth delights in violence




Photo Album


Fractal Forest. The overall winner and the first-place winner of the Underwater category shows the inside of a cauliflower soft coral in Lembeh Strait, Indonesia. ((c) Ross Gudgeon / CUPOTY)



Take a look at these photos from the winners of the 2025 Close-Up Photographer of the Year.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

Play our daily crossword.

Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Payoff of Deep Contemplation

The practice may not be fun at first, but the end result is worth it.

by Isabel Fattal

Sat, 07 Feb 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.


When Michael Pollan traveled to a cave in New Mexico to try to understand consciousness, he learned what good meditation is really made of. "The recipe was simpler (and much less appetizing) than I would have imagined," he writes: "To transcend the self, force yourself to be alone with it long enough to get so bored and exhausted that you are happy to let it go."

As Pollan intuits, this practice isn't all that fun at first. But by the end, you get somewhere that makes it all worth it. Deep, existential thinking is a little like exercise, Arthur C. Brooks wrote in 2024: We might avoid contemplating big questions because of the short-term discomfort, but in doing so we ignore the bigger payoff. You can schedule deep thinking into your life in the same way you would a workout, Brooks argues: Take time out of the day to meditate and consider meaningful ideas, or go for a morning walk without your devices to spark contemplation. Today's newsletter explores these and other ways of turning deep thought into a habit.



On Thinking More Deeply

Three Ways to Become a Deeper Thinker

By Arthur C. Brooks

You don't have to become a Buddhist monk to realize the value of contemplating hard questions without clear answers. (From 2024)


Read the article.

How to Have a 'Don't-Know Mind'

By Michael Pollan

My quest to understand consciousness took me to a cave in New Mexico and then deep into the cosmos.


Read the article.



Don't Make Small Talk. Think Big Talk.

By Arthur C. Brooks

Discover the rewards of discussing deep things.


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	A philosopher gets fed up with profundity: There are better ways to communicate, Agnes Callard argued in 2023.
 	The age of de-skilling: Will AI stretch our minds--or stunt them?




Other Diversions

	The father-daughter divide
 	You've never seen Super Bowl betting like this before.
 	American milk has changed.




PS


Courtesy of Lisa C.K.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "Have you ever seen a sound wave in the shoreline? I delight every time,"  Lisa C.K. from Sarasota, Florida, writes.

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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Why Trump Is Picking Fights With Big U.S. Banks

He claimed that his accounts were closed for "political and social" reasons. The real explanation is likely much simpler.

by Will Gottsegen

Fri, 06 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.

For as long as the Trump family has been cashing in on crypto, Don Jr., Eric, and their affiliates have deployed a particular narrative about their reasons for investing in the industry. Back in 2024, before the launch of a crypto empire that has now reportedly added at least $867 million to the family fortune, Don Jr. said on his podcast that digital assets were "obviously very appealing to guys like me who have been debanked"--an umbrella term for being cut off from a financial institution--"because they don't check certain boxes."

That same narrative is behind the president's current legal assault on major banks. When Donald Trump returned to office last year, he started going after some of the businesses and individuals who he believed had wronged him in the past. On the list were universities, white-shoe law firms, and some of America's largest banks. In a recent $5 billion lawsuit against JPMorgan Chase and its CEO, Jamie Dimon, which follows a similar suit from last year against Capital One, Trump alleged that he had been debanked on unfair grounds. In court filings, he accused each firm of closing his accounts in 2021 due to "political and social motivations" and "unsubstantiated, 'woke' beliefs" that they needed to distance themselves "from President Trump and his conservative political views." (The JPMorgan suit, which the company said has "no merit," arrived a day after Dimon publicly criticized the president's proposal to cap credit-card interest rates; Capital One has also denied Trump's allegations and filed a motion to dismiss the case.)

The Trumps were indeed cut off from some financial services in 2021. But although they claim that it had to do with political bias and checking "certain boxes," there is likely a simpler explanation: the fact that, on January 6, the president fomented a riot at the Capitol and tried to overturn the results of a national election. In the weeks and months after the insurrection, Deutsche Bank and Signature Bank reportedly refused further dealings with Trump, and Capital One and JPMorgan closed many of his personal and business accounts. Part of the reason debanking has become such a flashpoint is that financial institutions aren't required to explain to their customers why they've been cut off. Despite much speculation at the time, only Signature publicly provided reasoning for its decision, citing the Capitol attack.

Debanking is a nebulous concept. It can include loan denials as well as account closures for financial or nonfinancial reasons, and it can encompass broad actions across multiple banks as well as a single action at one bank. It's not clear whether JPMorgan and Capital One actually discriminated against Trump on the basis of his political views. And even if they are found to have done so, the law is not clear on whether that's illegal.

The legal experts I spoke with said that Trump's argument is shaky. The Equal Credit Opportunity Act prevents discrimination against customers on the basis of race, color, religion, national origin, sex, marital status, and age--but, crucially, not political alignment. Beyond that, banks are mostly free to choose whom they do business with. And financial dealings with Trump were considered risky well before January 6, thanks to his history of business failures. In 2016, The New York Times reported that some bankers had captured the sentiment in a neat, two-word phrase: Donald risk.

That risk was only exacerbated by the events of January 6 and by Trump's impeachment soon after, when it became apparent that there would be some kind of reckoning for what had happened at the Capitol. Nicholas Anthony, a policy analyst at the Cato Institute, a libertarian think tank, told me that the riot was "very reasonable" grounds "for any institution to drop a client." The banks "were wary of the public seeing them doing business with Trump-related organizations," Graham Steele, a Stanford Law fellow who worked in the Treasury Department under Joe Biden, explained to me; they were also likely "worried that somehow the funds in their accounts would be found to have helped finance, frankly, an insurrection."

Even outside of these lawsuits, Trump has argued that conservatives are often targets for debanking. Last summer, he signed an executive order intended to protect customers who are debanked because of their political or religious beliefs. Although this may sound good on paper, he's focused on the wrong issue. A 2025 review from Reuters found that out of the thousands of complaints about closed bank accounts filed with the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau, fewer than 1 percent of them "include the terms 'politics,' 'religion,' 'conservative' or 'Christian.'"

But exclusion from the American banking system remains a real problem, particularly for low-income people and people of color. There are few broad studies on the debanking phenomenon as Trump seems to understand it--but there's plenty of data on the communities that have historically been excluded from the financial system. A 2023 report from the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation found that Black, Hispanic, and American Indian households were unbanked (meaning they have no checking or savings account) at much higher rates than white households, and that the share of households with no form of mainstream credit at all (credit cards, mortgages, car loans) was higher among lower-income and less-educated households.

"There are certain communities that have a legacy of having been redlined out of getting access to credit and financial services," Steele said. "That's the real debanking problem." Trump's lawsuits and executive order probably won't do much to chip away at that systemic issue. The president may say that he is protecting those who face discrimination, but his goals here are, as usual, extremely personal.

Related:

	Trump's crypto defenses aren't reassuring.
 	The Trump presidency's world-historical heist




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The fall of the house of Assad
 	The Obama meme on Trump's Truth Social was exactly what it looked like.
 	Peter Wehner: The evangelicals who see Trump's viciousness as a virtue




Today's News

	After widespread backlash, including condemnation from Republicans, President Trump deleted a racist video he'd reposted on his social-media account late yesterday depicting Barack and Michelle Obama as apes. The White House had initially dismissed criticism before the clip was removed.
 	Trump-administration officials pressured Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer to support renaming New York's Penn Station and Washington Dulles International Airport after Trump in exchange for releasing frozen federal funds for a major Hudson River rail tunnel, according to people familiar with the talks. Schumer, who has no direct oversight of either Penn or Dulles, rebuffed the request. The funding remains stalled.
 	Members of Congress will be able to review unredacted files in the Jeffrey Epstein case on Justice Department computers starting Monday, according to sources familiar with the matter.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Reading is a practice, not a chore, Boris Kachka writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



The Literary Ecosystem Is Dying

By Adam Kirsch

With this week's announcement of massive cuts at The Washington Post, the paper's Book World supplement earned a dismal distinction: It may be the only newspaper book-review section to have been killed twice. The first time was in 2009, when papers across the country were slashing books coverage in an attempt to stave off budgetary apocalypse. So when the Post relaunched Book World in 2022, readers and writers reacted with the same mixture of amazement and trepidation inspired by the dinosaurs at Jurassic Park. The rebirth of a dead species was wonderful to see, but how would it end?


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Nicholas Florko: Donald Trump wants to be America's pharmacist.
 	Autocracy in America: Democracy under occupation
 	Jonathan Chait: Democrats mess with winning in Texas.
 	Galaxy Brain: The manosphere breaks containment.
 	Arash Azizi: What Iran's dead loved and fought for
 	Autocracy in America: How autocrats meddle with elections




Culture Break


Paul Spella / The Atlantic. Sources: Shutterstock; Getty.



Explore. You've never seen Super Bowl betting like this before, Jacob Stern writes.

Read. In his new novel, Daniyal Mueenuddin attempts to bring together the stories of people whose lives rarely intersect in meaningful ways, Karan Mahajan writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Do You Know Your Super Bowl Bets?

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

by Drew Goins

Fri, 06 Feb 2026




Updated with new questions at 3:40 p.m. ET on February 6, 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.

Friday, February 6, 2026

	Common Super Bowl side bets include the results of the coin toss, the length of the national anthem, and the attributes of what liquid that traditionally makes a postgame appearance?
 -- From Jacob Stern's article on turbocharged sports gambling ahead of this year's Super Bowl
 	What virtuosic ballet dancer known by his fans as Misha famously defected from the Soviet Union while on tour in North America in 1974?
 -- From Sara Krolewski's essay on the new iron curtain that has descended in ballet
 	Syria gained its independence in 1946 from what country that had administered it and Lebanon under a League of Nations mandate since 1923?
 -- From Robert F. Worth's autopsy on the regime of Bashar al-Assad




And by the way, did you know that there is only one Super Bowl not known by Roman numerals? Even the first four championship games--not numbered at the time--were retroactively labeled I, II, III, and IV.

Yet in 2016, we got Super Bowl 50. If you know your Roman numerals, you will see why: No team should be forced to play for the big W in a game known as the big L.

Have a great weekend!



Answers:

	Gatorade. Predicting what color the winning coach gets drenched with is a Super Bowl classic, but the big game's betting this year will be at a different level entirely, Jacob writes, now that prediction markets and sportsbooks have penetrated deeper into American gambling habits than ever before. Read more.
 	Mikhail Baryshnikov. As Russo-American relations thawed over the decades after Baryshnikov's jete away from the U.S.S.R., artistic exchange between the East and West flourished, and ballet--and culture generally--was better for it, Sara writes. But Moscow's Bolshoi Ballet hasn't been to the United States since 2017; Sara wonders whether it will ever return to the West. Read more.
 	France. The chaotic postindependence years created the conditions in Syria for Hafez al-Assad to seize power and establish a dictatorship--a state of affairs that Worth says the ruler made "seem natural" with his shrewd instinct for image and politics. His son, Bashar, could not have been more different. 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, February 5, 2026

	What ancient symbol of a snake devouring its own tail symbolizes an eternally cyclical process?
 -- From Matteo Wong's article on Moltbook, the social-media site for AI bots
 	Airing long before Best in Show or The Office, what 1938 radio broadcast do many film scholars consider one of the earliest (if unintentional) mockumentaries?
 -- From Paula Mejia's essay on Catherine O'Hara's mastery of the genre
 	What musical ensemble established in 1798 and still playing today is known by the nickname "the President's Own"?
 -- From Lily Meyer's essay on all the ill effects of closing the Kennedy Center




And by the way, did you know that the video clips in the opening credits of The Office were filmed by John Krasinski--Jim Halpert on the series--who made a preshow pilgrimage to its setting of Scranton, Pennsylvania? He captured the footage with a camera stuck out of a sunroof as he drove around the city.

A tour de Scranton would look different today. There's now the Office museum exhibit, the Office-branded industrial tower, the Office mural, the other Office mural ...



Answers:

	Ouroboros. Matteo's essay is about Moltbook, where chatbots interact (at times indecipherably) with other chatbots, but he invokes the Ouroboros to describe the web writ large now--rife with "synthetic content responding to other synthetic content, bots posing as humans and, now, humans posing as bots." Read more.
 	The War of the Worlds. Orson Welles's description of a fictional alien invasion was mistaken for the genuine article by many of its listeners. The late Catherine O'Hara's portrayals of over-the-top mockumentary characters probably fooled fewer viewers, but, as Mejia writes, she still found something real and true in each eccentric. Read more.
 	The U.S. Marine Band. Alas, even "the President's Own" pulled out of a performance at the Kennedy Center amid the cancellations that resulted from President Trump's takeover. Now no one will perform there for two years; Lily traces the many effects that will ripple out from Trump's closure. Read more.




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).



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.




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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Reading Is a Practice, Not a Chore

Try an attitude shift that doesn't force you to choose between setting strict reading goals and giving up altogether.

by Boris Kachka

Fri, 06 Feb 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


At least one fundamental human trait persists in the smartphone era: People seem to love a challenge. The internet teems with viral competitions, gamified health apps, and "life-maxxing" exercises of many kinds. Even those who resist the lure of screens--by, for instance, reading books--are frequently doing so with a kind of competitive zeal. A University of Pennsylvania professor has built a strict, rules-based classroom cult around reading. And this week in The Atlantic, Walt Hunter, who teaches English at Case Western Reserve University, wrote about his own attempt to buck alarming literacy trends by asking his students to read entire books.

First, here are four stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	A Survivor contestant's empathetic reality-TV novel
 	"One of Our Own," a poem by Adam Harris
 	There is a word for what is happening in Minneapolis
 	How to portray a wildly unequal society


Hunter discovered that if you recalibrate a course to prioritize "developing a relationship" with authors and books (he eased up on writing assignments, for example), students will meet the challenge. After he swapped out short excerpts for full texts, his students "were reading everything, or most of it." They proved it by identifying obscure passages without notes (and, because he quizzed them in the classroom, there wasn't a chatbot within reach). Even more important, "they were experiencing life in a way that was not easy outside the class." They were putting effort and time into a mental activity that scrolling on their phone couldn't match.

This is a feel-mostly-good story, but how useful is Hunter's experiment for those of us who don't have anything except our own willpower standing between us and the algorithms? Such readers might find value in another Atlantic article this week, in which Bekah Waalkes recommends books that can be read between errands. Waalkes suggests an attitude shift that doesn't force you to choose between setting strict reading goals and giving up altogether. "All you need," she writes, "is a willingness to dedicate a few minutes a day, and maybe a few new habits."

Hunter also describes reading as a feat of adult self-motivation. "You are not word-maxxing or optimizing information for efficiency," he writes. "You are engaged in a singular practice, one with its own primary justification." I like the word "practice," because reading requires it, just like many other things grown-ups find fulfilling. We schedule activities--travel, socializing, cooking, exercise--so we can achieve everything we should do and everything we want to do (two categories that ideally overlap). With time, we get better at these things--and at finding a place for them in our life. So here's my advice, if you need it: Schedule some reading time, wherever and whenever you can. Pick up one of Waalkes's recommended books, or whatever you like. Set a timer, dive in, and find out what you're made of.




Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Stop Meeting Students Where They Are

By Walt Hunter

What I learned when I finally started assigning the hard reading again.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Northanger Abbey, by Jane Austen

Like Austen's other novels, Northanger Abbey contains a marriage plot. But it's set apart from the rest of her work by a long, satirical section sending up gothic fiction and its fans. The book's heroine, Catherine Morland, is an avid reader of the popular novels of the day, and has a specific fondness for Ann Radcliffe's real-life 1794 best seller, The Mysteries of Udolpho, a tale of ghostly figures and hidden manuscripts. Catherine views herself as the hero of a similar story, and when she goes to the country house of a family she has befriended (the titular Northanger Abbey), she reinvents herself as the protagonist of a mystery. Austen is the master of depicting small faux pas, and Catherine commits many--she forces open cabinets in search of creepy documents; she begins to suspect that the family patriarch has murdered his wife. The chronic daydreamer can easily identify with Catherine's near-delusional longing for something to happen beyond the courtships and evenings around the pianoforte that seem to make up the better part of her future.

From our list: Six books you can get lost in





Out Next Week

? Eradication, by Jonathan Miles

? Frog: and Other Essays, by Anne Fadiman


? The Mixed Marriage Project, by Dorothy Roberts







Your Weekend Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



What Happens When Books Aren't News

By Adam Kirsch

With this week's announcement of massive cuts at The Washington Post, the paper's Book World supplement earned a dismal distinction: It may be the only newspaper book-review section to have been killed twice. The first time was in 2009, when papers across the country were slashing books coverage in an attempt to stave off budgetary apocalypse. So when the Post relaunched Book World in 2022, readers and writers reacted with the same mixture of amazement and trepidation inspired by the dinosaurs at Jurassic Park. The rebirth of a dead species was wonderful to see, but how would it end?

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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America Is Losing the Facts That Hold It Together

The Trump administration is erasing the country's shared understanding.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 05 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 CIA World Factbook occupies a special place in the memories of elder Millennials like me. It was an enormous compendium of essential facts about every country around the world, carefully collected from across the federal government. This felt especially precious when the World Factbook went online in 1997 (it had previously been a classified internal publication printed on paper, then a declassified print resource), a time when the internet still felt new and unsettled. Unlike many other pages on the World Wide Web, it was reliable enough that you could even get away with citing it in schoolwork. And there was a special thrill in the idea that the CIA, a famously secretive organization, was the one providing it to you.

Memories are now the only place the World Factbook resides. In a post online yesterday, the agency noted that the site "has sunset," though it provided no explanation for why. (The agency did not immediately reply to my inquiry about why, nor has it replied to other outlets.) The Associated Press noted that the move "follows a vow from Director John Ratcliffe to end programs that don't advance the agency's core missions."

The demise of the World Factbook is part of a broad war on information being waged by the Trump administration. This is different from the administration's assault on truth, in which the president and the White House lie prolifically or deny reality. This is something more fundamental: It's a series of steps that by design or in effect block access to data, and in doing so erode the concept of a shared frame for all Americans. "Though the World Factbook is gone, in the spirit of its global reach and legacy, we hope you will stay curious about the world and find ways to explore it ... in person or virtually," the CIA wrote in the valedictory post. Left unsaid: You're on your own to figure it out now.

If the World Factbook was indeed shut down because it didn't meet Ratcliffe's standard for core CIA functions, that reflects the Trump administration's impoverished view of the government's role. The World Factbook was a public service that helped Americans and others around the globe be informed, created a positive association with a shadowy agency, and spread U.S. soft power by providing a useful service free to all. I've been unable to determine how much it cost the government to maintain, but there's no reason to think it would be substantive.

At least the raw information the World Factbook collected is available elsewhere (and the current version of the Factbook is available on the Internet Archive). The same is not true of some of the other casualties in the war on information, which have fallen victim to both ideology and incompetence. The executive branch has removed data from its websites, such as those of the CDC, the Census Bureau, and other departments, or removed the webpages that hosted them. Almost 3,400 data sets were removed from Data.gov in the first month of Trump's term alone. At the start of the second Trump administration, some nongovernmental bodies worked to preserve government data by scraping information from existing sources. That's valuable as far as it goes, but it doesn't help with future data--or data that never get collected in the first place.

As the University of Michigan law professors Samuel R. Bagenstos and Ellen D. Katz write in a new paper, "The Trump Administration has scrapped existing obligations to collect and report racial, ethnic and gender-based data involving law enforcement, education, federal contracts, public health, environmental justice, and social research." In some cases, the administration has simply stopped collecting information. In others, it has significantly changed what data it collects, especially information related to gender identity and race, because of executive orders from the president.

These shifts may sound abstract, but changes in federal data-collecting can have direct impacts on people's lives and livelihoods. As NOTUS reported this week, data erasure means it's harder to disseminate word about opioid drugs, feed hungry Americans, assess U.S. schools, and understand changes in prices. After the CDC's entire Pregnancy Risk Assessment Monitoring System staff was placed on administrative leave in April, maternal-mortality data weren't collected for months. The Bureau of Labor Statistics, whose commissioner Trump fired last summer, did not report monthly jobs data for October, because of the fall government shutdown--the first time in 77 years that an unemployment rate was not released.

The war on information is perhaps even more dangerous than the war on truth. When people can see evidence that obviously contradicts what the administration is saying, they're primed to disbelieve the officials. (Case in point: A new Quinnipiac poll finds that only 22 percent of people believe that Alex Pretti's shooting was justified.) But democracy requires voters having access to accurate and shared information so that they can assess the claims that the government makes. This is what the Trump administration is undermining. Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan famously said that everyone was entitled to their own opinion but not their own facts. Now it's not clear that anyone is entitled to any facts at all.

Related:

	Donald Trump's war on reality
 	The short-circuiting of the American mind




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The intellectual edgelords of the GOP
 	The only thing that will turn measles back
 	Alexandra Petri: Should you buy a newspaper or a yacht?




Today's News

	The Trump administration issued a rule making it easier to discipline and potentially fire about 50,000 senior federal workers by reducing long-standing job protections.
 	The New START treaty between the United States and Russia has expired, ending decades-long limits on deployed nuclear warheads. No replacement talks are under way, and officials and experts warn that the lapse could fuel a new nuclear arms race.
 	The Trump administration is set to launch TrumpRx.gov, a website designed to connect Americans with drugmakers to buy prescription medicines directly and, according to the White House, at lower costs.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: A new iron curtain now separates American dance and Russian dance, bringing an abrupt end to a rich dialogue that spanned centuries, Sara Krolewski writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Sources: Kathryn Riley / Getty; Winslow Townson / Getty.



Mike Vrabel Is Redefining NFL Coaching

By Sally Jenkins

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."


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Jonathan Chait: Democrats mess with winning in Texas.
 	Radio Atlantic: How Jeff Bezos broke The Washington Post
 	Sally Jenkins: You can't kill swagger.
 	The relentless Andrew Yang
 	It was too easy for her to kill herself, Elizabeth Bruenig writes.
 	The chatbots appear to be organizing.




Culture Break


Illustration by Pat Thomas



Read. Bekah Waalkes recommends seven books to read when you don't have time to read.

Watch. The show Fallout (out now on Amazon Prime) blows up all expectations about a quintessential American genre, Shirley Li writes.

Play our daily crossword.



PS

In Tuesday's edition of this newsletter, I wrote about how President Trump was ramping up his attacks on the integrity of the midterm elections. I cited the attorney Bob Bauer's concern that Trump might use ICE to interfere with polling locations. After we'd sent the newsletter, I saw a clip of Steve Bannon saying, "We're going to have ICE surround the polls come November." You don't need to take his statement literally--ICE has about 22,000 agents, and the country has had some 100,000 polling places in recent cycles--but this comment from an influential MAGA voice is another reason to take the threats to fair elections seriously.

-- David



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Should You Buy a Newspaper or a Yacht?

Advice for Jeff Bezos

by Alexandra Petri

Thu, 05 Feb 2026




CONFIDENTIAL: To a billionaire trying to determine what to do with $250 million in 2013,



That kind of pocket change can buy you a newspaper. And not just any newspaper, but a world-class paper with a wall full of Pulitzers (I remember emerging from the elevator and marveling at it as a summer intern) and decades of experience holding power to account.



Alternatively, $250 million can buy half a superyacht. A yacht is a very big boat.



That newspaper employs hundreds of journalists. These journalists work very hard to find out what is actually happening and then to tell people. This involves a lot of late nights eating pizza in the office and long days calling people who will not answer and showing up in inconvenient places at inconvenient times to get people on the record and to get the story right. Is newspaper work glamorous? Put it this way: Spotlight was a Hollywood movie made exclusively to show off how heroic newspaper journalism is, and The New York Times ran an interview with the costume designer to find out how she managed to make the cast look so authentically unfashionable and rumpled. ("The hardest thing is making bad clothes work on really famous people, who look gorgeous in everything they wear," the costumer explained.)



A superyacht has multiple decks.



Newspapers have multiple deks too (that's some technical headline humor for you; the dek is the little subtitle under the headline that explains the headline you just read). They also have ledes (the start of a story) and are made by people filing (turning in their stories). I remember that when I first got hired at a newspaper, I kept telling people I couldn't hang out, because I "had to file," and my friends thought I had suddenly become obsessed with personal organization.



A yacht will never turn a profit, and it would be confusing to expect it to. But you know that your net worth is such that if the yacht never supports itself, you will still be proud to call yourself the yacht's owner and will not suddenly say, "Well, perhaps if we just pivoted part of the yacht sharply to the right and knocked dozens of people off, the yacht would suddenly become self-sustaining."



A newspaper can certainly turn a profit. One way for a newspaper to make a profit is if you keep its subscribers from canceling their subscriptions en masse.



If your yacht fails to endorse a candidate for president in an existential election, people will say, "Good. A boat should not endorse candidates for president."



A newspaper is a public service. If it does its job, people will have better information and better lives--difficult to quantify in monetary terms, but for a long time, we used to think that making people's lives better was important and valuable. Andrew Carnegie did not demand to see exponential growth from his libraries.



You can give your yacht whatever name you want! Sunk-Cost Fallacy, Ship O' Theseus, Redacted, Democracy Dies in Darkness.



A newspaper can take down a president--and has, in fact. (Of course, that requires guts from its owner. But you have guts, don't you?)



A yacht is a good place for a foam party!



A newspaper is a guardian of the First Amendment. Thomas Jefferson said that "were it left to me to decide whether we should have a government without newspapers, or newspapers without a government, I should not hesitate a moment to prefer the latter."



Your yacht will never find out anything damning about your business. Your yacht will never find out anything troubling about the current administration. Your yacht will never report the names of slain children and abuses of government power and give a voice to grief and to silliness alike.



If the captain you have put in charge of your yacht keeps yelling that the yacht needs to be more nimble and take on 200 million more people, and you discover that instead of making the yacht more nimble, he has just punctured an enormous hole in the hull, causing water to rush in, this won't leave hundreds of world-class journalists without jobs.



Nobody will keep filing from a war zone even with the looming threat of layoffs because they believe in the yacht so much. Nobody believes in the yacht at all.



If the yacht starts to sink, the captain will have to tell everyone on board in person.



If you have a midlife crisis and buy a yacht and then later stop caring as much about the yacht and want to go to space instead, you can simply dock the yacht and ignore it forever and an entire city will not immediately suffer as a result. When a newspaper is felled by careless or malicious owners, millions of people are hurt, in big ways and small ways and ways that are impossible to measure. That includes the journalists directly affected, of course, and then all of the people whose stories won't get told, and then all of the readers whose mornings will be made just a little bit worse by the absence of their favorite comics or their favorite columns, all of the people who won't know as much about their country or their neighbors--the restaurants they could visit, the shows they could see, the television they should avoid at all costs. This will leave big holes and little holes and invisible holes.



Think carefully before you buy. Do you really want to own a newspaper? Do you really have what it takes? Or do you just want to own another yacht? Please be honest with yourself, or we're all going to be worse off.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/02/bezos-washington-post-layoffs-yacht/685902/?utm_source=feed
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Ballet's New Iron Curtain

The loss of Russia and America's cultural exchange is a loss for art everywhere.

by Sara Krolewski

Thu, 05 Feb 2026




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


In July 2017, as the U.S. was racked by revelations that Russia had interfered in its presidential election, a group of envoys from both countries quietly brokered a peace accord in New York. They met at Lincoln Center. There, Moscow's Bolshoi Ballet joined the New York City Ballet and the Paris Opera Ballet to perform Jewels, a landmark work by the American company's Russian-born co-founder, George Balanchine. At the end of the performance, the dancers gathered onstage and took their bows--united, it seemed, by a shared commitment to virtuosity in ballet, and by their entangled roots.


This was the last time that the Bolshoi Ballet visited America. The company--which is largely sponsored by Vladimir Putin's regime--may never again tour here, or in any Western country. Shortly after Russia's invasion of Ukraine in 2022, theaters in London and Madrid canceled the Bolshoi's scheduled performances. In 2024, dancers from another top Russian company were barred from a gala in New York City. Among the many costs exacted by Russia's brutal war on Ukraine is the loss of a long-running cultural exchange; American and Russian ballet have always been in conversation with each other, even as they diverged aesthetically and faced political tensions behind the scenes.

In June 1960, an emissary from the Soviet ballet world argued in The Atlantic that dance could still flourish behind the Iron Curtain. The dance critic Yuri Slonimsky was writing for a special issue of this magazine featuring only Soviet authors. The aim, according to the then-editor in chief, Edward Weeks, was to offer a window into the "lively arts of a talented people" working under the yoke of the Communist Party. Slonimsky had been a close friend and artistic collaborator of Balanchine's in 1920s Saint Petersburg, just after the Russian Revolution. Decades later, in New York City, Balanchine was being heralded as ballet's great modernizer, having pioneered a form of dance that broke with Russian conventions--narrative-driven pieces; regimented, symmetrical movement--and better reflected the iconoclasm of a fast-changing modern world.

Slonimsky seemed to be addressing his old friend as he insisted that Soviet ballet also sought to meet the present, and that it was thriving in much the same way American ballet was, even with constraints. The Soviets were making ballet accessible, he wrote, by developing a large network of schools and theaters; they were nurturing versatile artists capable of asserting "human thoughts and feelings" and keeping their eyes "open wide to the surrounding world."

Slonimsky would have heard about the recent box-office triumph of Balanchine's Agon, a visionary work of radical abstraction that some likened to Picasso's Guernica. Soviet ballets, by contrast, took up well-known stories from folklore or classic literature that party commissars had sanitized of any supposedly anti-Communist messaging. And yet, as Slonimsky pointed out, top Soviet dancers such as Rudolf Nureyev--who would seek asylum in France in 1961--strove to interpret "even the deepest past in a new way," enhancing their limited repertoires with "modern techniques" (requiring more risk-taking and expressiveness) already familiar to American dancers.

At the same time, Balanchine and his peers understood that modern American dance was wholly indebted to Russian artists, whose innovations had established key principles and standards. In 1962, Agnes de Mille--best known for choreographing the musical Oklahoma!--offered Atlantic readers a guide to "creating a dance," in which she encouraged fledgling choreographers to study the oeuvre of Marius Petipa, who had ushered in a golden age of Russian ballet in the 19th century. "Observe what Petipa does with just four steps in any of his solo variations," de Mille wrote, referring to Petipa's deceptively simple and rigorously plotted choreography, with its neat internal logic. Such precision in movement "is hard to learn," but "it is, in fact, the essence of the business." For de Mille, no less than for Balanchine, experimentation involved first mastering the fundamentals before moving past them to "taste the power of making something meaningful where nothing was before."

Years later, a young American choreographer would heed de Mille's advice, to spectacular effect. Twyla Tharp's ballet Push Comes to Shove, which premiered in 1976, startled and delighted audiences with its coy, self-referential humor, and its flirtation with popular dance styles such as jazz and tango. But what held the work together was its basis in the "familiar courtly universe of classical ballet," the critic Dale Harris wrote in a review for The Atlantic. With this foundation firmly in place, Tharp was free to improvise; Harris observed how her approach lent itself to "daring, idiosyncratic" dances with "an instant accessibility that makes the public accept as familiar what is, in fact, remarkably novel." And at the heart of Push Comes to Shove was the phenom Mikhail Baryshnikov, who had defected from the Soviet Union in 1974, and whose technical prowess and singular flair made him a fitting symbol of this negotiation between tradition and modernity, old world and new.

Today, only a few prominent dancers in Russia have left in protest of the war in Ukraine; most have remained in the country, where creative opportunities have dwindled. Notable choreographers have refused to work with Kremlin-funded companies, and artists who question the war, or defy the precepts of Putinism, have been subject to censorship. A new iron curtain now separates American dance and Russian dance, bringing an abrupt end to a rich dialogue that spanned centuries. Swan Lake and The Nutcracker, two crown jewels in the American repertoire, would not exist without Petipa's original stagings; meanwhile, Russian ballet was bolstered by American influence, becoming more technically adventurous and less self-contained.

Dance is no longer the robust industry it was in the time of Balanchine, de Mille, and Tharp, when government support for the arts was plentiful and theater-going more customary. But in its heyday, Russian and American dancers borrowed freely from one another to produce vital, distinctive art: the masterpieces we still revere today, and probably always will.
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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.")



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



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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