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The Day Jesse Jackson Made Me Cry

I interacted with him, on and off, for 30 years. He was brilliant, at times electrifying, and at times confounding.

by Kevin Merida

Thu, 19 Feb 2026




In 1988, as the Reverend Jesse Jackson was making his second presidential bid, I left the campaign trail, where I was covering the eventual Democratic nominee, Michael Dukakis, to make a personal pilgrimage to Wichita, Kansas. I had come to see my sick grandfather, Ga-Ga, who was comatose in the hospital and seemed barely there.

Day and night, I held his hand hoping he would make it. I knew he had admired Jackson's first presidential bid in 1984 and the courage--some called it audacity--required to run at all. So I told him about the huge, overwhelmingly white crowds Jackson was drawing in places like Iowa and Wisconsin. There was a refrain Jackson had been using in Iowa to convince audiences he really could win this time: "Great days just keep on coming." I was not sure if Ga-Ga could hear me, but I repeated the refrain to him, trying anything I could to uplift him as he struggled to hold on to his life. "Great days just keep on coming." And to my surprise, I glimpsed a thin smile, and he squeezed my hand.

Ga-Ga didn't make it. But Jackson came much closer to winning the Democratic nomination than anyone had expected. He won 11 primaries and caucuses, doubled his 1984 combined-vote total to nearly 7 million, and finished as runner-up to Dukakis. His impact in that hospital room--and he wasn't even there--eliciting a glimmer of life from my dying grandfather, has always stayed with me.

For many years, I watched firsthand how Jackson stirred to joy those "who catch the early bus" to work, as Jackson liked to say--cooks, janitors, housekeepers, construction workers, tenants in housing projects.

We see little of this gift now, the ability to project hope in a fractured country, to instill belief in those who've lost it. Our politics has become coarse and tawdry, and the highest levels of elected office seem no place to turn to for inspiration. Who can be counted on to convert gloom into optimism with a speech?

Adam Serwer: Do not be cynical about Jesse Jackson

Jesse Louis Jackson, who died Tuesday at 84, was one of the most consequential political figures of the 20th century and among the greatest orators America has ever seen. This goes well beyond his credentials as a civil-rights leader who participated in the sit-ins and marches of the 1960s. He was brilliant, voracious, provocative, and persuasive all at once, at times electrifying and at times confounding.

I interacted with Jackson, on and off, for 30 years--on private planes and in late-night phone calls, at diners and Black churches. I once watched Jackson dash to officiate a wedding for a friend between campaign stops.

Black political leaders of varying significance had been discussing running for president ever since Shirley Chisholm's inspiring campaign in 1972, which became a feminist cause to rally around. Those conversations intensified after Harold Washington's 1983 victory to become Chicago's first Black mayor. But none of the likely Black politicians--including, notably, then-Atlanta Mayor Andrew Young--took the leap. Most thought it was a symbolic fool's errand that at best would end in crushing defeat and at worst would damage relationships inside the Democratic Party. Only Jackson had the daring to go for it, urged on during a national voter-registration drive in 1983 by large crowds of supporters who'd chant: "Run, Jesse, run!"

Perhaps the most significant part of Jackson's electoral success in 1984 and 1988 was how his campaigns opened up the Democratic Party to an influx of new field-workers, operatives, and volunteers, many of whom had never before participated in electoral politics. Jackson also pushed through a crucial change in party rules that later benefited Barack Obama's historic candidacy in 2008. Because of Jackson, delegates in Democratic primaries and caucuses are now awarded proportionally according to the results in each state. Previously, some states used a winner-takes-all system. Twenty years later, Obama was able to build an insurmountable lead over his closest rival, Hillary Clinton. He continued to rack up delegates despite her winning nine of the last 16 contests. To say that the first Black president owes a lot to Jesse Jackson is an understatement.

Jackson's mind was not like others'. He used to say, "If you need an alarm clock to wake up, you're already behind." How he managed to do so much, to keep such a vigorous schedule, which would often shift abruptly, was a marvel. I was in the middle of interviewing him once on his private jet headed to Iowa. He paused and said: "Buddy, I'm gonna close my eyes for about 20 minutes. I'll get right back to you." It was like he was taking a commercial break from the interview.

And sure enough, after 20 minutes of shut-eye, he awoke and resumed the interview like he had never left it.

His uncommon ability to create metaphor and imagery left audiences repeating lines and catchphrases, as though he were Kendrick Lamar on tour. "We who are giants must stop having grasshopper complexes and grasshopper dreams," Jackson said during an Atlanta breakfast I attended in 2000. "We are not grasshoppers."

I used to think Jackson was naturally blessed with the talent of combining words, that retention of complex ideas and cadence of delivery were just his superpowers. But I learned that he had a process, like athletes have--a pregame ritual. "I get up early and study," Jackson told me. Sometimes before dawn. "To do what I do does require preparation. That must be the most underrated part of this work. If you ain't on fire, you can't give off heat."

"The only way you can speak with authority," he added, "is if you have command of your material."

Having command of his material served Jackson well, except when it didn't--when he hadn't worked out all of the details and couldn't answer all of the questions.

Peripatetic isn't a big-enough word for Jackson's rolling set of interests: school-board disputes, wars, poverty, voting rights, hostage negotiations, Wall Street, Silicon Valley. Nothing seemed to be off his plate, and thus there sometimes seemed to be too much on his plate. The chance to build a large movement, perhaps even a viable third party, seemed squandered. His promising multiracial National Rainbow Coalition, including farmers, laborers, youth, women's-rights activists, never got organized into a true progressive electoral force. Sustained focus and infrastructure were not Jackson's strengths.

Anyone who happened to be on Jackson's radar--and the focus of that radar changed from year to year, sometimes from month to month--knew to expect a call from him at any time. He knew whom to call for what, whom to enlist and how to enlist them.

Bill Daley, who was the chairperson of Al Gore's 2000 campaign, marveled at the pace Jackson kept. "The only problem," he told me during that run, was that "he stays up too late. He calls in the middle of the night. Fortunately, I learned I had an 'Off' button on my cellphone. Though when I turn it back on in the morning, the first message is usually from Reverend Jackson."

Long before everyone had cellphones, Jackson would call me at home on my landline, typically at 10 or 11 p.m., sometimes midnight. These calls would be more like soliloquies than conversations. Jackson would do all the talking, letting me know about a particular injustice he was concerned about, briefing me on an issue campaign he was about to embark on, or railing about something in the news he thought was not right or fair. He would dish, but also educate.

Clint Smith: Those who try to erase history will fail

One day in February 2015, Jackson showed up in the lobby of The Washington Post and asked to speak with the managing editor. At the time I was one of two managing editors, and the first African American to hold the position in the Post's history. The call from the security desk came to my assistant, who seemed shocked that the Jesse Jackson was downstairs in the lobby unannounced. I was not shocked; I had seen Jackson just show up to places many times, just as he made calls without giving notice.

Though I was busy at the time, I rearranged my schedule, and Jackson was escorted up. He had two or three aides with him. I don't remember exactly what his business was that day--some new cause he was advancing. He seemed pleasantly surprised, and full of pride, that I had a big office and was overseeing daily coverage in the newsroom. We talked for about 20 minutes, and then I ushered him to the elevators and thanked him for dropping by.

About a week or so later, I got a package in the mail. It was a photo of Jackson and Martin Luther King Jr. during their young civil-rights-activism days. It was signed by Jackson with the inscription, "He would be proud of you."

The photo, and an accompanying letter thanking me for adjusting my schedule, caught me off guard. I had never seen Jackson do anything like that.

The notion that King would be proud of me? That brought me to tears. I stared at the picture for a while. It was a reminder of how hard King, Jackson, and many others who are now gone worked to open the doors of opportunity throughout this country--including in newsrooms, where those doors had long been shut to people like me.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/02/jesse-jackson-legacy-passing/686048/?utm_source=feed
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The Longevity Scam

Pouring some cold water on cold plunges

by Jordan D. Metzl

Thu, 19 Feb 2026




The quest to live forever has fascinated humans for millennia. The Epic of Gilgamesh, composed about 4,000 years ago, follows a king who searches the world for a plant that can restore youth, only to lose the plant to a thieving snake. The (likely apocryphal) story of Juan Ponce de Leon, who is said to have embarked on a search for the Fountain of Youth in the early 16th century, refuses to die--unlike its protagonist, who was killed along his journey.

Today's longevity-medicine movement is driven by the same aggressive desire for eternal youth as the mythic stories of old. But whereas in earlier times ideas about wellness could travel only as fast as the people who held them, today just about anyone with an internet connection can use social media and AI-generated graphics to sell medical advice in seconds. Despite a decided shortage of placebo-controlled trials in humans to support that advice, the business of longevity is booming, thanks in large part to sleek direct-to-consumer marketing delivered by health influencers with far more confidence than evidence. By 2030, $8 trillion might be spent annually on longevity-related products.

As a sports-medicine physician, I see the consequences of the modern longevity obsession up close. Patients arrive at my office convinced that the right peptides, cold plunges, or lab tests can meaningfully extend their lives. They're almost certainly headed for disappointment--if not harm.

In many ways, the American people owe a debt of gratitude to the early champions of longevity medicine. Throughout the 20th century, Western physicians focused primarily on treating disease rather than preventing it. But over the past 15 years or so, a new generation of longevity-focused clinicians began emphasizing lifestyle changes such as sleep, exercise, and healthy diet as first-line strategies for disease prevention--not necessarily to extend life, but to improve health. More recently, private investment has poured into the field in pursuit of flashier claims about staving off death. Many longevity-focused clinics and influencers have drifted from prevention toward profit, selling an expanding menu of unvalidated treatments.

Some of the new advice is relatively harmless. Protein loading, for example, is unlikely to meaningfully extend one's lifespan, but it is also unlikely to cause serious harm. Other trends are more concerning. I have seen patients experiment with drugs like rapamycin, an immunosuppressant medication prescribed for those who have undergone organ transplantation. Some health influencers claim, without convincing human-subject data to prove their point, that rapamycin slows cellular aging. Whether true or not, these claims have yet to be validated, but scientists do know that the side-effect profile of rapamycin includes an increased risk of infection and disease.

Read: America has entered late-stage protein

Other longevity enthusiasts are injecting or swallowing peptides, chains of amino acids that have been used in medicine for decades but are now becoming popular in their unregulated form. When prescribed by a physician, FDA-approved peptides such as insulin and GLP-1s can be remarkably effective. But no placebo-controlled human trials support the use of, say, "Wolverine" (scientific name BPC-157), a peptide that some influencers claim ramps up collagen production and aids tendon and ligament healing. Like many of the other non-FDA-approved peptides, anyone can order Wolverine online.

Along with supplements and drugs, excessive testing has become another pillar of the longevity movement. Apps, blood tests, and wearable devices purport to estimate customers' "biological age" using metrics such as heart-rate variability, sleep scores, body composition, and biomarkers in blood. This type of "health score" does not predict how long a person will live, but it can provide a helpful snapshot of one's current state of physiologic health and inspire healthy behaviors.

The bigger issue is more intensive screenings, especially full-body MRI scans, which many longevity clinics have marketed as tools to detect disease early and thereby extend life. Although this sounds like a good idea, the availability of screening has outpaced its clinical relevance. MRI scans routinely reveal anatomical changes that are a normal part of the aging process. Research suggests that the overwhelming majority of adults past middle age have tears or cartilage changes in their knees, or tendon injuries in their shoulders. Similarly, liver and kidney cysts are commonly seen on MRI scans, especially in people over 50, and most are of no clinical significance; they're common enough that researchers have dubbed them incidentalomas. But when such findings show up on an MRI, the risk of unnecessary surgery or other treatment increases drastically. Once a liver lesion is seen on MRI, for example, the patient will likely be advised to get a liver biopsy, a procedure with a 2.4 percent risk of major medical complication.

Read: GLP-1 envy was just the beginning

Recently, I treated a 48-year-old man for a routine sports injury. Almost as an aside, he mentioned that he had undergone a full-body MRI as part of a longevity program. The scan revealed a small lesion in his prostate. His PSA, the validated screening test for prostate cancer, was normal. Still, he was referred to a urologist, who felt compelled to biopsy the lesion because it appeared on the scan. The biopsy was benign, but the procedure left my patient unable to sit comfortably for weeks. "I wish I'd never done the MRI," he told me.

The irony is that modern medicine has already succeeded at what the modern-day longevity movement claims to offer. Over the past 150 years, human life expectancy around the world has more than doubled, to numbers that Ponce de Leon could hardly have dreamed of. Clean water, sanitation, antibiotics, and vaccines have done more to extend human life than any supplement stack ever could. Cold plunges and red lights may feel empowering, but there is little evidence that today's biohacking tools meaningfully extend the maximum human lifespan.

A better--and more achievable--goal would be to extend healthy longevity, adding life to years instead of years to life. Scientists and doctors, for the most part, already know how to do this. Daily exercise and maintaining skeletal muscle volume as you age are among the most potent forms of preventive health care.

From the January 2025 issue: America needs to radically rethink what it means to be old

After decades of prescribing exercise as medicine to my patients, I tell them this: Move your body every day, and build muscles with weights or bodyweight exercises three times a week. Eat foods that you can recognize in nature. Prioritize sleep. Stay socially connected with community activities. Such a regimen may not enable you to cheat death. But it's free. It's evidence-backed. And it will help you live well right now.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2026/02/longevity-medicine-profit-oversold/686049/?utm_source=feed
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Why the Former Prince Andrew Was Arrested

He faces criminal penalties for allegedly leaking government secrets to Jeffrey Epstein.

by Helen Lewis

Thu, 19 Feb 2026




On Tuesday, November 30, 2010, at 2:57 p.m., Prince Andrew--as he then was--received details of his upcoming trips as Britain's official trade envoy: Hong Kong, Shenzhen, Vietnam, Singapore. At 3:02 p.m., he forwarded the entire email to Jeffrey Epstein.

At dawn today, that stupid and unethical decision--and many others like it--finally caught up with him. Police arrested Andrew Mountbatten-Windsor on the morning of his 66th birthday, on suspicion of misconduct in public office, and are now searching his homes. Prosecutors have not yet released specific charges, which are thought to relate to Andrew passing on sensitive government information to Epstein. The offense carries a maximum sentence of life imprisonment. His brother, King Charles III, was not officially informed in advance, but had signaled that the royal family would cooperate with any police inquiry.

Charles had already stripped Andrew of his title after the latest batch of Epstein files dropped, because the newly released emails proved beyond doubt that Andrew had lied about breaking off contact with Epstein, a convicted sex offender, in 2010. The disgraced former prince had also been evicted from his lavish residence in Windsor, just outside London, where he had lived effectively rent-free for many years. "Let me state clearly: the law must take its course," Charles wrote in his statement on the arrest, adding: "Meanwhile, my family and I will continue in our duty and service to you all."

Elizabeth Bruenig: Circles of Epstein hell

In the United States, the Epstein affair is still seen primarily as a sex scandal. The financier was well known as a man who could easily find women--"no one over 25 and all very cute," he told Elon Musk--to go on dates with his rich friends. ("Pro or civilian?" Steve Tisch, a co-owner of the New York Giants, asked about one such woman.) But here in Britain, this is a corruption scandal--and not just because Andrew sent Epstein confidential information about investment opportunities in Afghanistan. The police recently searched two addresses linked to Peter Mandelson, a former government minister and an ambassador to Washington who also lied about the extent of his friendship with Epstein.

During his time in government in the late 2000s, the files show, Mandelson forwarded market-sensitive emails to Epstein, on subjects such as the eurozone bailout of Greece, mixed in with laddish banter and discussions about how Mandelson might make money after leaving office. Mandelson has already been stripped of his seat in the House of Lords and his affiliation with the Labour Party; for a few hours, many in the press corps thought the scandal might bring down Prime Minister Keir Starmer, who had bafflingly appointed Mandelson as U.S. ambassador, despite his long record of other scandals. In the end, Starmer's chief of staff, who had recommended Mandelson for the job, stepped down instead.

The allegations against Andrew date from a similar period, when he was a trade envoy for the British Foreign Office. That job turned out to involve flying around the world in high style--often to places run by oligarchs, dictators, and fellow royals, on the basis that they would be flattered to deal with a prince. Once there, he might also take the opportunity to watch, say, a Formula One race or have a few rounds of golf. Attractive young women seem to have been present at many of these events. Foreign intelligence services must have regarded Andrew's appointment in 2001 as a gift from the heavens.

Everyone knew that this stank. At the time, I worked for The Daily Mail, a right-wing tabloid, which ran near-weekly stories on the latest questionable Andrew news. In 2007, for example, he sold his white elephant of a mansion, Sunninghill, which his mother, Queen Elizabeth II, had given him as a wedding present. A Kazakh oligarch paid millions over the asking price, and then never moved in.

The problem for the royal family was that Andrew and his then-wife, Sarah--known in Britain as "Fergie" after her unmarried name--had no discernible talents but extremely expensive tastes. The journalist Andrew Lownie's book on the couple, Entitled, recounts how Sarah used to run up room-service bills in hotels and then simply walk out. "She would just breeze out of the Four Seasons and The Palace in New York as if she was too important to pay," one source told him. The couple separated in 1992, but Sarah continued to use her title, the Duchess of York, to boost her commercial ventures. In 1995, Buckingham Palace refused to pay off any more of her debts, and issued a statement saying that "the Duchess's financial affairs are no longer Her Majesty's concern."

After this, despite making millions of dollars from her series of children's books, Fergie went crawling to Epstein for loans. She wrote in 2010: "Is there any chance I could borrow 50 or 100,000 US dollars to help get through the small bills that are pushing me over. . Had to ask." The files also contain a particularly grim exchange after Fergie denounced Epstein following his conviction, only to email him in a panic afterward assuring him she never used the "P word"--pedophile. Both she and Andrew were tethered to Epstein by their greed and entitlement. They wanted millionaire lifestyles. More than that, they felt that they deserved them. Why? Because of an accident of birth in one case, and a fortuitous marriage in the other. The couple have been divorced for three decades but have never really moved on, possibly because they are mirror images of each other.

Entitled also makes a compelling case that Andrew is--to put it delicately--boorish and dim. It's entirely possible that he never questioned why Epstein would work so assiduously to maintain their friendship. One was a good chap, wasn't one? As trade envoy, Andrew became known for practical jokes and off-color remarks, which British diplomats had to tolerate because of his titles.

Until 2022, he also benefited from the protection of his mother. Andrew was widely perceived to be the late Queen's favorite child: Charles was sensitive, unlike his parents, who had been raised as emotionally stunted aristocrats; Anne, a tougher, horse-mad child, was Prince Philip's pet; Edward, like many youngest children, benefited from his parents softening with middle age. But no one really knew what to do with Andrew, who was nicknamed "Baby Grumpling" because of his temper. Like his nephew Prince Harry, he seems to have been most secure when in the tight-knit and hierarchical world of the military. Unlike Harry, though, he frequently reminded his peers of his royal status and was unable to make real friendships with people he considered below him.

Read: What Jeffrey Epstein offered Prince Andrew

Over the years, the late Queen had repeatedly smoothed Andrew's way in life. But even she could not save him after his disastrous decision to give an interview to the BBC in 2019 about his connection with Epstein. He presented a portrait of blithe privilege, denying a deep connection with the financier by saying he had hosted him only for a "straightforward shooting weekend." He claimed to have spent three days with Epstein in New York in 2010 for the sole purpose of breaking off their friendship. This was unbelievable at the time, and has now been debunked by the latest files. "Keep in close touch and we'll play some more soon!!!!" a 2011 email from Andrew declares. The revulsion at his appearance on the BBC prompted his mother to strip him of his ceremonial titles and retire him as a "working royal."

Charles has gone even further--supported by his son Prince William. Both the king and his successor believe that Andrew's actions could destroy the royal family, and they are keen to amputate him from the Windsors and cauterize the wound. None of the statements from Buckingham Palace have carried the slightest hint that they believe Andrew has been wronged by a witch hunt. The king's last statement before today included a telling line: "Their Majesties wish to make clear that their thoughts and sympathies have been, and remain with, the victims of any and all forms of abuse." Private companies are said to throw employees under the bus when the reputational damage gets too great. Andrew has been thrown under the state carriage.

All this presents quite a contrast with the U.S., where the fallout from contact with Epstein has largely been restricted to second-tier names--some of whom are provably guilty only of being chummy with a sex offender, which is not itself a crime. Like Andrew, Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick also claimed to have broken off contact with Epstein--in his case, in 2005, after seeing Epstein's massage room in New York--but the files revealed that the association continued for many years afterward. However, Lutnick has the fortune to work for Donald Trump. The president is unlikely to request that anyone resign for being friendly with Epstein, since that would apply to him, too.

The former Prince Andrew acted as he did because he lived in a world in which someone like him never faced consequences. That isn't true anymore. "Nobody is above the law," Starmer said in response to the news. In Britain, at least, that might actually be true.
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Trump's Backlash to Black History

The efforts to whitewash history call for a new approach to memorializing Black history.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 19 Feb 2026




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

This week brought another round in President Trump's war against Black history. A federal judge rebuked his administration for removing panels that mentioned "the dirty business of slavery" from the President's House in Philadelphia, where George Washington lived. (Among other inconvenient facts, the ruling reminded the public that the nation's first president rotated his slaves between his homes to duck state emancipation laws.) Judge Cynthia Rufe opened her ruling with a quote from George Orwell, and wrote that an agency "cannot arbitrarily decide what is true, based on its own whims or the whims of the new leadership." All in all, a robust defense of accuracy. But the administration is still fighting the facts of Black history on many fronts.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk to our staff writer Clint Smith, the author of How the Word Is Passed: A Reckoning With the History of Slavery Across America, about what's unprecedented in this administration's approach to whitewashing history. The Atlantic staffer Adam Harris makes the case for a different approach to Black History Month. They both also talk about the civil-rights leader Jesse Jackson, who died this week.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Over the many years of raising kids in D.C. public schools, I've experienced Black History Month the way many Americans do. I've helped my kids make poster boards, and as they got older, PowerPoints, celebrating the achievements of many famous Black Americans: Jackie Robinson, Booker T. Washington, Harriet Tubman, Rosa Parks.

Black History Month celebrations tend to follow what The Atlantic's Adam Harris calls a "formula." But this year might call for something more radical.

[Music]

President Donald Trump: (Applause.) And our country will be woke no longer. (Cheers and applause.)


Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Here is a missive from the president that typifies his attitude about Black history: "The Smithsonian is," all caps, "OUT OF CONTROL, where everything discussed is how horrible our Country is, how bad Slavery was," he posted over the summer.

The president has restored Confederate names to Army bases, and removed lessons and images about slavery from federally funded institutions.

News anchor (from CBS Philadelphia): Well, the fight to restore a slavery exhibit in Philadelphia, it is ramping up after it was dismantled last week--


Rosin: Just this week, a federal judge ordered the administration to restore panels at what's known as the President's House in Philadelphia that discussed The Dirty Business of Slavery.

The federal judge wrote, "An agency ... cannot arbitrarily decide what is true, based on its own whims or the whims of the new leadership."

Today, we talk to two of my Atlantic colleagues: writer and podcast host Adam Harris and staff writer Clint Smith, who's also the author of How the Word Is Passed: A Reckoning With the History of Slavery Across America.

Rosin: Adam, welcome to the show.

Adam Harris: Thanks so much for having me.

Rosin: Clint, welcome to the show.

Clint Smith: It's great to be here.

Rosin: So, Clint, as someone who has studied the presentation of history, and specifically Black history, how would you characterize this administration's approach?

Smith: Antagonistic. I think we are witnessing an administration working with an unsettling intensity to attempt to distort, erase, manipulate the history of this country and, within that, manipulate the history of Black Americans' role, contributions, and experiences in America. And what I mean by that is--let's take slavery, for example. The president of the United States said that the Smithsonian [Institution], for example, spends too much time talking about "how bad Slavery was."

My sense of things is that it is not the case that this administration believes slavery didn't happen or not even that they believe that slavery wasn't bad. I think they understand that it was bad, but what happens is, if you talk honestly about the horror and the brutality and the cruelty of what slavery was, you then have to talk about how the residue of that system continues to inform the contemporary landscape of inequality today.

And I think it would fundamentally reorient people's relationship to not only the history of this country, but the contemporary reality of this country. And that's something that I think that so many folks in this administration want to avoid because they want to be able to tell themselves that the America that they believe to be true, the America that exists today, is one that is the result singularly of people's hard work or deservedness when there's obviously another story to be told there.

Rosin: And what is that desire about? 'Cause, Adam, [President Donald] Trump talks about wanting monuments to be "uplifting," not to cause people "shame." What does that mean?

Harris: So when you think about the idea of uplifting, it's sort of this notion of celebrating the positives of someone's character, so as to say, George Washington was the founder of the nation and led the Revolution, was one of the greatest men of his time, and if you do that and you sort of say this clean history of George Washington without the additional stories, the fact that George Washington rotated his enslaved workers from Philadelphia to Mount Vernon in Virginia so that they would not earn their liberty under Pennsylvania law, because after six months, you started to get your freedom. And so if you start to add to that complicating narrative, it doesn't paint this sort of clean image of our leaders.

Rosin: And that just feels bad? What's the--

Harris: So there are a couple of things that that does. When you start to question one of the decisions, it also makes you question the other things--if you start to say, Well, this person that we've painted as someone who did an unqualified good did, also, unqualified bads.

Smith: And I think the other part of this, too, is that if you have to tell a new story about Washington and you begin to tell a new story about [Thomas] Jefferson that includes the sort of unsavory, so to speak, parts of their legacy, which is to say the more honest parts of their legacy--if you have to tell a new story about these men, it also means you have to tell a new story about America's founding. If you have to tell a new story about America's founding, it means you have to tell a new story about this country. And for many Americans, if you have to tell a new story about America, it means you have to tell a new story about yourself.

Harris: Exactly.

Smith: And that taps into something that is existential, that serves as a catalyst to a fundamental crisis of identity, because who people believe they are is consciously, and subconsciously, tied to a story of America that they have been told over the course of generations--through school, through family, through community. And when you untether them from that notion of reality that they've come to believe, it's incredibly jarring.

Rosin: Yeah, I can see. It's disorienting. I feel like we need to ground this conversation in a few examples. You started by using the word intensity. Of the things that the Trump administration has done, which one has stuck out to you? Just give us a few examples.

Harris: Yeah, there are a handful. It's the renaming of Confederate memorials and Confederate monuments. It is the U.S. Naval Academy removing books from their library. It's the Air Force Academy stripping back the teaching of the Tuskegee Airmen.

And actually, one of the things that Clint was saying about people having to reassess their own legacies, I remember we had a conversation about his book, where he was saying, If you are having to ask questions about the ways that your grandparents--the people who took you fishing, and the people who you sat on their laps and they read books to you when you were younger, and you have all of these great memories of them--if you have to reassess how they got to do the things that they got to do, then it really does jar you and makes you fundamentally reassess your own sort of standing in the world.

And so this sort of broader project of saying, Well, if we pare back some of the things that the Tuskegee Airmen had to do to become the Tuskegee Airmen--Black History Month sort of calls us to remember that these great people did great things, but the question is: Why did they have to do those great things? Why did Jackie Robinson have to integrate baseball? Why did Martin Luther King have to deliver his speech at the March on Washington? It is because the nation did not have this clean story of progress.

Rosin: Clint, I'm curious to put this in some kind of context, what the Trump administration is doing now, which you described as having a certain degree of intensity, versus previous eras in American history versus Trump 1, because there's always a push and pull. I imagine countries rarely do just clean memorialization of their sins.

Smith: Yeah. What's interesting is that this is the pushback against Black progress, Black history. That, in and of itself, is not new. What scholars of Black history and historians talk about all the time is that in moments in which there are periods of Black social, political, and economic progress, there is often pushback to that progress.

So after the Civil War and after Reconstruction, there was obviously an intense sort of pushback to the progress that was made following the Civil War through Reconstruction. Then, after the civil-rights movement, there was an intense pushback. And what we're seeing now is a pushback to much of the era both of Barack Obama's presidency, but then later, the Black Lives Matter movement, which sort of intensified following the murder of George Floyd.

But what it is important to note--that even while we are experiencing the echoes of this history and we're experiencing this sort of nature of the sort of cyclical elements that are there, this also is a pretty unique iteration of it in the way that it is state sanctioned. In the context of the civil-rights movement, there was intense pushback--or even during the civil-rights movement, so much of the pushback, it would come from states and it would come from extrajudicial forces, but what the civil-rights leaders were appealing to was the federal government to come and protect them.

Rosin: Ah, that is so important. I get that. So what you're saying is, mostly, the pushback is cultural--it's cultural; it comes from state governments. But this is completely top-down.

Smith: Oftentimes, yeah. I don't think that we have seen a level of antagonism from the federal government, who, historically, the federal government or the Supreme Court, in the context of the Warren Court, have been the thing that allowed Black folks to have some sort of support outside of the context of their specific geographic and political reality in a certain state or in a certain community. And that now is gone. There is no federal government to appeal to. In fact, the federal government is the antagonist.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break: Is it time to start practicing Black History Month differently?

[Break]

Rosin: So given everything you both have said, which is, we're in this unusual position where the federal government is a major actor in, what do we wanna call it, distorting, whitewashing history?

Harris: Both.

Rosin: Prettifying history--

Smith: All of the above.

Rosin: --any of those? It's Black History Month, which is this month. In this year, in this moment, is there an argument for thinking of or practicing Black History Month differently?

Smith: I've been thinking a lot about this. I was recently in New Orleans for Mardi Gras, and I bring my kids. I'm from New Orleans; that's my hometown. My parents still live there--

Rosin: Happy Fat Tuesday.

Smith: There you go.

I bring my kids often to New Orleans 'cause it's a place that means a lot to me and I want them to have a connection to that city. And one of the things that we did, kind of between the celebrations and the festivals and the parades, is we got in the car with my mom and went to her elementary school, which is no longer there; it's a school that was called T. J. Semmes.

And we went there because my mom was among the first Black students to desegregate that school, or to integrate that school. She was there after--there were the four little girls, including Ruby Bridges, who integrated New Orleans schools in 1960. And I brought my kids there with my mom in this moment because I've been thinking a lot about what it means for people to understand Black history not only as something about Rosa Parks and Frederick Douglass and Martin Luther King, but also as this thing that's the people who are right next to us. Their grandmother--not Martin Luther King, not Rosa Parks, not these people in the books--their grandmother was among the first wave of students to integrate a school in New Orleans.

And I want them both to understand that because of their proximity to it, but also, in this specific moment, I think it's a reminder that the Trump administration can try to change a museum. They can try to change how things are taught in school. They can try to take away DEI in higher ed. They can try to do all of these things. But we still, within the sort of microunits of families and communities, still have the power to share this history in ways that I think can be really meaningful for all of us and for young people. And it wasn't just for my kids; I got to hear my mom talk about her experience going into this school.

And I think all of these things, for me, when I think of Black History Month, it's about both understanding and appreciating the sort of Jackie Robinsons and the like, but it's also about remembering that those larger figures are only possible because of what's happening on the most granular level.

Harris: And actually, to that point, it is to say that it's the actions of each individual. You think historically, it's like, oh, well, Frederick Douglass actually didn't have to write those things that he wrote, and they praised him because it was like, Oh, that was a really brave thing of you to do. Our grandparents didn't have to send our moms and dads to the schools that they sent them to. A lot of people didn't, where it's like, Actually, it's a little bit too dangerous to do that. And similarly, my mom was born in 1963 in Alabama, where four little girls were killed in a church, the sanctuary, the place where you're supposed to feel safest. This is living history that individuals experience and continue to experience, and it's the individual actions that people take.

Rosin: And why is it important to remember history in its difficulty? Even within families, people keep secrets for decades and decades, and they don't like to talk about the bad things that happen. It's a common human impulse. So why is it important to remember something like what your mother went through?

Smith: I tell people all the time: America is a place that has provided unparalleled, unimaginable opportunities for millions of people across generations in ways that their own ancestors could have never imagined. It has also done so at the direct expense of millions and millions of other people. And both of those things are the story of America--it's not one over here and one over there; you get to pick this one and not pick that one. Both of those things are the story of this country, and you have to hold both of those realities alongside one another.

Rosin: Why?

Smith: Well, I think when we think of ourselves, when I think of who I am as a person, I'm someone who's done things in my life that I'm proud of, and I'm someone who's done things in my life that I'm not proud of, because I'm human and I make mistakes. And what I try to do and what I try to teach my children is, you acknowledge those mistakes; you try to learn from those mistakes to become a better version of yourself in the future. And so if that's the standard that I hold myself to, the standard I hold my children to, the standard I hold my friends and loved ones to, why would I not hold my country to that same standard?

And I think the implications for it are that if you don't--I remember being a kid growing up in the '90s in New Orleans and being inundated with these messages about all the things that were wrong with Black people, that the reason there was so much violence and poverty and inequality in the Black community was because of something that Black people had done or had failed to do. And it was coming from the media. It was coming from politicians. It was coming from celebrities. It was coming from everywhere.

And I remember this feeling of hearing these messages and not having the historical context or intellectual tool kit with which to push back against it, and what I felt and experienced as a child was a sort of paralysis. It was like an emotional paralysis, where I knew what I was hearing was wrong, but I didn't know how to say it was wrong. I didn't have that language. And it wasn't until years later, when I encountered the scholarship, and I encountered the art, and I encountered the film and I encountered the history that explained that, oh, the reason one part of New Orleans looks one way and another part of New Orleans looks another way is not 'cause of the people in those communities. It's because of what has been done to those communities or what's been extracted from those communities generation after generation after generation. And when you learn that history, it is so profoundly freeing and so profoundly liberating because this country can't lie to you anymore.

Rosin: Adam, this week, there was a pushback against this trend we're describing from a federal judge who ruled about the panels at what's known as the President's House in Philadelphia that were taken down. It was quite a strong ruling. She quoted [George] Orwell. She said "An agency ... cannot arbitrarily decide what is true." How significant is that ruling? Have you seen other kinds of pushback like that?

Harris: We have seen federal judges push back pretty forcefully against the Trump administration's dictates, their executive orders, and maneuvers that they've made, whether that is removing the placards without consulting the city in an effort to sort of say that the history that they want to say is a true history. The order functionally says it can't just hinge on whether there's the transfer of power, what we actually believe about what we're saying. It is a very Orwellian view of the way we do history.

Americans, people generally, think of history in a different way than scholars think of history, where, yes, there are places and dates and names, but how those things are remembered is sort of subject to your interpretation, oftentimes. But there are realities. The fact that George Washington transported people back and forth and wrote to other people to say that, Hey, how can I get around this law that says that I can't keep people here for longer than this period of time?, those are just realities. You cannot change the facts of the situation. You can only change how you remember those facts and if you decide to publicly display those facts. And in a sense, what we have seen over the last year and change, in a really aggressive fashion, is that effort to remove those public memories of the facts that happen in this country.

Rosin: Although that conversation about facts does often confuse me a little bit. What we do do is decide which facts we're gonna present, which is what the Trump administration is saying: Why do we have to put those on display?

Smith: I think it goes back to what we were saying before. I was a high-school teacher, and so I feel very strongly about the idea that the Trump administration would suggest that part of why you shouldn't teach so much about Washington owning slaves or Jefferson owning enslaved people or why the presidential house should remove these things is, they would say, because they don't want so much emphasis on it. And they would say that teachers and museums are attempting to indoctrinate students--they use the language of indoctrination.

And what I find to be true is that there is this attempt to conflate, or to make it so that the teaching of empiricism, of primary-source realities, to suggest that that is somehow an ideological project rather than an empirical one. What I tried to do when I was a teacher and what I try to do as someone who writes about history is not necessarily to convince the reader to believe X or believe Y, but it is to lay out all of it.

I'm actually not interested in if you think Thomas Jefferson was evil or good. What I do want you to do is sit with the fact that he both wrote the Declaration of Independence and he also wrote in Notes on the State of Virginia that Black people are inferior to whites in both endowments of body and mind. What I want you to do is to sit with the fact that he wrote that "all men are created equal" and that he enslaved 600 people, including four of his own children. My role is not to tell you what to think, but what I do have to do is present the evidence. What a teacher does have to do is present the evidence. What a museum does have to do is present the evidence, to say, This is the totality. This is the full picture.

My understanding is that the presidential house doesn't say anywhere, George Washington was an evil man. George Washington was bad. What it says is that George Washington did X, Y, Z in the context of founding America, that he stepped down after two terms, etc., etc. And also says, And there's this other part of him: that he owned a plantation in Mount Vernon; that, as Adam said, he brought his slaves back and forth to avoid having to emancipate them. And what we, as Americans, have to do is to sit with all of that.

Rosin: As you both know, this week, Jesse Jackson died. Did you find yourself thinking differently about him as we start to hear his voice on the radio this week? 'Cause I imagine, like most people, you just haven't thought about him in a minute.

Smith: The thing that I thought about more than anything after I heard about his passing--we've been talking about what it means to have these conversations with your children and to attempt to ensure that they understand their proximity to Black history. When I told my daughter, who just turned 7, about how Jesse Jackson was with Martin Luther King when Martin Luther King was killed, it blew her mind 'cause in her mind, Martin Luther King is this guy from a long, long time ago. Like, Martin Luther King and Jesus were around at the same time.

[Rosin and Harris laugh]

Smith: To watch her little eyes be like, Oh, there was a person who was alive until just now who was with Martin Luther King, who worked with him, who was an adult with Martin Luther King when he was killed, what it did, I think, was, again, helped remind her that this history that many people say was a long time ago just, in fact, wasn't that long ago at all.

Rosin: Yeah, I was surprised in my reaction to the "I Am Somebody" speech, which I heard when I was in college. He came to my college campus. He spoke to us.

Jesse Jackson: I may be poor!
 Crowd: I may be poor!
 Jackson: But I am--
 Crowd: I am--
 Jackson: Somebody!
 Crowd: Somebody!
 Jackson: I may be--


Rosin: And I realized it settled in my memory almost like a song, like a rhythm: I am somebody. But just listening to the words--I am poor, I am unemployed, I am in prison--

Jackson: --I may be in jail!
 Crowd: I may be in jail!
 Jackson: But I am--
 Crowd: But I am--
 Jackson: Somebody!


Rosin: --and I am somebody--I was really moved by it. I actually listened to what he was saying, I think, probably for the first time.

Jackson: And I am--
 Crowd: I am--
 Jackson: Somebody!
 Crowd: Somebody!


Harris: Yeah. It's this idea that history isn't so far away, that we are not living outside of history, that we really are living inside of history, and that his passing really signals that that truth continues, and it becomes incumbent on that next generation to pick up the mantle of carrying that truth forward.

Jackson: I've sought to make America better. And how do you make America better? By challenging America to be better--and to be good.


Rosin: Thank you, Adam.

Harris: Thank you so much.

Rosin: Thanks, Clint.

Smith: Thank you.

Jackson: It's dark, my friends. But don't surrender. The morning comes. I know it's dark, but the morning comes.


[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West and Rosie Hughes. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid. Rob Smierciak engineered and provided original music. Genevieve Finn 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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Why Nudge Policies Failed

A new book buries the Obama-era idea that small shifts in personal behavior can greatly improve the world.

by Rob Wolfe

Thu, 19 Feb 2026




The life of a globe-trotting environmentalist is a breeding ground for moral quandaries. My oldest friend happens to be one such climate advocate; for several years, he ran a nonprofit encouraging carbon capture in the European Union. When it comes time to attend a lecture or a summit abroad, he avoids flying if he can. If not, he flies economy--the least carbon-intensive option--and swats aside a vague feeling that he is "getting away with something." Even though his work could help save the planet, he is forever calculating each mote of carbon that enters the atmosphere as a result of his personal choices: what to eat, where to travel, what to keep or throw away. He feels, in a word, responsible.

This is no accident. For decades, industries hoping to avoid regulation have reminded us about our personal culpability for social problems. Think of the famous 1971 "Crying Indian" ad, in which a Native American man sheds a tear over a piece of litter--a PSA that was sponsored by packaging companies. Or the concept of a personal carbon footprint, which was popularized in the early 2000s by one of the world's largest oil companies, BP. A few years after that, behavioral economists began repurposing these tactics for benevolent purposes, using subtle psychological cues called "nudges" to encourage people to file their taxes, save for retirement, exercise, and vote. Over the next decade and a half, political leaders enthusiastically embraced the idea, adopting behavioral-science solutions to far-reaching public-policy problems.

Let's say you'd like to encourage everyone to recycle as diligently as my friend does. Instead of instituting an onerous, possibly unpopular mandate, you could nudge. You could, as officials did in the United Kingdom, put up posters of watching eyes to promote good behavior. Or you could copy the authorities in Copenhagen and paint the sidewalk with footprints leading to trash bins. The problem that emerged with this approach, which is neatly summarized by George Loewenstein and Nick Chater in their new book, It's on You, is that, in retrospect, a focus on personal responsibility in this situation was "misplaced." "The prevalence of plastics, and plastic waste, has not been caused by individual careless consumers," they write. "It has been caused by the relentless growth of the plastics industry."

When nudges like these work, the benefits are minor. Meanwhile, and much worse, they shift focus away from truly effective changes--in this case, a limit on the production of single-use plastics--by convincing individuals that they are at fault. In the long term, this failure to address deep social problems contributes to the erosion of people's trust in governments and institutions, breeding nihilism and an attraction to demagogues who claim to have easy answers.

Read: How useful is recycling, really?

Loewenstein is widely credited with co-founding the field of behavioral economics, and both he and Chater, a U.K.-based behavioral scientist and consultant, contributed to nudge-policy making and research. This book is in part their mea culpa. It's also a convincing argument that grounding the collective good in personal choices can be corrosive, especially in a deeply individualistic culture. Like my friend the environmentalist, many of us are left to wonder: How can we function in a society that betrays our natural concern for the world around us?

Like most would-be revolutions, the nudge was launched with a manifesto. "Better governance often requires less in the way of government coercion and more in the way of freedom to choose," the law professor Cass R. Sunstein and the economist Richard H. Thaler wrote in their 2008 best seller, Nudge: Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth, and Happiness. The book sold more than 2 million copies and became a sensation in policy circles. President Barack Obama and British Prime Minister David Cameron created dedicated teams often referred to as "nudge units" within their administrations. Sunstein joined the federal government as Obama's regulatory czar. The appeal to politicians was obvious: They could engineer a better society without having to build consensus for more taxes, regulations, bans, and mandates. Sunstein and Thaler called this approach "libertarian paternalism," which promised to resolve a central conflict in civics by, in effect, sidestepping it.

Loewenstein and Chater met on the U.K.'s nudge unit in 2013. "It is hard now to recapture the sense of possibility that was in the air as the new behavioral approach to solving society's, and the world's, problems began to gain ground," they write. In the years that followed, their enthusiasm faded to skepticism as some of the most touted nudges proved less effective, or less durable, than advertised.

One such nudge is to "default" people into responsible choices, which exploits their natural bias for the status quo. A 2024 paper co-authored by the economist David Laibson tracked several American companies that auto-enrolled employees into sensible retirement plans with a standard minimum contribution. This worked--for a time. Because sticking with the plan was optional, many workers withdrew their money early, which mostly erased any long-term gains. Laibson and his collaborators found that workers saved less than 1 percent more of their income. By contrast, Australia signs up all earners for a retirement plan at a 12 percent contribution and doesn't let them withdraw funds before age 55. The country's retirement savings are more than 150 percent of GDP, one of the highest rates in the world.

Examples of inadequate nudges abound. In the fight against obesity, a well-known intervention is to pay people for losing weight. This does show meaningful effects--as long as they're being paid. When payment stops, they gain the weight back. As the authors note, a more lasting solution would be to place limits on fat and sugar in ultra-processed food, which makes up more than half of the average person's calorie consumption.

Chater and Loewenstein refer to these competing policy approaches--the individual and the systemic--as the "i-frame" and the "s-frame." When we focus on i-frame nudges, they argue, we drain momentum from more effective s-frame solutions. Take paying taxes, a monumentally complex and frustrating endeavor for the average person: The IRS could just calculate your return and send you a check or a bill, as other countries' tax authorities do. But the tax lobby has consistently blocked this, promoting individual choice to protect the billions of dollars that it earns each year in tax-preparation fees. This kind of misdirection creates a "crowding out" effect: Experiments by Loewenstein and his colleagues have shown that, after people are nudged to conserve energy, they become less likely to support a more systemic solution such as a carbon tax.

Read: Our nudge in chief

Using human flaws to manipulate people into doing the wrong thing seems much easier than getting them to do the right one, especially when the negative forces are global corporations funding multibillion-dollar marketing campaigns, and the positive forces are enlightened bureaucrats sending small experimental signals. Chater and Loewenstein believe that the government nudgers are not malevolent, but misguided. But by participating in the past half century's slide into hyper-individualism, libertarian paternalists are contributing to a collective ungluing. To understand the consequences of this "one weird trick" model of ordering a society, just look at the current state of America's institutions, which are being torn down by a public convinced that nothing works.

The authors of It's on You mention the present-day social and political consequences of nudge policies, including the hunger for reform that populists such as Donald Trump have seized on and sometimes betrayed--but they don't really spell them out. The book ends with a series of prescriptions for "unrigging" the rules of democracy and the economy, many of which sound familiar: take money out of politics, close the revolving door between government and industry, hold Big Tech accountable for online abuses. Thaler, the Nudge co-author, objected in a 2023 paper that such "nanny state" initiatives are unrealistic. But if the spotty record of nudges has proved anything, it's that half measures won't solve our deepest problems. "The history of democratic politics across the world is, after all, one of continual and often convulsive struggle to wrest control of the political and legal processes from the few to the many," Chater and Loewenstein write.

But what if the problem is not only structural but also cultural? I suspect that the authors would largely agree that nudges didn't make American society pathologically individualistic and atomized; instead, nudging was a well-meaning but inadequate attempt to circumvent a mindset that is already baked in. The depth of this predicament was apparent during the coronavirus pandemic, when social media abounded with declarations of resistance such as that of the retired baseball player Aubrey Huff, who stated that he "would rather die" than wear a mask. You might say that the United States has--as the behavioral economists might put it--its own cognitive bias. You could call it the cowboy effect.

At times, that bias has dragged us down; in other moments, it has helped us achieve a collective good. Large social changes built around appeals to personal freedom, such as the legalization of gay marriage, seemed impossible until a substantial proportion of the public showed visible support for them, and then they started happening all at once. Today's progressive populists, including Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren, have gained some limited traction in portraying the government as a protector of individual freedom against corporate power, much as President Franklin D. Roosevelt sold his New Deal policies as a shield against the "economic tyranny" of that era's oligarchs.

Which brings me back to my friend the environmentalist. He knows all about the manipulative history of the nudge, including the packaging-company PSA and the carbon footprint, yet he still feels a personal obligation that goes beyond his work in the s-frame. With a lot of thought, he has learned to recontextualize the sense of responsibility. Now when he carefully chooses to stay home rather than fly, or when he eats veggies instead of pork, he imagines not a one-man fix to the climate crisis but a quiet demonstration of a new social norm, which one day might force politicians to act--if not through the recycling bin, then through the ballot box. After all, there is a way to harness the collective effort of individuals to bring about desperately needed change. It's called a government.
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Black History Month Is Radical Now

A nation that wants to forget its past must be reminded of all of it.

by Adam Harris

Thu, 19 Feb 2026




America loves its heroes. The nation has made lions of the men who signed a document 250 years ago to declare independence from the English crown; it's made saints of the 55 men who gathered in a sweaty room in Philadelphia to draft its Constitution. Time elevates those people and their deeds to the heights of deities, and American gods must be faultless. But those heroes are not gods; they were, indeed, men--fallible as all others.

In the same city where the Founders wrote the words that have guided the nation for more than two centuries, George Washington--the most esteemed of them--made a home as America's first president. He brought men and women he had enslaved with him, and rotated them between Philadelphia and Mount Vernon, in Virginia, so that they would not earn their liberty under Pennsylvania law. He shuffled them back and forth so that they would remain his property. These facts cannot be changed; only how they are remembered can.

For 16 years, an exhibit at Washington's Philadelphia home, "The President's House: Freedom and Slavery in the Making of a New Nation"--situated in the shadow of the Liberty Bell's unambiguous nod to freedom's ring--highlighted that difficult history. But in late January, a cadre of federal workers yanked placards from the site's brick walls in response to a March 2025 executive order from the White House that shunned complication. In the order, President Trump had charged the secretary of the interior with ensuring that public monuments "focus on the greatness of the achievements and progress of the American people."

Clint Smith: What it means to tell the truth about America

Black History Month is sometimes treated as little more than an opportunity for corporate branding and, maybe, school assemblies; but in the face of such erasure, observing it this February feels radical. Black history in America is, of course, more than the story of enslavement and what was done to Black people on this continent across hundreds of years. It is a story of family, love, resilience, determination, achievement, and, yes, despair, wrapped into one package--what Black Americans achieved in spite of the fact that, for many years, they were not seen as fully Americans. It is not a simple history and it is not a story of unrelenting progress, because America's history is neither of those things. To acknowledge the troubling, shameful aspects of American history is not to denigrate the Founders but to see them, and the others who made their livelihoods possible, as people. Black History Month calls on us to remember their humanity, and to remember the heroic and human deeds of those who have always been unsung.

This is a milestone year for America. It marks both the 250th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence and the 100th anniversary of an effort to recover and recount the contributions of Black Americans left out of the national narrative--what was launched in 1926 as Negro History Week and then became Black History Month in 1976. One anniversary honors the nation's founding ideals; the other reckons with its failures to live up to them. Both offer an essential--and timely--opportunity to acknowledge the ambitions and shortcomings of America's grand and unfinished experiment.

The majority of Americans experience Black History Month as a formula. Students prepare PowerPoint or posterboard projects about people such as Martin Luther King Jr., Rosa Parks, or Jackie Robinson--or, for those who would venture further in our history, Phillis Wheatley, the nation's first published Black poet. Businesses invite speakers and hold events for staff. Civic associations host dinners.

That is not how Black History Month began, though. Its precursor was established by Carter G. Woodson, the historian and founder of the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History, at a time when eugenics--race science and the idea that white people were genetically superior to Black people--was finally being challenged as the pseudoscience it is. "The greatest scholars of today are saying that there is no such thing as race in science, and that there is nothing in anthropology or psychology to support such myths as the inferiority and superiority of races," the 1927 announcement for Negro History Week reads. "These truths, however, will have little bearing on the uplift of the negro if they are left in the state of academic discussion." From its inception, the event was designed to be a chance to tell the truth about the past in public--the whole truth.

In 1976, Negro History Week became Black History Month, and was officially acknowledged by President Gerald Ford. The nation, founded on "individual rights," was turning 200--but Black Americans had only just had their right to vote reinforced by law. Every president since then has issued a proclamation to celebrate Black History Month. Freedom is a struggle, Ronald Reagan's proclamation said in 1986, echoing Frederick Douglass's exhortation that if there is no struggle, there is no progress. "The American experience and character can never be fully grasped until the knowledge of black history assumes its rightful place in our schools and our scholarship," Reagan wrote.

Vann R. Newkirk II: American democracy is only 55 years old-and hanging by a thread

On February 3, President Trump continued that tradition, and signed a proclamation of his own for Black History Month. "From the very beginning, our country has been blessed with countless black American heroes," he stated, before lambasting people who have "needlessly divided" the public over race. "As President, I proclaim that 'black history' is not distinct from American history--rather, the history of Black Americans is an indispensable chapter in our grand American story."

But what his administration is doing belies whatever nice words Trump had to say about Black heroes. Its actions to limit what aspects of Black history can be included in the American story betray Trump's real meaning. His administration has renamed monuments for Confederate traitors, scrubbed memorials to the contributions of Black military service members, and purged writings by authors such as Maya Angelou from the U.S. Naval Academy library; this is an ongoing project.

Other politicians have made a concerted effort to curtail examinations of American history over the past several years. State lawmakers have limited what can be taught in public schools. Florida passed a law that warns teachers not to "persuade students to a particular point of view," and blocked an Advanced Placement curriculum for African American studies. Oklahoma barred "discriminatory principles," such as the idea that people bear responsibility for what someone of their race did in the past; teachers at one school said they were told to stop saying "Black excellence" to motivate their students. The Trump administration's executive orders targeting diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives have created confusion and a climate of fear--not least because administration officials have been vague about what punishments districts, universities, and nonprofits might face for running afoul of their ideological standards and about what would even constitute a violation.

That haze has led to a drawback of even the most anodyne of celebrations honoring Black achievement. Last month, Indiana University at Indianapolis canceled its annual Martin Luther King Jr. Dinner--held, without fail, every year since 1969--citing budget cuts. As a joint production of the university and its Black Student Union, the dinner was a marquee event in town. But halfway through 2025, IU closed its DEI office. State law had mandated that it shut down all DEI-adjacent programs, which meant the Black Student Union would lose a portion of its funding--funding that would have helped support the dinner.

On January 13, in response to a community outcry, the chancellor, Latha Ramchand, said the university was trying to "reimagine" its "affinity dinners" and other such events. "In short, the MLK Dinner is not going away--rather we are in a moment of transition and the work of this task force will help us create its next iteration." But traditions gain salience through time and repetition. When they are interrupted, when we stop choosing them consistently, they lose their heft.

Clint Smith: Those who try to erase history will fail

At its most elemental, Black History Month is about seeing the nation in full. It invites complexity. Booker T. Washington, who created the Tuskegee Institute and built it into an academic juggernaut for Black students, was the most powerful Black man of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Even his critics were forced to confess as much and admire his brilliance. Acknowledging his greatness does not mean forgetting that his philosophy would have allowed--at least in the short term--the continuation of Black Americans' second-class citizenship. "In all things that are purely social we can be as separate as the fingers," he told a predominantly white audience at the Cotton States and International Exposition in Atlanta in 1895, "yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress."

Trump is correct that the United States is one nation with a shared history--people, places, dates, and events. But that history has been experienced differently by different people. It is a nation of the enslaved and the enslaver. It is also a nation built on principles. And one feels bad about telling the true legacy of the slaveholder only if one identifies, in some way, with his actions rather than his nobler ideals. To recognize the divide between someone's stated values and their actions is to recognize where they should have done better and where we can still do better.

On Monday, citing George Orwell's dystopian novel 1984, a federal judge ordered the administration to restore the placards at Washington's old home in Philadelphia. History could not be erased. "The government here likewise asserts truth is no longer self-evident, but rather the property of the elected chief magistrate and his appointees and delegees," Judge Cynthia Rufe, a George W. Bush appointee, wrote. "An agency, whether the Department of the Interior, NPS, or any other agency, cannot arbitrarily decide what is true, based on its own whims or the whims of the new leadership, regardless of the evidence before it."

A day later, Jesse Jackson died at the age of 84. The civil-rights leader's two upstart presidential campaigns revealed how limited America's political imagination was at the time; his platform would become the foundation of the progressive movement for the next three decades. Sometimes I look at black-and-white photos of Jackson--playing basketball with Marvin Gaye, standing next to King on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel in Memphis before he was murdered, or preparing to deliver the first joint address by a Black man to the Alabama legislature since Reconstruction. It's easy to think of Jackson in the past. But he was also human, and lived until it was no longer this world but his friend John Lewis that he would see in the morning.

In 2019, members of Congress were preparing to discuss H.R. 40, a bill that would study reparations for slavery--a bill to atone for history. I spoke with Jackson ahead of the hearing. We talked about racism, reparations, and ultimately about hope. It felt natural to wonder where someone who had seen so much bad in U.S. history continued to draw his resolve from. Jackson told me that his own hope stemmed from the fact that the truth cannot be erased. "The truth of slavery--that Africans subsidized America's wealth--that truth will not go away," he said. History must be remembered. His death is a reminder that the duty to contend with that history falls to those who are still on this Earth.
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Hitler's Greenland Obsession

After creating an economic mess with ill-advised tariffs, Hitler looked north in pursuit of resources and national security.

by Timothy W. Ryback

Thu, 19 Feb 2026




Greenland appears to have been a lifelong preoccupation of Adolf Hitler's. According to stenographic notes from a lunchtime conversation dated May 21, 1942, Hitler recalled that hardly anyone "interested him more in his youth" than Fridtjof Nansen, the Norwegian explorer who in 1888 led the first team to cross Greenland's interior. A surviving volume from Hitler's private book collection contains firsthand accounts of the geologic and Arctic explorer Alfred Wegener's Gronland Expedition, which left Wegener dead in 1930 and inspired the 1933 adventure film S.O.S. Eisberg, starring the actor and eventual filmmaker Leni Riefenstahl.

Hitler's personal copy of History of the Expedition, the narrative of the tragic Wegener venture, can be perused in the rare-book collection at the Library of Congress among the 1,200 or so remnant volumes from Hitler's private library. The 198-page monograph bears his personal bookplate--ex libris, eagle, swastika--like many of the others, but is notable because unlike most, it does not include a handwritten inscription by an author, a close associate, or a distant admirer. This suggests that the volume was a personal acquisition rather than a gift, a fact made all the more interesting by the 1933 publication date, the first year of the Hitler chancellorship, when the Nazi leader's interest in Greenland transitioned from personal to strategic.

From the May 2003 issue: Hitler's forgotten library

By April 1934, Hitler's government had inventoried Greenland: 13,500 Eskimo, 3,500 Danes, and 8,000 sheep, as well as the world's largest deposit of a strategic natural resource--cryolite, a mineral essential to American aluminum production. In 1938, Hermann Goring dispatched an expedition to Greenland, ostensibly to explore the island's flora and fauna. However, Hitler's true intent may have been not scientific, but economic--the expedition was headed by a mining engineer, Kurt Herdemerten, who had been a member of the ill-fated Wegener expedition. Hitler had inflicted countless economic wounds on his country over his five years as chancellor, and this foray into the Arctic was part of a broader effort to remedy one of them.

In a drive to move Germany toward economic self-sufficiency, Hitler had imposed draconian tariffs, refused to honor foreign-debt obligations, and sought to wean the nation off Norwegian whale-oil consumption. The problem was that Germany used whale oil not only for margarine, a staple of the German diet, but also in the production of nitroglycerin, a key component for the munitions industry. Whale-oil imports ranged from 165,000 to 220,000 tons annually, representing the country's single largest foreign-currency expenditure. To replace Norwegian whale oil, it was proposed that "German ships with German fishermen using German equipment" could harvest "the riches of the sea"--or Fischreichtum--"without giving a single penny to foreign countries." So Hitler mobilized a German whaling fleet that gradually depleted whale populations in the North. By 1938, the Germans also had 31 whale-oil-processing ships in the frozen South, off the coast of Antarctica, along with two processing stations on land supplied by 257 "catcher boats." Plans were made to declare the "whaling enterprises" German colonial possessions.

Read: Hitler's terrible tariffs

In mid-January 1939, two twin-engine Dornier "flying boats"--model Do 18-D--coursed along the coast of Antarctica, dropping weighted steel rods stamped with swastikas and bearing Nazi flags every 15 miles or so. The secret expedition, overseen by Goring and led by Alfred Ritscher, one of Germany's top Arctic explorers, was intended to stake a territorial claim "corresponding to the expansion of the economic interests of greater Germany," as Ritscher later put it.

The Antarctic demarcation project undertaken by Ritscher in January 1939 was part of Hitler's aggressive peacetime land grab in the name of ethnic unification and national security, beginning with the annexation of Austria in March 1938 and continuing with the dismemberment of Czechoslovakia in September of that year.

Hitler dismissed those who opposed the acquisition of land on the grounds of human rights as "scribblers." No divine authority dictated how much land a people possessed or occupied, Hitler wrote in Mein Kampf: "National borders are made by men, and they are changed by men." A country's claim to territory was based on its ability to impose brute force over another, a principle that dated back, Hitler continued, to days of the "might of a victorious sword," when Germanic tribes asserted themselves with blood and iron. "Und nur in dieser Kraft allein liegt dann das Recht," Hitler wrote, a maxim that, distilled into English, translates as "Might makes right."

Following the invasion of Poland, in 1939, Hitler's interests in the Far North expanded from economic to military. On April 8, 1940, Hitler briefed his propaganda minister, Joseph Goebbels, on an imminent military operation in Denmark and Norway. The preemptive strike, Hitler explained, was a defensive measure against an anticipated attack by Britain and France that he believed might come via Scandinavia. (Sweden had already declared its neutrality.) "Approximately 250,000 men will carry out the operation," Goebbels wrote in his diary. "Most of the artillery and ammunition have already been transported across, hidden in coal steamers." The next morning, six infantry divisions, two motorized brigades, a paratrooper unit, and hundreds of aircraft, including 186 Heinkel bombers, launched Operation Weser Maneuver. Denmark capitulated. Norway resisted and was crushed. "Once we have the two countries," Goebbels recorded, "England will be flattened" because Germany could use Scandinavia as "a base of attack." As for the United States? That country "is of no interest to us," Goebbels wrote, because by the time the Americans could deliver any material assistance (eight months, in Goebbels's reckoning) or put boots on the ground in Europe (18 months), the war would be over.

But unbeknownst to Goebbels, U.S. Coast Guard cruisers were already on their way to Greenland. A strategic analysis had determined that a well-directed shot from a German U-boat or an act of sabotage could cripple the cryolite-mining operations at Ivittuut, in the Arsuk Fjord in South Greenland, which America was determined to safeguard to protect its aluminum production.

Henrik Kauffmann, the Danish ambassador in Washington, D.C., distanced himself from the government in German-occupied Copenhagen and declared himself the representative of "the interests of the free Denmark," a status the United States readily recognized. The American Greenland Commission was formed, and an American consulate was opened in Godthaab, the island's capital city (today known as Nuuk), with the consent of Eske Brun, Greenland's colonial administrator, who was an ally of Kauffmann's. "Adaptability of areas for installation of airfields was the first consideration governing location of forces," Kaufmann later recalled. "Since these areas were of the same value to Germany as to the United States, these, in addition to the cryolite mine, were the localities actively defended."

"The Eskimos in Greenland will be astonished to see how the Americans are staffing their newly established consulate," the German newspaper Schwabischer Merkur reported on June 9, 1940, questioning the purpose of the "ten officers and 167 men" that the Americans had dispatched to "peaceful" Greenland. "Under international law," the newspaper observed, "Greenland belongs to Denmark."

Another Nazi-aligned newspaper, Stuttgarter NS-Kurier, reminded its readers of Greenland's status under international law, noting that the American presence was causing "serious disquiet" in Denmark: "It goes without saying that there cannot be any talk of a change in the Danish position toward an apparent American interference in the administration of Greenland, Denmark's last colonial holding."

Read: The intellectual rationalization for annexing Greenland

On April 9, 1941, exactly one year after the German occupation of Denmark, U.S. Secretary of State Cordell Hull and Kauffmann, with the assent of the Greenland colonial administrator, signed the Agreement Between the United States of America and Denmark Respecting the Defense of Greenland. The preamble of the agreement highlighted the imminent danger that Greenland "may be converted into a point of aggression against nations of the American continent." The subsequent articles allowed the United States to "improve and deepen" harbors and to "construct, maintain and operate such landing fields, seaplane facilities and radio and meteorological installations as necessary" for the protection of the North American continent against foreign aggression.

President Franklin D. Roosevelt publicly hailed the agreement the next day. In America, Ambassador Kauffmann, as the defender of "free Denmark," was proclaimed "king of Greenland"; in Nazi-occupied Copenhagen, he was charged with treason.

On April 27, Danish Foreign Minister Erik Scavenius, claiming to act on instructions from the Danish king, issued a formal note to Hull protesting Kauffmann's actions. By signing the bilateral agreement, Scavenius wrote, Kauffmann had acted "against the will and knowledge of His Majesty," as well as against the "Cabinet and the Danish Rigsdag," the equivalent of the U.S. Congress. "From real as well as from formal points of view," Scavenius wrote, "the Danish Government has therefore been obliged to consider the agreement as invalid in point of Danish constitutional as well as international law." For the United States to have entered into an agreement with "a person who has no country and no head of state behind him" was, Scavenius wrote, "a fiction."

If so, this fiction was similar to the one the British government had endorsed a year earlier, after Germany had invaded France and installed the collaborationist Vichy regime. In June 1940, a 49-year-old colonel who had led the French army's 4th Armored Division in counterattacks against the Germans at Abbeville retreated to London after France surrendered. The British recognized the colonel, Charles de Gaulle, as the self-declared representative of the "free French"; the Vichy government denounced de Gaulle as a traitor and deserter, stripping him of his military rank, convicting him of treason, and sentencing him to death in absentia.

The Americans, like the British, recognized the distinction between a fascist takeover by force and the prerogatives of a democratically elected government. So just as de Gaulle was recognized as the legitimate representative of France, Kauffman was recognized as the legitimate representative of Denmark and Greenland. Over the next four years, Greenland became a vital transit point for the Allies--it had as many as 17 military facilities, including airfields and naval installations that protected the cryolite-mining operation at Ivittuut--and assisted in the liberation of hundreds of millions of Europeans across the continent. When the war was over and the democratically elected government in Denmark was restored, it willingly reaffirmed this American protection in the 1951 Defense of Greenland agreement, which remains in effect today.
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The West's Winter Has Been a Slow-Moving Catastrophe

Without snow in the mountains, the places that depend on the West's rivers will hurt for water.

by Rebecca Boyle

Wed, 18 Feb 2026




If you are reading this on the East Coast, congratulations on the warmer weather you're finally getting this week. It was cold and snowy for a while there. Here in the West, we wish we'd been in your shoes. Spare a thought for the tens of millions of us who live on the other side of the continent, where a catastrophe is unfolding.



In Colorado, where I live and grew up, this winter has been especially warm and dry. Last year closed with the warmest December in the history of recordkeeping. It was 8.9 degrees warmer than the average from 1991 to 2020, and the warmest of all in a record that goes back to the late 19th century. Over this past weekend, my neighbors and my family walked with our dogs and our kids in T-shirts and shorts, because it was in the mid-60s in Colorado Springs. About 60 miles north, my family in Denver saw a new record high of 68 degrees--on February 15.



But temperatures are not the only reason this winter is a catastrophe. This year, our snowpack is among the lowest ever measured, which means it won't be enough to fill the rivers that are born in our mountains, which feed  reservoirs and water farms from here to Los Angeles. Snow is finally coming to the mountains this week, but we still cannot avoid one of the worst water years in modern history. The West is already experiencing the worst drought we have seen in 1,200 years, as our junior senator, John Hickenlooper, reminded me in an email over the weekend. Colorado politicians have to be attuned to these dynamics: "The snowpack is pretty much as large as all of our reservoirs combined. That's why winters like this one are so terrifying," he wrote. Drought can mean economic disaster.



Hickenlooper, who was also the state's governor and the mayor of Denver, is not a man given to hyperbole. It really is that dire. Unless a lot of snow falls soon, Colorado's environment and economy will take a huge hit. Ski resorts are losing money now. In the spring, rivers that usually offer waist-high whitewater rapids and fishing pools will instead be a trickle; in the summer, farmers will lose peach crops. Hydrologists, fire scientists, and climate researchers are bracing for summer too; their spectrum of worry ranges from concern to actual panic.



"It's as bad as you think it is," Russ Schumacher, the Colorado state climatologist, told me. On top of the ongoing, decades-long drought in the region, all of Colorado is in a snow drought too. The amount of water stored in the snowpack is the lowest it's been at this point in winter since at least 1987, when comprehensive measurements began, he said. Going back to older records, some of which date from the Dust Bowl, the 2025-26 water year is the third-worst ever measured. In the two worse years, snowpack measured about 40 to 42 percent of average at this point in winter; this year, Colorado is sitting around 58 percent of median overall, and lower in some areas.



Climatologists say that a weak La Nina pattern in the Pacific is partly to blame, parking a high-pressure "heartbreak ridge" farther east than usual, which continually pushes moisture away from the mountains. But the abysmal snowpack is also causing a bad feedback loop, allowing the mountains to warm more than usual. The pattern could finally break this week, and "we definitely have time to make up ground," Allie Mazurek, a climatologist at the Colorado Climate Center, told me. But she also cautioned that "at this stage, it is looking almost impossible for us to get back to an average snowpack."



Schumacher's predecessor, the longtime state climatologist Nolan Doesken, used to say that Colorado's snowmelt is well behaved. Rain comes in a flash and is gone just as quickly, but we know where snow falls, where it will lie in wait, and which rivers it will feed months later. Flakes accumulate on cold ground, and when the Rockies stay cold the way they should, the snow remains for many months. And the surrounding air stays colder with snowpack than without it. This winter, temperatures are soaring 10 to 12 degrees above normal in northwestern Colorado--temperatures that region would not be seeing if the ground were covered in snow, Mazurek said.



Western water monitors use a metric called snow water equivalent, which is just what it sounds like, to estimate how much water will flow into rivers when the snow melts. Since 1987, the Snowpack Telemetry Network, SNOTEL, has measured snowpack by weighing the snow that falls at hundreds of stations across the West, including more than 100 currently active ones in Colorado. Other measurements are taken by hikers who snowshoe up to designated spots and measure the snowpack by hand. Climate scientists have been doing this for decades. Last week, the snow water equivalent in the Colorado River basin was tied for the lowest ever recorded, according to Brad Udall, a senior water scientist at Colorado State University and an expert on the Colorado River.



That snowpack forms the headwaters of rivers including the Colorado, the Rio Grande, and the Arkansas. And the Colorado River feeds the two largest reservoirs in the United States: Lake Powell and Lake Mead. Both reservoirs are critically low and have been for years: Powell is about 25 percent full, and Mead is at about 34 percent. If Powell's water level drops another 40 or so feet, which it could this year, there won't be enough water to generate hydroelectric power at Glen Canyon Dam. Water managers are starting to worry about "dead pool" too, in which the lake will get too low to let water flow through Glen Canyon toward Lake Mead; they are likely to reduce water flow out of Powell this year to avoid it.



In most of the Colorado River's upper basin--in Colorado, Utah, New Mexico, and Wyoming--water is not collected in many reservoirs; instead, it is diverted out to thousands of small locations, from streams to irrigation ditches. And "this year, there just isn't going to be any water in these rivers. Or there will be water, but instead of 12 weeks or 16 weeks of water, it will be four weeks of water," Udall told me. "Under western water law, people can basically completely dry these rivers up."



This is bad timing, because Colorado and the other basin states are currently failing to renegotiate key parts of the more-than-century-old Colorado River Compact, which expire later this year. Along with seven states, the river-management agreement includes the federal Bureau of Reclamation, 30 tribal nations, and Mexico, and controls how the river flows into and out of Lakes Powell and Mead. The states missed a major deadline on February 14, which means that the Bureau of Reclamation will instead impose its own plan--one that none of the states are likely to be happy with. In Colorado, at least, some residents are concerned that the Trump administration will punish the solidly blue state by simply giving more water to, say, Arizona, which Donald Trump won in 2024. This is far from an irrational worry. In late December, Trump vetoed funding for a pipeline, already under construction with bipartisan support, that would bring water from a reservoir to rural communities in southeastern Colorado. The fight over the Colorado River could shape up in similar fashion, pitting state against state. (In response to a request for comment, a Department of the Interior spokesperson pointed me to a press release in which Secretary Doug Burgum said that the department had "listened to every state's perspective" and that a "fair compromise with shared responsibility remains within reach.")



Further in the future, the effects of water reductions will spill through the western economy. Agriculture, water recreation such as fishing and river rafting, and entire mountain ecosystems--both environmental and economic--will falter. For now, though, we are worrying about our trees budding six weeks too early, and pouring buckets of water around their trunks to keep them hydrated in the warmth. We are updating our fire checklists and go bags during red-flag warnings: One went up yesterday as I was working on this story. Winter fire watches are abnormal, but we are growing all too accustomed to them. And we are checking the snow forecast every day.
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Name That College Town

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 18 Feb 2026




If you put any stock in the ability of IQ tests to assess intelligence, we humans have spent the past century steadily getting smarter. (And if you don't put any stock in them, well, we humans have steadily gotten better at IQ tests.)

Because IQ is a standardized measure, humankind's average score still sits at 100--but this isn't your granddaddy's 100. IQ tests are regularly recalibrated, and over the past many decades, when new subjects have taken an old test, they have almost always outscored their predecessors' average; Grandpa's generation might have hovered around 100, but the kids are scoring 115 ... which then becomes the new 100.

This phenomenon is called the Flynn effect, and researchers still aren't sure what causes it. Perhaps it's due to more efficient education or better nutrition. The reason could be that modern environments contain more interesting stimuli or that modern gasoline no longer contains lead.

I haven't seen anyone propose that trivia is to thank, but the growing popularity of quizzing tracks with the IQ trend line pretty well too. I think I speak for all of science when I say we shouldn't rule it out quite yet.

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

Wednesday, February 18, 2026

	What name is shared by the city that's home to the oldest continuously operating university in North America and the one that's home to Europe's third-oldest?
 -- From Rose Horowitch's article about elite universities' satellite campuses 
 	All major categories of competition at this year's Winter Olympics feature mixed-gender events, save for what sport considered too dangerous for the combining of men and women?
 -- From Christie Aschwanden's essay on these Olympics' boon to women's sports
 	By what colorful name did Jesse Jackson refer to his vision of Americans of all creeds, races, and backgrounds uniting to overcome inequality?
 -- From Adam Serwer's essay reflecting on Jackson's legacy after his death this week




And by the way, did you know that the University of Bologna is nearly a millennium old? It's the world's oldest university that was founded as such (at least one older university started as a madrasa), and its alumni include Copernicus, Dante, and more than one pope.

Imagine trying to write a halfway-decent poem for an assignment, and your classmate turns in the Divine Comedy. Then again, at least you'd have had a leg up on Copernicus, who probably got marked off plenty for insisting that the Earth actually orbits the sun.

Until tomorrow.



Answers:

	Cambridge. Time was, colleges stuck to the spot where they were built, and globally recognized elite schools mostly still do (see Harvard and Britain's Cambridge staying put). But Rose reports that more and more universities just below that top tier are trying to burnish their reputation by creating a network of fully fledged satellite campuses. Read more.
 	Ice hockey. Aschwanden writes that gender mixing in the Olympics has steadily increased over recent Games and has probably done more to raise female athletes' profiles than events featuring women alone. Read more.
 	The Rainbow Coalition. Adam writes that Jackson's opponents did their best to turn him into "an anti-white, anti-Semitic demagogue" but that this caricature never reflected the actual man, who was steadfastly committed to egalitarianism. It's easy to be cynical about Jackson, Adam writes. Don't be. 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.
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The Latest Ploy to Help Republicans Win Elections

The SAVE Act, which would require that voters prove they are citizens, is a solution to a problem that doesn't exist.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 18 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.

Any legislation titled with a backronym is automatically suspect, and the SAVE America Act--that's Safeguard American Voter Eligibility--is no exception. A version of the bill languished last year, but President Trump is now pressuring Senate Republicans to pass it, among his other attempts to subvert the midterm elections. Although the bill seems unlikely to become a law, it could still create chaos and confusion about the race.

The SAVE Act is relatively simple to understand: It requires that anyone wishing to vote provide documentation to prove they are a U.S. citizen. On an intuitive level, this might make sense, because noncitizens aren't permitted to vote. But the bill is a solution in search of a problem. States already have methods of verifying citizenship, and illegal voting by noncitizens is very rare. The bill also threatens to disenfranchise eligible voters. Although some of the bill's supporters may be sincere, Secretary of Homeland Security Kristi Noem committed a classic Kinsley gaffe on Friday, inadvertently revealing the truth of the administration's push: It's a ploy to help Republicans win elections.

"When it gets to Election Day," she said at an event boosting the bill in Arizona, "we've been proactive to make sure that we have the right people voting, electing the right leaders to lead this country."

Many states have enacted laws that require photo identification for voting. (Most election laws are made at the state level, though Congress has occasionally passed nationwide laws, such as the 2002 Help America Vote Act.) Studies have found that voter-ID laws have a relatively minor effect on turnout; they are generally popular with voters, but they also disproportionately affect older voters, poorer voters, and minority voters. Politicians who support them like to point out that people need ID to board a plane or buy alcohol--but neither of those is a constitutional right, and violations of alcohol laws are very common. The SAVE Act would go a step further, not only by mandating ID at the federal level but by requiring voters to present proof of citizenship, most likely a passport or a birth certificate. Noncitizen voting simply isn't a major threat to election integrity, and it's already punishable under existing laws. The Heritage Foundation, a right-wing think tank that supports the law, maintains a very helpful database of election fraud. The database contains 99 instances of ineligible voting by noncitizens since 1982. For comparison, more than 150 million votes were cast for president in 2024 alone.

Experts warn that requiring proof of citizenship would shut many Americans out of the polls. Only about half of the population holds a passport. Not all Americans have access to their birth certificate, and even that would not be sufficient for, say, a woman who changed her name at marriage, who would also have to produce proof of marriage. The congressional scholar Norm Ornstein argues that given the cost of establishing proof, the SAVE Act is in effect "a poll tax, a parallel to what Jim Crow laws used to suppress black votes, which the Supreme Court ultimately outlawed."

If the law passes, Votebeat's Nathaniel Rakich reports, "there are serious questions about whether it's even practically possible to implement" by the midterms. Among other problems, the law would require cross-checking state voter rolls against a federal database, also called SAVE (though in this case it stands for Systematic Alien Verification for Entitlements). But ProPublica reports that the tool is a mess, often turning up inaccurate results.

All that said, the bill seems unlikely to pass. Republican Susan Collins of Maine last week became the 50th senator to back the bill, but because Democrats will filibuster, passing the bill requires 60 votes, which it doesn't have. Some senators are demanding the end of the filibuster (or the introduction of a "talking filibuster"), but there doesn't appear to be enough GOP support to make that happen.

Yet Trump doesn't seem ready to accept defeat. "There will be Voter I.D. for the Midterm Elections, whether approved by Congress or not!" Trump posted on Truth Social on Friday. The president promised to issue an executive order, but he has no power to mandate voter-ID requirements--indeed, he has no control over elections, and a previous order requiring proof of citizenship to register has been partially blocked by federal courts. Trump insisted, however, that he has "searched the depths of Legal Arguments not yet articulated or vetted on this subject, and will be presenting an irrefutable one in the very near future." (No one seems to know what he's talking about, and keeping expectations low is probably wise. The legal proof will surely be coming right after his health-care plan and Infrastructure Week.)

The president may just be posturing, trying to get Republicans in the Senate to act. But he has shown little interest in stopping where his legal limitations end. And he's testing other methods of subversion: He has tried to tell states when they can accept ballots and dictate what machines they use, and he recently called for Republicans to "nationalize" elections. Many of his actions seem motivated by a cynical calculus: Even if he loses the battle to enact the SAVE Act or put it into effect via executive order, he may be able to sow doubt about the results of the elections, which he can use if his party fares poorly in November. For his purposes of subverting elections, creating uncertainty may be nearly as effective as a real policy change.
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Today's News

	At least 12 Democratic lawmakers plan to boycott President Trump's State of the Union address next week and instead attend a "People's State of the Union" rally on the National Mall.
 	Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. named Jay Bhattacharya, the National Institutes of Health director, as acting head of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, according to people familiar with the matter. He will replace Jim O'Neill, who will be reportedly nominated to lead the National Science Foundation.
 	Mark Zuckerberg is testifying in Los Angeles in a landmark trial, in which Meta is accused of designing platforms to be addictive and harm children's mental health. The case is the first of more than 1,500 similar lawsuits; both Meta and YouTube, which is also named in the suit, deny the allegations.
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The Harvard of the South ... Of the West?

By Rose Horowitch

Vanderbilt University, in Nashville, is the sort of highly selective institution that jockeys for the unofficial title of Harvard of the South. Recently, the university's chancellor had a new idea: What if Vanderbilt was also in San Francisco? Maybe it could become the Harvard of the West too.
 Last month, Vanderbilt announced that it was acquiring the facilities of the financially insolvent California College of the Arts and would be converting the space into a new campus. Private universities have been experimenting with satellite campuses for decades. Typically, these outposts are either overseas or limited to a graduate program or two. The Vanderbilt expansion, set to open in 2027, will be different: It will include a full-blown, four-year undergraduate college, not in Abu Dhabi but in the San Francisco Design District. This new tactic, pioneered by Northeastern University a few years ago, is taking the satellite-campus concept to its logical extreme: the national-chain model of undergraduate education. If it works for Vanderbilt, other selective institutions are likely to follow--because no one really wants to be the Harvard of the South. Everyone wants to be Harvard. Perhaps the way for excellent regional schools to develop a national reputation is to set up shop around the nation.


Read the full article.
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Winter Olympics Photo of the Day: A Golden Smile

The joy of Olympic victory

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 18 Feb 2026




Mikaela Shiffrin of Team USA celebrates her gold-medal win in women's slalom on Day 12 of the Winter Olympics at Tofane Alpine Skiing Centre, on February 18, 2026. On her final opportunity to medal in this Olympics, Shiffrin won by a margin of 1.5 seconds, following numerous disappointments in previous Olympics.
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	February 15: On Target

	February 14: A Victory Leap

	February 13: Soaring Through the Dark
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The End of Reagan-Era Republicanism

Mona Charen on how Trump transformed the conservative movement and what the right got wrong. Plus: Signs of life from America's guardrails and John Maynard Keynes's "My Early Beliefs."

by David Frum

Wed, 18 Feb 2026




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

On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, David opens with a warning about President Trump's escalating efforts to bend American institutions to his will. David explains how episodes including the Justice Department's attempted prosecution of members of Congress, the political pressure on the Federal Reserve, and the campaign-style appeals delivered at Fort Bragg represent a systematic attempt to erode the guardrails of American democracy.

Then, David is joined by Mona Charen, a contributor at The Bulwark and longtime conservative commentator. Together, they reflect on their shared political evolution--from their early days as Reagan-era conservatives to their break with today's Republican Party. They discuss what they believe they got right and what they got wrong, how Trump transformed the conservative movement, and why the version of conservatism they once believed in may be gone.

Finally, David discusses "My Early Beliefs," the 1938 essay by John Maynard Keynes, and explores what Keynes's reflections on changing one's mind can teach us about political growth.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Mona Charen, and we will be discussing things we've changed our mind about since our days as young Reaganites a long, long time ago.

My book this week will be an essay on a similar theme, "My Early Beliefs," by John Maynard Keynes, in which the great English philosopher and economist discusses how his views had changed from the early 20th century to the time in which he delivered this essay, just before the Second World War.

But before either the dialogue or the book, some thoughts about a remarkable development in the week just past. One of the defining characteristics of the Trump years has been the determination of President [Donald] Trump and the people around him to turn into instruments of presidential will federal agencies that were always thought of as more or less independent and apolitical. The Department of Justice, well, it's part of the administration, for sure, and the attorney general is an appointee of the president. But there had always been a belief that the actions of the Department of Justice, especially the criminal-enforcement actions, were not dictated for political reasons by the president.

Well, that idea has just gone up in smoke in the Trump years. This has been the most nakedly political Department of Justice perhaps since [President] Warren Harding's in the 1920s and maybe the most in history because of the recent event where Jeanine Pirro, U.S. attorney for the District of Columbia--supposedly acting on her own but obviously acting at the command of Attorney General [Pam] Bondi, who was acting, obviously, at the command of Donald Trump--when the U.S. attorney for the District of Columbia actually tried to indict six members of Congress, four of them members of the House of Representatives, two of them United States senators, for making a video urging U.S. military personnel to obey lawful orders and not to obey illegal orders, which you would think is something that would be as basic as telling the president of the United States not to take bribes. How could such a statement be controversial unless the president was taking bribes and unless the military was contemplating illegal orders? So they took offense for that reason, and they tried to prosecute members of Congress.

Now, the speech of members of Congress is protected not only by the First Amendment, like as yours and mine is, but by the speech and debate clause of the Constitution, which puts very severe limits on the ability of anybody to punish a member of Congress for something that the member of Congress said. And yet the Department of Justice tried just that. Happily, a grand jury completely rejected the charges--there was reportedly not a single member of the grand jury who took this seriously; it was unanimous rejection, an unparalleled humiliation for the Trump Justice Department. But the litigation of other attacks on those members of Congress continues.

At the same time, we saw in this past weekend a really shocking event, where President Trump traveled to Fort Bragg, North Carolina. Fort Bragg is now Fort Bragg again--it was renamed, and it's now de-renamed--and so Fort Bragg is what we will call it. And at Fort Bragg in North Carolina, a state where there's a Senate election in 2026, a Senate election that may prove decisive for controlling the balance of the United States Senate after 2026, President Trump appeared onstage with the Republican candidate for Senate and urged military personnel to vote for that candidate.

President Donald Trump: We have another man who is running for the Senate, Michael Whatley, if here's here--I don't know. Michael? Michael. (Applause.) Michael, will you come here for a second, please? He's running for the Senate. And if he gets in, you're gonna be taken care of. If he doesn't get in, we're gonna be stripping the military like they always do, the Democrats.

Frum: The military is, of course, the most important apolitical institution. Presidents address the military all the time, but they are not supposed to make political speeches, rally speeches, to ask the military to vote a certain way. That's unheard of. That's shocking. It's the prelude to authoritarian rule.

Now, fortunately, again, as with the rejection of the attempt to indict members of Congress for what they said, the attempt to mobilize the troops as political actors, that also looks to have fallen flat. Reporters who were present noted that the soldiers, who maybe were warned by their commanding officers, made a point of clapping for the president's appearance, clapping when the president talked about raising their pay--well, that's traditional--but keeping very quiet when the president made his pitch that they should vote for the president's preferred candidate for United States Senate. But in both cases, these are mere instances of failure, not stories of the successful pushback by institutions. But there is a story from the past week that is a much happier story about institutions actually resisting.

One of the most important independent institutions in the United States government is the Federal Reserve. Again, the president appoints members of the Federal Reserve Board of Governors, but they are not in any way the president's creatures. And the theory of the Federal Reserve--which is created by act of Congress, not by an action of the executive--is: The Federal Reserve makes monetary policy based on facts and realities, as best they can determine in their judgment, and not for political reasons. There have been deviations from this ideal; they've usually ended in catastrophe: inflations, depressions. And in recent times, the Federal Reserve has been generally regarded by all people, Republicans and Democrats, as setting a model of independence.

President Trump has now made some new appointments to the Federal Reserve. He's appointed a new chairman to replace Jerome Powell, the existing chairman; Powell's term expires in May, and President Trump has put forward a nominee. But not content with simply replacing Powell, which, of course, is his right as Powell's term expires, President Trump has tried to put pressure on Powell to cut interest rates by bringing up all incredible things or by preparing to bring--it's not filed yet--a criminal investigation of Powell for some series of nonsense charges. Now, the charges aren't filed, but the president has been huffing and puffing and the Department of Justice has been subpoenaing Powell as if these actions were ready.

And at the same time, he has brought forward a successor--[Kevin] Warsh looks like a solid B, maybe a B-plus nominee. He looks a little partisan. That is, he's a Republican, of course, and in Democratic terms, he's always calling for higher interest rates; in Republican terms, he calls for lower interest rates. He seems to be much more a creature of politics than an ideal Fed chairman should be. But he's obviously an intelligent person, he's got some knowledge and experience, and he's not the cringing sycophant that some of the other candidates for the job that Trump might have chosen were. So in a pretty unimpressive Westminster dog show, he may be the least mangy poodle, so fine; pick [Kevin] Warsh.

But Senator Thom Tillis of North Carolina, who is outgoing, has said, I am not going to consider any nominee by the president, meritorious or not, unless we end these full prosecutions, these sinister prosecutions, that Trump has instituted against one Federal Reserve governor already, Lisa Cook, and is threatening against another, Jerome Powell, because they wouldn't cut interest rates as fast as he wanted. Until these prosecutions are at an end, no consideration of any nominee whatsoever. And because of the closely balanced nature of the Senate and the rules of the Senate, Tillis may be able to make this stick. And if he is joined by other United States senators, then there's a real trial of strength to say, The president cannot treat the Federal Reserve as an instrument of his vengeance and policy and his crass ambitions to cut interest rates and try to get some inflationary juice into the economy before the election of 2026. No one will be considered until the prosecutions are ended.

That's more than just a defeat; that is institutional counterpoise against the attempt by the president to corrupt institutions. He has successfully corrupted the Department of Justice. He's trying to corrupt the military, so far with minimal success, but things may get worse. And he is attempting against the Federal Reserve. In the Federal Reserve case, there is resistance, and Senator Tillis is doing exactly the right thing, and let us hope that more senators join him: absolutely no consideration of any Trump nominee to the Federal Reserve until this menace against the existing governors is completely dropped, quashed, withdrawn, defeated, given up, abandoned, sealed forever--only then.

And the irony, of course, is that if President Trump doesn't do this and the Senate continues not to act, Powell's term continues. He remains as a member of the Federal Reserve Board of Governors even if he's not chairman. He will stay on the Board of Governors, and the Board of Governors can at that point elect its own acting chairman, and it may still be Powell. So the punishment for Trump's attempt to pervert the Federal Reserve may be getting more of what he doesn't like, which would be a fit irony. But the best outcome: End this nonsense. Ideally, replace Bondi with an attorney general with some integrity, but failing even that, just end these shameless prosecutions, end these shameless acts of intimidation, drop the cases, close them, and then let the Senate consider the Warsh nomination on its merits, such as they are.

And now my dialogue with Mona Charen.

[Music]

Frum: Mona Charen is a contributor and podcaster at The Bulwark. A graduate of Barnard, she began her career in journalism at National Review. During the Reagan administration, she served as Nancy Reagan's speechwriter. She was a panelist on CNN's Capital Gang in the 1990s and is the author of four books, most recently, Hard Right: The GOP's Drift Toward Extremism, published in 2023. She was an early and prominent leader of the Never Trump movement and stayed that way. Mona was also one of the very first people to welcome my wife and me to Washington when we arrived in the 1990s, so it's a double pleasure to welcome her today on The David Frum Show. Mona, thank you for joining.

Mona Charen: So glad to do so. David, you guys improved Washington immensely. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) All right, so let me ask you, for the benefit of those whose memory has lapsed or who were maybe born more recently than some of us--

Charen: A lot of people were born more recently than we. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) Would you mind recapitulating your political journey, from the start until Donald Trump appeared on the scene a decade ago?

Charen: Well, I don't wanna bore people too much, but I became interested in politics out of a sense of gratitude. My family came to this country at the turn of the century--turn of the last century, I should say. And I became aware at a young age of what had happened to Jews who were left behind in the communities from which my grandparents had fled and understood that this was political in nature. And so when I was in my adolescence, not something I recommend as a fun way to spend your teenage years, but I sort of immersed myself in Holocaust studies and trying to make sense of how human beings could have done that. And the result was that it made me very, very grateful for the institutions, the stability, the human-rights protections that the United States affords, and so that kind of made me a conservative. Some people have said the primary emotional response of a conservative is gratitude, whereas the primary emotional response of a liberal is dissatisfaction, wanting to improve things.

And so I became interested in reading conservative writings. I also was highly aware that totalitarianism wasn't just a phenomenon of the right, with the Nazis and the fascists, but that the communists were just as bad, or almost as bad, I would say. And so I was an anti-communist from a young age as well, became a conservative, began reading Bill Buckley in my local paper, and then reading National Review, then began to read other conservative thinkers. I was very drawn to Edmund Burke because he was--it spoke to me, right? He was a gradualist. He didn't want any abrupt changes that he saw as dangerous and possibly contributing to despotism. And so that's how I became a conservative, and I stayed that way for a very long time. And I was a conservative columnist and speaker and all of that--pundit. But with the rise of Trump, I saw the destruction of pretty much everything that--

Frum: Let me pause there--

Charen: Sure.

Frum: --I want to take the story up to 2016 and then slow down. I wanna go fast through the--

Charen: Sure, okay.

Frum: So where were you in the election of 2012?

Charen: I was a [Mitt] Romney supporter.

Frum: And why?

Charen: I felt that [Barack] Obama was a bad president. I didn't agree with a lot of the things that he did. I liked that Romney--I remember when Romney was asked which industries the U.S. should be backing as the industries of the future and he said, I don't know. And he said, And no one else knows either. I loved that. (Laughs.) That kind of modesty about what government can do or know, I liked all of that, so.

Frum: So you were on board with the conservative program into the second Obama term.

Charen: Yes.

Frum: When Donald Trump declared for president on that June day in 2015, did you take it seriously?

Charen: No, not a bit. And I remember, I think it was the Huffington Post said that they were going to only cover him in their entertainment coverage, not in their political coverage, and I thought that was about right.

Frum: At what point did you decide or accept that this might be a real thing?

Charen: When he continued to dominate the polls, when I saw that even the grotesque--there are a few things that stand out, of course, but the threatening violence against protesters at his rallies, mocking a handicapped reporter, scorning John McCain's heroism--all of those things that I thought would have disqualified him obviously didn't, and I began to worry. And then I remember, the primaries in 2015 really gave me chills that--or I guess it would have been 2016 by then--

Frum: So this is a very full buffet, and you can have more than one serving and make more than one trip. But as I hear you talking about your reaction, you are emphasizing, in the first trip to the buffet, the human qualities of Donald Trump. As you're describing it here, that was the first reaction, the first repulsion.

Charen: Yes.

Frum: And how did the rest follow? Because you start with a human reaction, but since then, you've had, as we'll continue to discuss, a pretty dramatic political evolution. But you started with a human response, that this human being was violent and disgusting.

Charen: Yes, but he was also the antithesis of what I regarded as conservative virtues. So for example, he encouraged people to believe that he personally, through force of will, could solve huge problems that face us as a country. I thought that was the antithesis of everything that conservatism believed; it was Caesarism.

And then, of course, all of his various heresies, like his attacks on free trade and his racism, which, again, I thought was the fulfillment of every fever dream of the left that thought conservatives were all racists underneath, that if you scratched them, you'd find that they were really racist. And here, along comes Trump, who confirms this. So I resented that as well.

Frum: You were one of the contributors to the 2016 Never Trump special issue of National Review. I recently went back and looked at that. There about two dozen contributors. Some stayed true to their original position. Some flipped. Some have just become kind of shifty. (Laughs.)

Charen: (Laughs.)

Frum: But was that a moment where you still regarded yourself as a member in good standing of the conservative community?

Charen: Oh, boy, that feels like a lifetime ago, but at the time, we still believed, I guess, naively, that National Review had the kind of authority within the movement that we could speak ex cathedra and anathematize Donald Trump, and that people would take that seriously and they would say, Well, look at all these conservatives of long standing, who have stature within the movement, and therefore, if they say he's not good, then that will be crippling for--I don't know if we quite thought it'd be crippling, but we did think we had influence, and we didn't.

Frum: Well, and I should stress that that issue was published, I believe, in January of 2016, so before any Republican primaries. Conservatives had the memory that, in 2012, there had been a lot of wacky novelty candidates who rose in the polls.

Charen: That's right.

Frum: Date Michele Bachmann; marry Mitt Romney.

Charen: (Laughs.)

Frum: And I think a lot of people in January 2016 thought, That's going to be the pattern here again.

Charen: Yeah, yep.

Frum: Date Donald Trump; marry Marco Rubio.

Charen: Yep, that's right. Herman Cain--yeah, there were a bunch of them--and Ben Carson, of course, also ran in 2016, and I thought he was similar. And I remember discussing this with other people in 2012, that it was a little dismaying to see what was happening in the primaries and saying, The base has some appetites here that are a little worrisome. And in the end, they settled on Romney, but it was a tell that they were flirting with all those other sort of crazy candidates.

Frum: All right, so where were you on Election Night 2016? Do you remember?

Charen: Yeah, I was--

Frum: Maybe blackout drunk. (Laughs.)

Charen: (Laughs.)

Frum: Rio de Janeiro. (Laughs.)

Charen: I should have been. (Laughs.) Yeah, no, I was at my computer live-blogging and live-tweeting and all that, yeah.

Frum: So when do you internalize that there may be a bigger set of issues here than just the human reaction to Donald Trump, that he's speaking to somebody, and he's speaking to a lot of people, and he's speaking to a lot of people that you knew and trusted, and not just the famous base but to peers and friends of yours? How does that dawn begin to rise?

Charen: Well, [National Review editor] Jonah Goldberg put it best many, years ago where he had an article where he said it was watching people that he knew and believed he understood gradually become Trumpy was like the Invasion of the Body Snatchers, where people, they just were absorbed into this thing. And so I watched one after another, and for a long time, it was a subject of grief for me that I watched these people that I respected bend the knee. It was an ongoing process that took years, and during that time, unfortunately, I lost many friends.

Frum: So Jonah Goldberg, whom you know well and I know, I think, less well, but I know, he would say--and I'm not going to gainsay this, although I think these statements can't ever be fully true--but he would say, I haven't changed my mind. I've stayed here, and the world has moved, but I've been constant. I certainly wouldn't make that claim for myself. In fact, I've changed my mind about a lot of things, some of them in reaction to Donald Trump, some of them in reaction to other things. Where would you situate yourself in that spectrum of saying, I've stayed put; the world has moved, and my statement: The world moved, and I moved with it and against it, but I moved too.

Charen: So there did come a point after the initial shock and grief where I was actually not quite grateful, but at least appreciative of the fact that, in my 60s, because of the changing nature of American life, I was forced to reevaluate many things and see it through new eyes and including looking back at my own beliefs and possibly changing my mind on things. And I felt, in a way--I wouldn't have chosen it, but I did feel like it was a bit of a gift because at our stage of life, people mostly get stuck and rigid, and so I was forced to be a little bit more flexible, and I've changed my mind about many things. Look, there are certain things that I still believe and have always believed, but I find myself without a political party that also believes those things, so.

Frum: I'm gonna give you, then, in a moment, an inventory of things you've changed your mind about and things you have not.

Charen: Okay.

Frum: You decide which of those inventories you'd like to catalog first.

Charen: Sure. Okay. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.)

Charen: So one big thing is I've always been interested in race relations and racial progress in America. If I go back on my work over the decades, I wrote a lot about school choice and about school reform and about family formation and other things where I felt that those were the areas to focus on to lift up African Americans, who lag behind whites and Hispanics on many social indexes. But part of my focus was a belief that the worst days of racism were really behind us, that only really kooks and fringe figures were still, like, old-fashioned racists in America, and that the new problems were things like the teachers' unions were too powerful and didn't allow school experimentation and reform, and family structure was a problem in the Black community--of course, in all communities, but it started in the Black community, with family breakup--and that we needed to focus more on building up family structure because that was so important for people's success.

And what I saw in the last 10 years showed me that I had underestimated the degree to which the naked racism that had been part of American history, and which I was very familiar with but did not think persisted to this day, I now think that was wrong, that there is a tremendous amount of it and that it was naive of me to believe that we had conquered it. So that's one thing.

Frum: Where are the things that you feel like, I'm still the same as ever; I still believe these things?

Charen: So I still believe that free markets are the best approach to many public-policy challenges. I still believe passionately in free trade. Looking for a party. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) Yes, that is the issue where there was the most continuity between Trump 1 and [President Joe] Biden and now Trump 2, wasn't it, that--

Charen: That's right! That's right.

Frum: I had the recent experience of talking to a group of important Democrats and saying, I just want you all to repeat after me the words free trade.

Charen: (Laughs.)

Frum: And they can't do it.

Charen: They can't do it.

Frum: They just can't. Free and fair trade--no, no. No, no: free trade.

Charen: (Laughs.)

Frum: Can't do it. And say, "Tariffs are bad." And they say, Well, I'm against dumb tariffs.

Charen: Dumb tariffs, yeah.

Frum: I say, As opposed to smart tariffs? There are smart tariffs? For ideological reasons, for interest-group reasons, it's very hard for--and there's a lot of this--if we do move beyond Trump, I worry how much the next president, if there is a free and fair election in '28, how much will the next president unravel, considering how little of the tariffs of Trump 1 Biden unraveled?

Charen: Yeah, agreed. So that's one. Similarly, I continue to believe in market-oriented solutions to climate change. I think that the idea of creating prizes for new technology or all these kinds of things that economists have taught us are effective, that's the direction that I would go. I'm afraid, again, there's no constituency for that.

Let's see. Fiscal discipline, worry about the debt--again, no party. (Laughs.) But more deeply, I am a believer in tradition and procedure and law and respect for tradition, so that's one of the things that I find most horrifying about this populist era that we're in, is that, going back to our earlier conversation about why I became a conservative, it's the institutions, the procedures, the protections in law that it took hundreds and hundreds of years to enshrine in our system are critical, and so the idea that President Trump is now running roughshod over law and has allies aplenty in the MAGA movement who are ready--in his first term, he was trying to do it pretty much by himself; now he has eager allies. They're destroying our system of justice and civil liberties in this country, and they're destroying our international posture. And maybe I should mention, as that's another thing I still believe in, I still believe the United States should be the leader of the free world, should have alliances, should stand up for countries that are invaded by aggressive neighbors, rather than finding common cause with their oppressors.

Frum: You put your finger there on something that I've really been wrestling with a lot, and I recently had this conversation with David Brooks, so let me raise it again with you. And I don't have yet a developed view on this--I think about it all the time, so I don't wanna be glib and pretend this is an easy question, and at the end of it, if you were to turn the tables, I wouldn't know what to answer. So that said, there is a big part of me that wishes that [Attorney General] Merrick Garland and Joe Biden were right in their first-term approach, which is: Donald Trump was this unfortunate error that the American people made. They'd had a pretty good track record of picking presidents to that point; they got one wrong. The Electoral College was maybe to blame. And the thing to do was just to tidy up the mess and move on with as little recrimination and backward-looking as possible.

There is another view, which is: That failed, that Trump came back. As he often said of himself, "I became worse"; he did. The people around him became even worse than that. And we have now a full-throated attack on every American institution, the abuse of law, and it's not clear to me you can just dust this off and tidy up and move forward without serious backward-looking and accountability. I wrestle with that question. Do you have any guidance to offer, or are you as stuck in the predicament as I am?

Charen: So I guess what you're describing is lustration. And I think, in order to get to that point, you have to be more advanced than we are. We are still too divided and polarized to even begin to grapple with "How do we fix and put back together what's been destroyed?" So part of the problem with the Merrick Garland thing was, and the whole approach--the people who said, Trump is a criminal, and we have to prosecute him, and they believed very firmly in the justice of that, and I understand it, but at the same time, it was done badly, I think, because that New York case really was politically motivated, and it's the one case that they got. But it allowed the MAGA forces to say, You see? Both sides abused the judicial system for political ends, and therefore, when we do it, it's just what was done to us. This is just payback. And so that's a risk when you decide to use the justice system that way.

I hope that there will come a time when there's enough recognition across party lines that we've gone off the rails that there will be an openness to a true accounting. There are people who are committing real crimes, including the president of the United States right now. The blowing up people in boats who you just suspect may be drug traffickers is a prime example. But it's gonna take time and a huge amount of persuasion, and more than the persuasion, it's gonna take more experience of the awfulness for the American people to get to the point where they're ready for an accounting.

Frum: Let me go back to the very beginning and raise something, and this is something I think we share. I think we both came to conservatism in great part because of our Jewish identity, because of our inheritance of mass murder of the Jewish people in Europe. In my case, it was almost all of my father's family came out and they lived, and the vast majority of his family who were left behind, they died. And had my father's parents made a slightly different decision in 1930, my father would have been murdered at about the time of his ninth, 10th, or 11th birthday. So that's the starting point, I think, of both of our politics: We come to conservatism by our Jewishness.

The Trump presidency has raised some very special questions, very haunting questions for American Jews. On the one hand, as you say, it's a highly bigoted presidency, a highly chauvinist presidency, and Trump certainly has won the support of people who are increasingly not only outspoken, but flamboyantly anti-Semitic. At the same time, Donald Trump acted to support Israel, to win a much more decisive outcome in the Gaza war than the Biden presidency or a Kamala Harris presidency. And he's acted against the Iranian nuclear program, which is an existential genocidal threat to the half the Jewish people who live in Israel.

Most American Jews are opposed to the Trump presidency, but many of the most active and prominent American Jews are quite passionately in support of his presidency for the reasons I mentioned and for others as well. How do you, as someone who, as you said, began your political journey because of this Jewish inheritance, how do you make sense of Trump as a Jewish woman?

Charen: My feeling about this is--there are a couple. One is that there is a tendency all too common to say, Well, whatever else he may be, at least he's good for my group. And that is not a principled position to take, in my opinion, but also, I think it misses the bigger importance of what his destructiveness means for the Jewish people, among many others, because he is destroying the United States as a bulwark of free nations and a strong alliance. And so even though for now, he has taken positions that seem to please the [Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin] Netanyahu government and supporters of Israel, first of all, he's for sale, so who knows if that will last. It's never about his true beliefs; it's always about what's good for him, and certainly, there are many people on the planet who have a lot more to offer him in that regard than the Jews do, so who knows how long that would last. But also, a secure Israel and a secure Jewish people depend on moral and principled leadership of the United States.

So let's leave Israel aside for just a second. What Trump is doing to poison the social conversation here at home, to allow in these voices, to really mainstream people like Nick Fuentes and Tucker Carlson, that is deeply frightening. That's where we live. (Laughs.) And it is opening the door to the kind of--there's a lot of left-wing anti-Semitism, but frankly, the right-wing variety still scares me a little more because it is truly Nazi-like in its ferocity against Jews.

Frum: Yeah. Let me push back on that just a little, and again, I say this in a spirit of uncertainty, not in the spirit of argument. So the polls look pretty bad for Trump and his party at the moment that we speak. Who knows whether that will continue. Who knows whether Trump will try to find some way, by fraud or by force, to seek a third term. He says so, and I think by now, we should take those warnings seriously, although the body does fail us all in the end. Trump's running mate and the presumptive front-runner for the 2028 Republican nomination, assuming there's still a Constitution in 2028, is J. D. Vance, who's very close to Tucker Carlson, and I will argue this with some of my more, again, Israel-oriented Republican friends, but I think is clearly not a friend to either the Jewish state or the Jewish people.

On the other hand, assuming there is an election and J. D. Vance is the Republican nominee, he will be running against a nominee from a party that just vetoed the most plausible-looking running mate for Kamala Harris because he was Jewish and because he wouldn't renounce his support for Israel and wouldn't hedge his condemnation of anti-Semitic outbursts on American college campuses, and where important voices in that party are saying that the test, their most important test for their support in 2028 is Holocaust inversion, that they are looking for a nominee who will say that the perpetrators of the attempted annihilation of Israel on October 7, 2023, that those attempted perpetrators were the victims of a Nazi-like genocide and the victims, who fought back in self-defense, they were the Nazis who committed a genocide. And that's, for important parts of the Democratic Party, going to be the litmus test for their candidate in 2028.

It's great that everyone's so interested in the Jews as the Issue One. (Laughs.) I sometimes wonder, Why did we have to be so fascinating?

Charen: (Laughs.) You know that old saying--there are only two kinds of people in the world who are fascinated by Jews: Jews and anti-Semites. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) Well, yeah, but it turns out that, well, a lot of people are fascinated by Jews. So how do you make sense of this, is [the fact] that you may, given life and health and the continued existence of the United States Constitution, may be called upon next time to make a choice between someone who is backed by domestic anti-Semitism and someone who won their nomination by making some kind of deal or arrangement or truce with those who do Holocaust inversion against the Jewish state and the Jewish people?

Charen: Yeah. It's a very, very difficult time for the Jewish people, honestly. I think we were born at a time after the Holocaust when anti-Semitism was at epic low rates because of the Holocaust, and that is over. Our children and grandchildren will not be living in that world; they'll be living in a world where it's come roaring back. And you're right--the problem on the left is considerable, but it's untested as of now. So we know that the anti-Semites are very close to power on the Republican side. As you say, J. D. Vance is very close to Tucker Carlson, and Candace Owens is a huge influencer, and all of that. On the left, it is, for now, the precinct of the hard-left progressives. It's untested as to whether that will become the dominant strain in the Democratic Party. We'll see. That would be very, very worrisome.

Frum: Let me, as we wind up, take you back to the beginning and ask you, as you look back on the political views you had in the earlier part of your life, do you now feel regret or do you feel like, I got benefit from it even if I don't hold to all of it these days?

Charen: Got benefit from what--from the views?

Frum: The things I believed between age 20 and age 40, I regret those things, or I don't regret them, because I couldn't be where I am and, in fact, there's some value to them.

Charen: No, there are certain things that I am proud of from that period. I was a firm anti-communist. I think it's a great boon to humanity that communism is largely a thing of history now. And there are many other issues that I think conservatives were right about. But the world has changed. The conservatism that I signed up for is completely gone. There's no coherent set of ideas that is held by a movement, far less a party, now that is recognizable.

Frum: Yeah, again, I may be projecting my own thoughts onto you. This is a question I've been wrestling with a lot; I've been thinking about this. I've been working on a memoir for a long time, and I've been wrestling with these questions, that there are things that, when I look back on the world of my early political views, things that I thought were important, that were the defining thing--as you say, anti-communism, free markets, free trade. And that turned out to be something I cared about but that most of the people I was associated with, turned out, they never cared about it very much at all. And then [there were] other things that I dismissed as irritating or awkward or embarrassing or marginal paranoias and bigotries and conspiracism, and that turned out to be really important to a lot of the people I was formerly associated with.

On the other hand, I do sometimes think that the reason for the prominence of the Never Trump Republicans in the anti-Trump coalition is not just their novelty value; I mean, everyone likes a conversion story. But also, I think there's something important that we bring, and that is a sense of that this is a group that has a unique sense of the uniqueness of what is happening now. And I'm sure you've seen often in the comments you get from readers or viewers or listeners, they'll say something [like], Aha, we warned you that the moment Dwight Eisenhower beat Adlai Stevenson, Trump was the inevitable outcome--

Charen: Absolutely. All the time.

Frum: No, he's not the inevitable outcome of Dwight Eisenhower and Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford and George H. W. Bush and George W. He's different. And we're here to tell you that as people who liked all those people. He's different. And because we liked all those people, we can tell you how and why he's different in a way that the typical commenter who's blaming Dwight Eisenhower for being the start of Donald Trump can't tell you.

Charen: Well, yeah, the people who are kind of--and I'll say this--I think they're kind of smug, and they say, This was always conservatism, and this is just the full flowering of all the things that conservatism always was. I say that is absolutely not the case. One thing that pops right into my head, for example: David Duke ran for governor of Louisiana. The president of the United States at the time was George H. W. Bush. He said, We want no part of him, even if he's a Republican, even if he gets the Republican--that's not who we are, etc. That was just normal, that the party would, and the movement would, reject that kind of thing. Today? They'd say, He's anti-woke--

Frum: Make him the head of the Department of Homeland Security! (Laughs.)

Charen: Exactly! (Laughs.)

Frum: He's got the mission. (Laughs.) And he's got a lot of guys who'd make perfect recruits for our new paramilitary force. (Laughs.)

Charen: Exactly, he can start making those videos for ICE. Yeah, no, it's really sad and pathetic, but anyway. But that is different, and we're here to report that we lived through it and we would not have tolerated that kind of thing. We left when this became the party. So it obviously wasn't the party in 2000.

Frum: Yeah. Are there realistic circumstances where you can see yourself reimagining yourself as a Republican and a conservative again--obviously, there are fantastical circumstances, but realistic circumstances where you can imagine yourself feeling at home again?

Charen: Not until this whole generation dies off, and since I'm gonna die off before they do, no.

Frum: (Laughs.)

Charen: (Laughs.) Because the Republican Party and the conservative movement have both been so deeply corrupted. And so, no, I cannot imagine. There is an argument that, in the 1970s and 1980s, when the neoconservatives, who had all been Democrats--some of them remained Democrats--but when they moved toward the Republican Party, they brought with them a way of thinking and ideas that were incredibly rejuvenating for conservatism. And possibly, the migration of some former conservatives into the Democratic Party can do the same thing? That's maybe a little bit fanciful, but I hope so.

Frum: And if you were to say, what are the gifts? What are the things that they might bring with them, like the magi?

Charen: (Laughs.) The appreciation--so I'll tell you one quick story, if I can. I was at a meeting with a bunch of people who spanned the spectrum but leaned heavily to the left, and we were talking about how elections are run in this country. And before the advent of Trump, there were a lot of liberal reform bills and things that wanted to centralize the way we run elections in this country and limit the power of states to control it. And so I remember chatting with this person. I said, The fact that the Constitution gives this power to the states looks pretty good right now, doesn't it? And he said, Yeah. (Laughs.) So some of those limitations on what government power can do, which are sort of our birthright as conservatives--we're suspicious of government power. Unlike liberals, who always think only of what good it can do, we're very imbued with, No, it can also be really, really dangerous. So maybe we bring a little bit of that perspective to policy making.

Frum: Tell us at the end, finally, about the work you're doing now. What are the things that, in your personal work, you think are important, that get you up in the morning?

Charen: Well, sometimes it's hard to get up in the morning because the news is really depressing. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) Okay, so while you're there, in bed, pulling the covers over your head and thinking, Maybe this was all a terrible dream, the voice of conscience that says, No, you have to get out and doing, what is that voice reminding you of?

Charen: It is remembering how important--just [George] Orwell's line about It's the duty of intelligent men to state the obvious, keep saying it, being unafraid to say the things that a lot of people in mainstream media and, certainly, in the business world and in many of our institutions, people are afraid to be honest and tell the truth. And so those of us who have been foolish enough to lose all our friends by telling the truth in the past can continue to tell the truth as we see it, and maybe that still has value. (Laughs.)

Frum: Mona Charen, thank you so much for joining me today on The David Frum Show.

Charen: My pleasure.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Mona Charen for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As mentioned at the top, my book this week is actually an essay, "My Early Beliefs," by the great English economist John Maynard Keynes. Since Mona and I spent so much time discussing our own political evolution, I thought it might be interesting to turn to what is maybe the most famous such discussion ever written, and that is Keynes's essay, which he delivered as an after-dinner speech in 1938.

Keynes graduated from Cambridge in the early part of the 20th century, and in 1938, he and a group of his Cambridge friends gathered together for a dinner to look back on the changes in their lives over the past third of a century. Keynes delivered this paper talking about the way that he and his friends had changed their minds about important issues. In the last bit of this essay, which is only 13 pages long, Keynes reflects on one of the important shocks that came to him and came to his friends since their undergraduate days.

Now, the early part of the 20th century was, if you were an Englishman of bourgeois background, as Keynes was and as his friends were, a time of extraordinary security. Those of you who have recently watched on your own or with children the Mary Poppins movie will remember George Banks, the patriarch banker, singing, "It's [grand] to be an Englishman in 1910." And so, if you came from John Maynard Keynes's background, so it was; it was good to be an Englishman in 1910 or 1904 or '05, when Keynes was at Cambridge.

But in the interval between their undergraduate days and 1938, when the essay was delivered as an after-dinner speech, in that interval, the world had passed through the First World War, the Communist revolution, the Bolshevik Revolution, the rise of fascism, inflations, depressions, and was now, in 1938, on the edge, very visibly, of a second and even more terrible world war. The age of security that Keynes had grown up in was gone forever, and a lot of Keynes's thinking and work in his later years dealt with the shock to the sensibility of someone raised in that secure world of Edwardian England dealing with a new world of communism, fascism, wars, inflations, depressions.

And so I wanna quote from the later part of the essay a passage that I think resonates through the ages to our time now. He's talking about this group of friends, and he says of them, "In short, we repudiated all versions of the doctrine of original sin, of there being insane and irrational springs of wickedness in most men. We were not aware that civilization was a thin and precarious crust erected by the personality and the will of a very few, and only maintained by rules and conventions skillfully put across and guilefully preserved. We had no respect for traditional wisdom or the restraints of custom. We lacked reverence ... for [everything and everyone]. It did not occur to us to respect the extraordinary accomplishments of our predecessors [in] the ordering of life (as it now seems to me to have been) or the elaborate framework which they had devised to protect this order."

As I look back on my early beliefs and the beliefs Mona and I discussed, I realized that Mona and I, our political evolution can be described by exactly the opposite direction. We began as young conservatives--in my case, as early as the 1970s--very aware of, as Keynes put it, that civilization was "a thin and precarious crust." What we were not enough aware of was the flip side of that. Just as Keynes had to discover the power of order, I think Mona and I--I won't speak for her; I'll speak only for myself--that those of us who were conservatives then and are less conservative now, I don't think we were aware enough that it wasn't just order that was needed but also the justice and fairness that caused that order to be, to quote Keynes again, something a little bit more than "the personality and the will of a very few." That the order that we valued so much gained its power because of a broad consensus based on the personality and the will of a great many, and the way to get that great many to back the order was through a sense in most people, in many people, that the order was just. And that if the order was ever felt to be unjust, unfair, to favor only that very few whom Keynes described, then it would have to be maintained in ways that were harsher and more tyrannical than the order that we valued and that we remembered.

I think we all go through evolutions in life, and that's one of the tragic blessings or one of the blessed tragedies (laughs) of growing old is that you get this critical distance on what you thought before and what you think now. And maybe the outcome that we're all groping to is to say, How do we hold onto things that we thought were true when we were young, that were correct intuitions when we were young, and how do we enrich them as we get older? That is the topic that Mona and I have spent our time together discussing, we've spent so many years of our lives working together on. I'm very glad to have had her today to discuss this working out with me on The David Frum Show.

Thanks so much to you for listening and watching The David Frum [Show]. I hope you will subscribe and share this program widely, that the success and continuation of the program depends on your subscriptions and your sharing. As always, the best way to support the work of this program, if you're minded to do that, is by subscribing to The Atlantic, and then you can support the work not only of me but of all of my Atlantic colleagues. Thanks so much [for] joining me today on The David Frum Show. See you next week for another episode of The David Frum Show. Bye-bye.
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<em>The Atlantic</em>'s Nick Miroff Wins 2025 George Polk Award for Immigration Reporting



Wed, 18 Feb 2026


Illustration by The Atlantic



The Atlantic's staff writer Nick Miroff is the recipient of the 2025 George Polk Award for immigration reporting for his coverage of the wrongful deportation of Kilmar Abrego Garcia. Miroff broke the story in March 2025 that the Trump administration had erroneously deported Abrego Garcia to a Salvadoran prison despite his protected immigration status, and reported on developments before and after Abrego Garcia's return to the United States.

At The Atlantic, Miroff has reported extensively on immigration and President Trump's mass-deportation campaign, including breaking the news last month that Greg Bovino was ousted from his position as Border Patrol "commander at large"; chronicling battles raging inside the Department of Homeland Security; reporting on ICE's status following its withdrawal from Minneapolis; revealing that more than a third of ICE recruits at the agency's training academy in Georgia failed the ICE personal-fitness test; and co-reporting a profile of Stephen Miller, detailing how Miller acts as an accelerant for the president's most incendiary impulses and shapes the lives of individual Americans in nearly every realm.

The George Polk Awards were established in 1949 to commemorate George Polk, a CBS correspondent murdered in 1948 while covering the Greek civil war. The awards place a premium on investigative and enterprising reporting that gains attention and achieves results, and honor special achievement in print, online, or broadcast journalism. An announcement is below from The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg:

Dear everyone,
 Big news this morning: Nick Miroff has been named the winner of the 2025 George Polk Award for immigration reporting. This recognition is greatly deserved, because Nick has owned this beat like no other reporter. Working with his wonderful editor, Jenna Johnson, Nick has not only delivered scoop after scoop, but he has contextualized, deepened, and--this one is particularly important--complicated our understanding of America's current immigration crisis. Though he is winning this award in large part for breaking the news of the wrongful deportation of Kilmar Abrego Garcia (and for his continuing coverage of that case), Nick's stories on the internal workings of ICE and other government bureaucracies deserve equal praise.
 Nick only joined us last year, but he has made himself completely integral to The Atlantic's reporting. As you all know, he also broke the story that Greg Bovino was ousted from his position as the Border Patrol's "commander at large"; he covered the battles raging inside DHS; he revealed that more than a third of ICE recruits at the agency's training academy in Georgia failed the ICE personal-fitness test; and he co-reported our recent excellent profile of Stephen Miller.
 The Polk Awards are among journalism's most prestigious, and I'm so pleased to see Nick--and Jenna, and the whole team--receive this outstanding recognition.
 Best wishes,
 Jeff


Press Contact:
 Anna Bross | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com
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The Worst-Case Future for White-Collar Workers

The well-off have no experience with the job market that might be coming.

by Annie Lowrey

Wed, 18 Feb 2026




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

White-collar workers are getting nervous, with good reason. Sure, 98 percent of college graduates who want a job still have one, and wages are ticking up. Sure, some companies that cite the labor-saving, efficiency-promoting effects of ChatGPT and Claude as they let employees go are just "AI washing"--talking about algorithms to distract from poor managerial decisions.

But the labor market for office workers is beginning to shift. Americans with a bachelor's degree account for a quarter of the unemployed, a record. High-school graduates are finding jobs quicker than college graduates, an unprecedented trend. Occupations susceptible to AI automation have seen sharp spikes in joblessness. Businesses really are shrinking payroll and cutting costs as they deploy AI. In recent weeks, Baker McKenzie, a white-shoe law firm, axed 700 employees, Salesforce sacked hundreds of workers, and the auditing firm KPMG negotiated lower fees with its own auditor. Two CNBC reporters with no engineering experience "vibe-coded" a clone of Monday.com's workflow-management platform in less than an hour. When they released their story, Monday.com's stock tanked.

Maybe algorithm-driven changes will happen slowly, giving workers plenty of time to adjust. Maybe white-collar types have 12 to 18 months left. Maybe the AI-related job carnage will be contained to a sliver of the economy. Maybe we should be more worried about a stock-market bubble than an AI-driven labor revolution.

I don't think anyone knows what will happen, or even what is happening now. AI technology is changing at an exponential pace, and changing the workforce in a thousand hard-to-parse ways. But if AI quickly eliminates white-collar work, the country is going to end up in something much stranger than a downturn, and something much harder to recover from too.

The United States is adept enough at handling the labor-market damage caused by recessions. Congress slashes taxes, writes stimulus checks, and fattens unemployment-insurance payouts. Washington amps up infrastructure spending and patches holes in the budgets of state and local governments. The Federal Reserve drops interest rates down to zero and purchases hundreds of billions of dollars of safe assets, making borrowing cheaper for families and encouraging businesses to invest. Demand increases, pushing the unemployment rate down and GDP up.

But if white-collar layoffs cause a downturn, Washington might not be able to restore hiring and lift consumer spending as it has done before. Businesses wouldn't need the skills workers possess. Firms wouldn't want to hire the legions of accountants, engineers, lawyers, middle managers, human-resources executives, financial analysts, PR types, and customer-service agents they just laid off. (Writers would be fine, I choose to believe.) The United States would have a "structural" unemployment problem, as economists put it, not a "cyclical" demand problem.

The country has struggled with structural joblessness in the past, but the problem has tended to afflict blue-collar workers, not white-collar ones. The labor market is normally womblike in the security it delivers the college-educated. The downsizing trend of the 1990s did not actually result in the pool of office jobs shrinking. Even during the Great Recession, the unemployment rate for workers with a bachelor's degree never went higher than 5.3 percent. For workers with only an associate's degree or some college credits, it hit 9 percent; for workers with only a high-school diploma, 11.9 percent.

In this new economic paradigm, the educated and well-to-do would fare worse than their less-educated and lower-income neighbors. The main bulwark against joblessness--the unemployment-insurance system--wouldn't meet the challenge. Payments last for only so long: six months at most currently, 18 months during the coronavirus pandemic. If AI eliminated the need for office work, many people would be unemployed for years; their earnings would potentially fall, their mental health would deteriorate, and their chance of finding a new position would diminish with every month that passed. Plus, the unemployment system isn't designed to support six-figure earners. Most state payments max out at $500 or $600 a week, a quarter of what many upper-middle-class employees earn. Young workers would face their own challenges: The pool of entry-level white-collar jobs would shrink, as it already is, pushing recent graduates' income down for years, even decades.

If rich households cut back on spending, many businesses that have nothing to do with AI--grocery stores, gas stations, retail shops, hairdressers, restaurants--would suffer and the labor market would keep deteriorating. The housing market would begin to falter; home prices in many regions would fall and fewer properties would go to market. Tax revenue might fall. Bond yields might go up as the country's deficits increased, making it harder for the Fed to stimulate investment. Rank-and-file workers' incomes would drop at the same time that executives using AI to cut costs would see their wealth increase. Inequality would rise to even higher heights. The 0.01 percent would pull away from the 0.1 percent, which would pull away from the 1 percent.

White-collar workers would go through what blue-collar workers went through beginning in the 1970s. Advances in machine technology improved productivity and depressed employment in Detroit; Pittsburgh; Gary, Indiana; and Worcester, Massachusetts. Rust Belt communities fell apart and never recovered. Then China joined the World Trade Organization, and globalization spurred another round of job losses, causing even more permanent damage. Affected workers ended up poorer, less happy, and less healthy. They died sooner. Their kids were worse off too.

To get the economy going again during the AI transition, the country would need to figure out how to get white-collar workers back to work. And I really mean figure out--essentially from scratch. Existing workforce-training initiatives have yielded "muted" and "inconclusive" results. Existing displaced-worker initiatives have "dubious" value. These kinds of programs offer net-negative value to participants, taxpayers, and "society as a whole," studies have found. Community-college programs have the strongest track record, but the overwhelming majority of office workers have a two-year or four-year degree already. The country doesn't have answers that don't involve upskilling, education, or trying and failing to compensate the losers.

Silicon Valley leaders are enamored of one policy Hail Mary: the establishment of a universal basic income, in which the government would provide all adults with $1,500 a month or so, no strings attached and in perpetuity. It's not as crazy an idea as it sounds; think of it as Social Security for everyone, or an extension of the earned-income tax credit to families without any earned income. The cash would ensure that every family kept its head above water, and redistribute the wealth generated by rising productivity. "People will be freed up to spend more time with people they care about, care for people, appreciate art and nature, or work toward social good," Sam Altman of OpenAI has argued.

But UBI is a dystopian outcome, not a utopian one. For families to thrive in this new post-work paradigm, the government would need to redistribute a lot more than $1,500 per person per month, necessitating confiscatory taxes on corporations--taxes they would fight tooth and nail. The bigger problem would be that Americans would hate a world without work, where the jobless rate floats at 30 percent instead of 4 percent. Many Americans like working. They like having somewhere to go during the day. They like trading watercooler stories with their colleagues. They like getting promoted and starting their own firms. They are proud of earning a living. Long-term unemployment destroys people's mental and physical health, and generates toxic societal unrest. Politicians love saying that Americans want a hand up, not a handout--and they aren't wrong.

Perhaps Americans would adjust, and American culture would adjust in turn. Maybe people would become more interested in and fulfilled by leisure, art, and other activities. But it's hard to imagine social capital being divorced from actual capital. It's even harder to imagine the country becoming more egalitarian and its politics more participatory, instead of developing a hyper-wealthy techno-oligarchy and a dispossessed and teed-off underclass. Some people would spend their time gardening, volunteering, painting, exercising, or learning. Others would spend hours a day watching short-form videos and never leave their apartments.

I don't really think society will come to this. Throughout history, people have used technology to become more productive and prosperous without reducing the demand for human labor overall. Then again, maybe I'm just in denial.
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Europe and Canada Are Like the Kids in an Ugly Divorce

Europe and Canada seek "strategic balance" between Washington and Beijing but often just get caught in the middle.

by Simon Shuster, Vivian Salama

Wed, 18 Feb 2026




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

The urge to visit Beijing has gotten stronger lately among allies of the United States. Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney, who referred to China last year as his country's biggest security threat, made the trip last month, as did his British counterpart, Keir Starmer. Next week, German Chancellor Friedrich Merz, who heads the largest economy in Europe, plans to meet with Xi Jinping during a three-day visit packed with discussions of security and trade.

In a speech this past weekend at the Munich Security Conference, Secretary of State Marco Rubio said the U.S. "will always be a child of Europe." But the geopolitical divide between the U.S. and China has made Canadians and Europeans look more like the children in a bad divorce, shuttling between two feuding parents, pleasing neither, and risking retaliation if they take sides. Carney said as much in a memorable speech last month in Davos, where he bemoaned the fact that the superpowers are now vying for dominance in ways that place their own self-interest over cooperation. And they are prepared to dole out punishment to those who offend them. "Great powers have begun using economic integration as weapons, tariffs as leverage, financial infrastructure as coercion, supply chains as vulnerabilities to be exploited," Carney said.

That approach has forced Canada and other medium-size nations to pursue the same transactional self-interest, Carney noted. Hence his Beijing visit a few days before he gave the speech. "We are seeking to ensure our own economic resilience," Canadian Foreign Minister Anita Anand, who traveled with Carney to Beijing, told us last week. "That means we have to diversify our trading partners." And what about Carney's statement in April, during his election campaign, about the looming security threat from the Chinese? Has it disappeared?

The diplomat stiffened. "Let's take a step back," she said, before offering a disquisition on all that President Trump had done to Canada since returning to office a year ago, including imposing steep tariffs on Canadian-made steel, aluminum, cars, and lumber. "Canada is seeking to double non-U.S. trade over the next 10 years," Anand said. "That was the purpose of the trip."

Canada's overtures to Beijing clearly got Trump's attention. In a post on Truth Social last week, the president wrote that Carney "wants to make a deal with China--which will eat Canada alive. We'll just get the leftovers! I don't think so." Trump then threatened to prevent a newly built bridge between Ontario and Michigan from opening, at least until Canada starts treating the U.S. "with the Fairness and Respect that we deserve."

It can be hard to keep track of the insults and intimidation that U.S. allies have faced from the Trump administration over the past year. But the indignities have been enough to make many traditionally steadfast American partners talk in private about a permanent rupture in relations with Washington. Carney's speech in Davos brought the hand-wringing into the open, and it offered a way for "middle powers" to move forward by banding together against global hegemons like the United States.

But in practice, Carney's response to Trump's bullying has been a newfound openness to China. He agreed on a plan, during his visit there last month, for the Chinese to lower trade barriers on a variety of Canadian goods, including beef, lobsters, and pet food. As of yesterday, Canadian citizens are now allowed to travel to China without a visa for up to 30 days. "We are forging a new strategic partnership," Carney declared.

Read: Trump seizing Greenland could set off a chain reaction

Yet given the power differential between China and Canada--or, for that matter, between China and any NATO ally other than the United States--such a partnership will not be among equals. And were Canada in the future to veer back toward the U.S., which remains by far its biggest trading partner, Carney could expect the kind of retaliation from Beijing that Trump now threatens. In other words, Canada and others might consider the smart move to be economically and diplomatically hedging their bets between Washington and Beijing. But they are just as likely to get stuck between a pair of repelling magnets, pushed and pulled by the world's superpowers.

Plenty of European countries have been here before, swinging between the U.S. and China, and they have learned the perils. During the Biden administration, the U.S. pressured its allies to take a harder line against China, and many complied. Among the most eager was the tiny nation of Lithuania, which blocked Chinese companies from building its 5G communications network and other infrastructure.

"At least temporarily, it had a positive impact on our relations with the United States," the president of Lithuania, Gitanas Nauseda, told us. In part to keep the good vibes going, his government antagonized China further in 2021 by allowing Taiwan to build a representative office in Vilnius, the capital. (China sees Taiwan as a rogue province and aims to take it back by force if necessary.)

The Lithuanian decision to welcome Taiwan earned applause from the American foreign-policy establishment; the Atlantic Council, a Washington think tank, referred to Lithuania as a "trailblazer" in the push to counter Chinese influence in Europe. Lithuania shares an approximately 180-mile-long border with Russia and would not be able to defend that frontier without help from its allies in the NATO alliance. "For us, being so vulnerable, and being in such a sensitive place on Earth, it's very important to keep the focus of the United States on the one hand and of European allies on the other hand," Nauseda said.

But the price of maintaining that focus "was quite dramatic," he said. "China started economic coercion against us." Lithuanian diplomats were forced to leave their embassy in China, which moved to temporarily block the import of Lithuanian goods. The government in Vilnius hoped the confrontation would pay off with a greater American commitment to its country's security. "It was a strategic choice," Gabrielius Landsbergis, who was the foreign minister of Lithuania during the Biden administration, told us. "And our cooperation with the previous administration was very successful."

Soon after Trump returned to the White House, however, the security dividends that Lithuania had earned began to dissipate. Under the new administration, "small countries do not matter," Landsbergis said, summarizing Trump's approach to geopolitics. "That's a problem for us. When great powers begin carving up the world, we find ourselves no longer at the table, but on the menu."

In recent weeks, as the tensions between the U.S. and Europe have intensified, the Lithuanian government has come to regret its decision to stand up to Beijing. Lithuanian Prime Minister Inga Ruginiene said earlier this month that it had been a "big mistake" to allow the opening of the Taiwanese representative office. "I believe that Lithuania really jumped in front of a train and lost," she told the Baltic News Service.

China seems ready to accept Lithuania's atonement. A spokesperson for its foreign ministry said the door to Beijing remains open as long as Lithuania intends to "correct its wrongdoings at an early date." But Lithuania's president does not see a strategic turn toward China as an option at this point. Even as other European countries are rushing to foster relations with Beijing, the Lithuanians intend to stick with the Americans. "There's no alternative," Nauseda said in our interview. For the moment, at least, they are stuck with Trump.

Over the long term, if Europeans want to avoid falling under the sway of either of the world's two dominant superpowers, they can try to form their own geopolitical center of gravity. But that would require speaking with one voice, and their scattershot outreach to China makes that difficult. In December, when French President Emmanuel Macron visited Beijing, his team reportedly wanted the European Union's most senior official, Ursula von der Leyen, to accompany him.

"This was seen as an effort to 'Europeanise' his dealings with Beijing," the South China Morning Post reported at the time. The Chinese authorities reportedly turned down the idea, preferring instead to deal with European leaders one by one, and Macron agreed to come without his EU counterpart. In preparation for next week's trip, Germany's Merz met on the sidelines of the Munich Security Conference with Wang Yi, the Chinese foreign minister. Wang applauded the German leader for planning the trip in a way that would maintain Berlin's "strategic autonomy and self-reliance."

That approach has raised concerns among Germany's smaller allies in Europe, who worry that they could be left behind. Petr Pavel, the president of the Czech Republic, does not have the option of traveling to Beijing. "I am persona non grata in China," Pavel told us in an interview last week. The Chinese banned him from the country last summer, after he paid a visit to India to wish a happy birthday to the Dalai Lama, who turned 90 in July. (China regards the spiritual leader of Tibet as a separatist "wolf in monk's clothing.")

The timing of Pavel's meeting with the holy man looks unfortunate in hindsight. It took place only a few months before U.S. relations with Europe reached a crisis point, when Trump, in January, threatened to seize the island of Greenland from Denmark, a NATO ally. The resulting rupture sent the Europeans scrambling to line up trips to Beijing. But when we asked Pavel about his regrets, he said he has none. "We have to understand that China is not an ally," he said. "It is at best our competitor."

Read: The hole in Trump's rationale for acquiring Greenland

Pavel understands the desire among some of his peers to look to Beijing amid the rising tensions with Washington, but he would prefer they take a more confident and unified approach. "Europe should become its own zone of influence," he said. "Not looking eastwards and then westwards and back again, always being afraid for our security, but instead to become stronger and on our own, economically stronger and also militarily." That may be the better long-term strategy, but there remain serious doubts whether the Europeans can pull it off.

Carney is leading his own effort to form, in effect, a third superpower that can resist the gravitational pulls of both the United States and China. Talks are under way among Canada, the European Union, and 12 Indo-Pacific nations to form a new trade alliance that would potentially represent the world's largest economic bloc. Asked about it yesterday, Carney told reporters that "Canada can play a role" in forming a new alliance, adding that his country is in a "unique position" to "broker a bridge" between the two groups of nations in Europe and Asia.

In the meantime, the U.S. is demanding more if Ottawa wants to remain in Trump's good graces. In August, Trump increased tariffs on Canadian goods to 35 percent, saying Carney's government hadn't done enough of what Washington wants. Last month, Trump threatened to decertify any aircraft made in Canada until the Canadians certify American-made Gulfstreams. Canada is now reconsidering its decades-old agreement to buy F-35A fighter jets from Lockheed Martin and may instead buy Swedish-made Saab JAS 39 E Gripens.

The pressure on Canada seems to be part of a broader Trump-administration strategy to reinvigorate American industries and limit--maybe even eliminate--any products that don't carry a Made in America label. When Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick spoke to a Toronto audience last year, he suggested that Canada should not even be making cars. It would be better, he suggested, to consolidate the entire North American auto industry in the U.S. Needless to say, that has been viewed in Canada as just another way the U.S. is seeking to flex its muscles at Canadians' expense.

"We are being bombarded with complaints, grievances, tariffs, more tariffs," Giles Gherson, president and CEO of the Toronto Region Board of Trade, Canada's largest chamber of commerce, told us. "As soon as the concessions are made and they're pocketed, new demands show up--and relentlessly."

Ultimately, Trump's posturing toward Canada isn't about Canada. It's about seeking to sustain Washington's superiority over China and making sure that American allies know their place. The president won't let anything--not even a very public dispute with America's friendly neighbor to the north--get in the way.
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The Harvard of the South ... Of the West?

Elite universities are taking the concept of a satellite campus to its logical extreme.

by Rose Horowitch

Wed, 18 Feb 2026




Vanderbilt University, in Nashville, is the sort of highly selective institution that jockeys for the unofficial title of Harvard of the South. Recently, the university's chancellor had a new idea: What if Vanderbilt was also in San Francisco? Maybe it could become the Harvard of the West too.

Last month, Vanderbilt announced that it was acquiring the facilities of the financially insolvent California College of the Arts and would be converting the space into a new campus. Private universities have been experimenting with satellite campuses for decades. Typically, these outposts are either overseas or limited to a graduate program or two. The Vanderbilt expansion, set to open in 2027, will be different: It will include a full-blown, four-year undergraduate college, not in Abu Dhabi but in the San Francisco Design District. This new tactic, pioneered by Northeastern University a few years ago, is taking the satellite-campus concept to its logical extreme: the national-chain model of undergraduate education. If it works for Vanderbilt, other selective institutions are likely to follow--because no one really wants to be the Harvard of the South. Everyone wants to be Harvard. Perhaps the way for excellent regional schools to develop a national reputation is to set up shop around the nation.

For most of the history of higher education, a university has been ineluctably tied to a particular city: Bologna. Oxford. Cambridge. The other Cambridge. In the United States, the first wave of satellite campuses began to appear in the post-World War II period as the share of Americans attending college surged. To meet growing demand, public universities opened branches in far-flung areas of their state. (Most Texans, for example, live far from Austin.) That's how systems such as the University of California evolved into sprawling behemoths.

Rose Horowitch: The college backlash is a mirage

The next phase of expansions was very different. In the 2000s, some private institutions began establishing international outposts to cash in on global demand for their prestige. Northwestern University started awarding bachelor's degrees out of a campus in Qatar in 2008. Columbia opened a Middle East research center in Amman, Jordan, in 2009. The next year, New York University established an undergraduate campus in Abu Dhabi; NYU Shanghai followed not long after. Less selective institutions are trying this approach as well: The University of New Haven recently announced that it would create a campus for undergraduates and grad students in Riyadh. "You would find some authoritarian petro-state somewhere that had a ton of money and was very impressed by the brand allure of high-class American universities," Kevin Carey, the vice president of education and work at the think tank New America, told me.

More recently, colleges have focused on domestic expansion, creating outposts in the nation's capital. Nearly 20 institutions have satellite campuses in Washington, D.C. Some are small, occupying a floor of an office building; others, including the University of Southern California and Arizona State University, have their own buildings emblazoned with their school's logo in massive font. In 2019, Johns Hopkins University, based in Baltimore, paid more than $370 million to acquire a new home for its School of Advanced International Studies in the building that had previously housed the Newseum. D.C. campuses tend to confer graduate degrees and serve as a home base for undergrads interning on Capitol Hill and K Street. They also give university leaders easy access to government officials.

The school that has come closest to a true brick-and-mortar national-chain model is Northeastern University, which is known for its emphasis on combining academics with career-focused internships. In the 2010s, as the university's officials realized that they could attract only so many students to Boston, the school began setting up campuses to reach more markets. "A university cannot be defined by its campus," Joseph Aoun, Northeastern's president, told me. "We're going to them rather than asking them to come to one campus." Since 2011, Northeastern has opened eight graduate-focused branch campuses in major cities across the U.S. and Canada. These are designed to help students network and land a job in their preferred city after graduation. Northeastern has used this strategy to enroll more students--raising tuition revenue--without increasing the main campus's acceptance rates. "Going back about 25 years ago, Northeastern was a top-150 university," Peter Stokes, a higher-education consultant who previously worked at Northeastern and helped launch its expansion, told me. "Today it's a top-50 university."

Most graduate programs are small. Setting up a full undergraduate campus is a much more ambitious undertaking. In 2022, Northeastern acquired Mills College, in Oakland, absorbing the school's real estate and some tenured faculty, and creating Northeastern University at Oakland. Two years later, it merged with Marymount Manhattan College to create a New York-based undergraduate campus. Aoun calls Northeastern a "global university system." He said, "We don't like to call them branch campuses, because our model is not to export into another city or another country what we have been doing in Boston."

Now comes Vanderbilt, adopting a similar strategy. Daniel Diermeier, the school's chancellor, is widely perceived within higher ed as trying to elbow into the Harvard-Yale-Stanford stratum. When I asked him if the expansion plan is an effort to rise in the rankings, he deflected, saying that "  our aspiration is to be innovative." But he did not deny a certain ambition. "A core component of being a great university in the 21st century is to be part of an innovation economy," he said. He pointed to Stanford in the 1990s, when the university and its surrounding area became the global center of the tech industry. "If you believe that, then it matters where you are," Diermeier told me. "Location becomes a strategy." It's easier to entice the top computer-science professors to work in the Bay Area than in Nashville. Diermeier expects the San Francisco campus to eventually host 1,000 students and 100 faculty members. (Vanderbilt is also opening a graduate campus in West Palm Beach and recently opened a study-away program in Manhattan.)

Ian Bogost: The accidental winners of the war on higher ed

The education-franchise model--Diermeier calls it "network campuses"--can be a risky proposition. Drexel University, in Philadelphia, tried to improve its reputation by opening a graduate-focused satellite campus in Sacramento. The effort fizzled out six years later. Middlebury College, in Vermont, is similarly winding down its graduate programs in Monterey, California. "It can become like managing an empire," Stokes said. "It's like being Rome in the fourth century. If you get too geographically dispersed, it can be difficult to maintain the front of the empire."

For top schools, the biggest risk might be brand dilution. Ivy League universities are highly unlikely to open new campuses around the country. Their power and prestige depend on exclusivity. The institutions in the next tier down are exclusive, too, but they're also more willing to experiment. Vanderbilt has less of a national brand to dilute--indeed, that's the problem it's trying to solve.

Other top-tier schools will therefore be watching to see how Vanderbilt's expansion plays out, and some may follow suit. The population of American 18-year-olds is expected to peak this year, followed by a precipitous decline. Stokes's consulting firm has identified nearly 400 private colleges that are at risk of closure in the next five to 10 years. Everyone's jockeying to be in the best position on the other side of the crisis. "For institutions like Northeastern and Vanderbilt, taking advantage of this weakening and precarity that certain institutions are experiencing, that creates an opportunity for them to get real estate," he said. Small colleges in major cities or Sun Belt states, which have seen a population boom, are valuable sites for branch campuses. Aoun said that at least one college asks to be acquired by Northeastern each week. Ryan Allen, an education professor at Soka University of America, calls it higher education's "Age of Conquest": The big schools will get bigger, and the smaller schools will be absorbed. Soon, high-school seniors who get accepted into a top college might start having to answer a question that their parents never did: "Which location?"
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Hegseth's Firing Campaign Reaches Down Into the Ranks

The ouster of the spokesperson Dave Butler, a colonel, shows that the defense secretary's culling is far from over.<strong> </strong>

by Nancy A. Youssef, Missy Ryan

Wed, 18 Feb 2026




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth, in a Pentagon meeting last year, passed a note to Army Secretary Dan Driscoll about one of Driscoll's top aides, asking, in effect: Why hasn't this guy been fired yet?

The aide, Colonel Dave Butler, a former infantry officer, is a longtime leader in Army public affairs (not a specialty Hegseth embraces) who worked closely with the former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Mark Milley (whom Hegseth despises). On Thursday, Hegseth finally got his way: Butler was pushed out.

The issue was not that Butler was incompetent in his job; quite the opposite. Both Driscoll and the Army's chief of staff, General Randy George, are said to have valued his advice, experience, and the reforms that he initiated--and it was their endorsement, when combined with Butler's previous assignment with Milley, that ruined his chance of making the rank of general.

Defense secretaries don't usually get involved in decisions about the careers of colonels and other mid-level commanders, given that the lead civilian in the Pentagon is supposed to oversee war planning, a department of 3 million people, and America's nuclear arsenal. Ever since the World War I era, when the United States established a large-scale standing force, individual branches have typically had a say in promotions and other personnel decisions. These choices are supposed to be based on merit.

Hegseth, more than any other of his predecessors, has weighed in on the makeup of the military's top leaders. He has fired or sidelined dozens of three- and four-star officers, in many cases without any clear reason other than their perceived disloyalty to Hegseth's beliefs, alleged support for diversity programs, or coziness with people regarded as foes of the administration.

With Butler's removal, Hegseth has displayed a willingness to reach further down in the ranks--there are roughly 4,000 colonels in the Army alone--and demonstrated that, one year after his appointment, he still doesn't feel that his campaign of purges has gone far enough.

"The secretary of defense is spending his time doing things that those well below his pay grade should be doing," Kori Schake, who directs foreign and defense policy at the American Enterprise Institute and released a book last year about civil-military relations, told us. "And he is not doing the things that only the secretary of defense can do."

Hegseth's office referred our questions to the Army. The spokesperson Cynthia Smith said in an email that Butler would retire: "His integral role in the Army's transformation efforts will be missed."

Butler, who declined to comment, wasn't a typical colonel. Over the past dozen years, he emerged as a powerful force within the Army as an adviser to the top officers, including Milley, who clashed repeatedly with Trump, particularly after the summer of 2020, when Milley had said that he regretted walking alongside Trump after federal forces cleared Lafayette Square of protesters. Before that, Butler worked under the now-retired General Austin "Scott" Miller, the head of Joint Special Operations Command and a onetime chief of U.S. forces in Afghanistan. That put Butler in the room for major decisions both for the Army--he helped organize the Army's 250th-anniversary parade in Washington, D.C., in June--and for U.S. defense policy more broadly.

More recently, Butler served as a top adviser to Driscoll and George, and he was understood to be highly valued by both men. But Butler was also divisive, in part because of his influence over so many parts of the military--and the public-affairs community.

Hegseth and Driscoll have had a tense year. Driscoll, a confidant of Vice President Vance, has emerged as a rival at the Pentagon to the former Fox News host. Unlike Hegseth--who arrived in his position following a bruising confirmation process that surfaced allegations of mismanagement, heavy drinking, and sexual assault--Driscoll cuts a clean-living profile, has won allies in Congress with his more genial demeanor, and at times has outshone his boss.

While Hegseth has focused on internal purges and the campaign of strikes against alleged drug boats in the Caribbean, Driscoll's star has risen with his participation in U.S. efforts to mediate an end to Russia's war in Ukraine. Driscoll was in Geneva today on that assignment, working with two of Trump's special envoys, Steve Witkoff and Jared Kushner. (Driscoll couldn't immediately be reached for comment.)

Read: Pete Hegseth is the Pentagon's holy warrior 

After last year's meeting where Hegseth questioned Driscoll about Butler, both Driscoll and George kept Butler in their inner circle. For the Army, it was not just about protecting Butler's place. It was also about standing up for Driscoll's and George's roles in deciding who leads their force.

Top Army officials, over Hegseth's objections, decided to keep Butler in the promotion queue during the past year. But Hegseth's stonewalling of Butler's advancement was one reason that a larger group of proposed promotions, which needed sign-off from Pentagon leadership before being sent to the White House, was delayed for months, defense officials told us. Some Army officials had hoped that the extra time would ultimately benefit Butler. But after another meeting between Hegseth and Driscoll on Thursday, Driscoll followed Hegseth's order and removed Butler. "The Army delayed this inevitable decision and in the end Hegseth said, 'Enough's enough,'" one defense official told us.

Butler's ouster wasn't primarily a result of Hegseth's rivalry with Driscoll, according to people familiar with the situation. Rather, they said, it stemmed more from Hegseth's antipathy toward military officials closely associated with Milley. Hegseth and Trump have both accused Milley of treason, and Trump once suggested that Milley should be executed. One of Hegseth's first actions after taking office was removing Milley's official portrait from its place in a Pentagon hallway. Earlier this month, Hegseth replaced General James Mingus, the Army's widely respected second in command who also had worked on the Joint Staff under Milley. Hegseth installed General Christopher LaNeve, one of his own aides, in the post. LaNeve supported the decision to remove Butler, a former defense official told us.

Hegseth and his staff have shown a particular interest in Pentagon PR. An Air Force colonel who served as spokesperson for the Joint Chiefs of Staff chairman General Dan Caine was removed over a years-old social-media post asking for better support for Afghans as U.S. forces withdrew. Hegseth also censured Senator Mark Kelly, a Democrat from Arizona, after the retired Navy captain published a video urging troops to refuse unlawful orders. And Hegseth implemented a rule that effectively required reporters to seek Pentagon approval before publishing stories or they would risk losing their press accreditation, leading hundreds of journalists to walk out in the fall.

Read: The Mark Kelly case is bigger than it seems 

News of Butler's ouster appeared to have the effect that Hegseth desired as word spread across the military's public-affairs community. Officials told us that they feared angering Hegseth and also saw his interference as a direct contradiction of what the military teaches its commanders: that strong leaders focus on the job the military needs them to do, not on anyone else's role.

"Hegseth's decision speaks to a broader effort to shape the long-term trajectory of the military," one former defense official told us. "By getting involved at the colonel rank, Hegseth could reshape the military three, five, seven, even 10 years down the road."

Such micromanaging in the officer ranks because of political or personal animus risks further polarizing the military and undermining its status as one of America's final refuges from hyper-partisanship.
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Do Not Be Cynical About Jesse Jackson

He was never the caricature his critics wanted him to be.

by Adam Serwer

Tue, 17 Feb 2026




When I was growing up in Washington, D.C., in the 1990s, many businesses proudly kept in their windows signs from Jesse Jackson's 1984 and '88 presidential runs. He was a revered figure, someone people in D.C. were deeply thankful for.

"Nothing will ever again be what it was before," the writer James Baldwin said after Jackson's '84 Democratic National Convention speech.

"It changes the way the boy on the street and the boy on Death Row and his mother and his father and his sweetheart and his sister think about themselves. It indicates that one is not entirely at the mercy of the assumptions of this Republic, of what they have said you are, that this is not necessarily who and what you are. And no one will ever forget this moment, no matter what happens now."


Yet when you turned on the television, you saw another Jesse Jackson. This Jesse Jackson was a dangerous man, a radical, a demagogue, someone who thrived off fomenting racial division. To the people around me, Jackson--the reverend and civil-rights leader--was a hero. But to the people I saw discussing the news on television, he was both an incendiary agitator and a ridiculous, almost comic, figure. The subtext of all this commentary was that Black Americans would make more progress if their leaders were not so flawed. Barack Obama put the lie to this argument; squeaky-clean by personal-conduct standards, all he did was drive the same people who hated Jackson more insane.

"Have you ever noticed how all composite pictures of wanted criminals resemble Jesse Jackson?" the right-wing radio host Rush Limbaugh mused in the 1990s. His opinions on Obama were no less unhinged.

Ali Breland: The Epstein emails show how the powerful talk about race

"There has developed among many, for sure, a kind of attitudinal air-barrier of cynicism" around Jackson, Marshall Frady, a journalist and the author of Jesse: The Life and Pilgrimage of Jesse Jackson, once said. "Part of it is, no doubt, a reflection of the abiding, if not steadily deepening, racial schism in the country since the '60s." Jackson was one of Martin Luther King Jr.'s youngest lieutenants; he came of age when many considered racial injustice history, an issue the country had already dealt with. He reminded Americans that King's dream had not yet come, and that created for him enemies. In hindsight, it seems strange that people would assume that the effects of centuries of slavery and segregation would be entirely wiped away in fewer than two decades. Jackson had grown up in poverty in the shadow of Jim Crow segregation; it must have seemed even more absurd to him.


Bettman / Getty



It was common for right-wingers to refer to him as a "race pimp" or "race hustler." He did himself no favors when, in 1984, he used an anti-Jewish slur--calling New York City "hymietown"--in a conversation overheard by a reporter. Jackson apologized for the ugly remark, but it followed him for the rest of his life--in mainstream media, the incident was practically a second appellation, right after "the Reverend." In 1989, the Fox News founder Roger Ailes, then an adviser to Rudy Giuliani's mayoral campaign, placed an ad in a Yiddish newspaper with a photo of Giuliani's rival David Dinkins next to Jackson--the two were friends. The clear implication was that Dinkins was an anti-Semite, just like Jackson. In this way, Jackson became an easy shorthand propagandists could use to terrify white people into voting Republican.

Yet this caricature of Jackson as an anti-white, anti-Semitic demagogue never reflected the man. The entire point of Jackson's "Rainbow Coalition," his vision of Americans from all backgrounds coming together for social justice, was overcoming such differences. Jackson's political vision was always inclusive, always multiracial, and always opposed to bigotry and prejudice of all kinds, even if the man himself sometimes fell short.

For one thing, Jackson's egalitarianism and support for a strong welfare state--including universal health care--did not contradict his emphasis on personal responsibility and the importance of the Church in Americans' lives. As Frady notes, the South Carolina reverend was constantly hammering on these conservative-friendly themes, long before they became part of Ronald Reagan or Bill Clinton's presidential campaigns.

"Black Americans must begin to accept a larger share of responsibility for their lives. For too many years we have been crying that racism and oppression have kept us down," Jackson wrote in The New York Times, in 1976. "That is true, and racism and oppression have to be fought on every front. But to fight any battle takes soldiers who are strong, healthy, spirited, committed, well-trained and confident."

The 1984 speech that so moved Baldwin remains one of the greatest articulations of American liberalism ever made. But I was too young to remember it, and it is his 1988 speech that I find indelible. In 1984, Jackson described America as a "quilt" with "many patches, many pieces, many colors, many sizes, all woven and held together by a common thread." In 1988, he extended the metaphor--arguing that progress could not be made without the aid of people from very different backgrounds, with very different identities.

"Farmers, you seek fair prices and you are right--but you cannot stand alone. Your patch is not big enough. Workers, you fight for fair wages, you are right--but your patch of labor is not big enough. Women, you seek comparable worth and pay equity, you are right--but your patch is not big enough," Jackson said. "Students, you seek scholarships, you are right--but your patch is not big enough. Blacks and Hispanics, when we fight for civil rights, we are right--but our patch is not big enough."

Many obituaries have emphasized Jackson's hunger for publicity. He was, indeed, no wallflower. But neither did he simply pose for the cameras. Jackson's decades of activism demonstrated that he was sincere about his vision. When workers were striking, Jackson was there. When it was unpopular to support LGBTQ rights, Jackson did so anyway. When both conservatives and liberals were outraged over illegal immigration, Jackson insisted on mercy and understanding for the undocumented. Despite the "hymie" incident, Jackson never stopped condemning the evils of anti-Semitism, even as he supported Palestinian rights and statehood. Before Pat Buchanan or Donald Trump ran for president, Jackson was condemning "American multinationals" who "hire repressed labor abroad and fire free labor at home.''

The critics who caricatured him did not understand this sincerity--or perhaps they understood it far too well. His commitment to the people he once described as "the desperate, the damned, the disinherited, the disrespected, and the despised," was real, and he dedicated his life to it.

Clint Smith: Those who try to erase history will fail

Jackson's sincerity eventually overcame the stereotypes about him. In the early 1990s, only a third of white Americans viewed him favorably; by 1999, that number was close to 60 percent, including, The New York Times reported, many "self-described conservatives."

Democratic leaders credited Jackson's work registering Black voters with making otherwise-difficult gains in the wilderness of the Reagan era. He was a genuinely transformative figure, inspiring not just a generation of Black voters but Black officeholders, helping usher in an era of Black self-determination that eclipsed the previous peak during Reconstruction a century earlier. His exhortation to "keep hope alive" in an era of backlash was precisely what he did. Frady quotes former San Francisco Mayor Willie Brown calling Jackson "the Jackie Robinson of American politics," who would "spawn a whole lot of Little Leaguers in many cities and counties that you and I will never hear about." That was, we now know, an understatement.

The epithet of "race hustler" or "race pimp" can be more accurately applied to many of Jackson's critics, who perceived his multiracial populism as a threat. They tried to neutralize that threat by turning Jackson into a racial caricature that could be exploited to fan the fears of white Americans that they would be dispossessed, the same inversion of American history that continues to drive right-wing politics in the present. They did not make a caricature of Jackson because he was ridiculous; they tried to make him ridiculous because his vision was so powerful.
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Censorship Comes for Stephen Colbert

The latest dustup between the talk-show host and CBS should be concerning for people of any political leaning.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 17 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.

Stephen Colbert's Late Show ends in May, and he's in almost open warfare with his soon-to-be ex-bosses at CBS. Last night, he had planned to broadcast an interview with James Talarico, a member of the Texas state House who is running in a heated Democratic primary for United States Senate. But it was not to be.

At the start of his show, Colbert told viewers that CBS had barred him from airing the interview, citing threats from Brendan Carr, the chair of the Federal Communications Commission. (You may remember Carr as the guy who sounded like a cartoon mobster while trying to get Jimmy Kimmel fired--"We can do this the easy way or the hard way"--drawing a rebuke from Senator Ted Cruz.)

Colbert savaged CBS. He said that the network had told him not to talk about it, which he defied in dramatic fashion. "I want to assure you, ladies and gentlemen--please--I want to assure you, this decision is for purely financial reasons," he joked, a sly reference to the rationale that CBS gave for ending his show. Colbert posted the interview on his show's YouTube channel. CBS said in a statement that The Late Show "was not prohibited by CBS from broadcasting the interview with Rep. James Talarico. The show was provided legal guidance that the broadcast could trigger the FCC equal-time rule for two other candidates, including Rep. Jasmine Crockett, and presented options for how the equal time for other candidates could be fulfilled."

I wrote in July that CBS's leadership had lost the benefit of the doubt, and the network's actions since its parent company's merger with Skydance and the appointment of Bari Weiss as editor in chief of CBS News have reinforced that. CBS deserves plenty of criticism for cowardice. But that doesn't mean it's incorrect to fear FCC action.

Last month, the FCC issued a notice about the equal-time rule, a century-old regulation that says that a broadcast station that provides time to one candidate must provide an equal forum to a rival. The rule has an exemption for "bona fide news"--basically, producers can decide what to cover in their programming, because anything else would constitute government interference in the free press. In 2006, the FCC determined that interviews on The Tonight Show With Jay Leno fit under the exemption even if they are not strictly news programming, a precedent that shows have relied on since.

But the new notice states that "the FCC has not been presented with any evidence that the interview portion of any late night or daytime television talk show program on air presently would qualify for the bona fide news exemption." (Carr has not extended this reasoning to talk radio, which conservatives dominate.) This is not just bluster. Earlier this month, Fox News reported that the FCC was investigating ABC's daytime talk show The View, which has become an important stop for politicians seeking to reach the show's heavily female audience, for violating the equal-time rule. The reported object of Carr's ire? An interview with one James Talarico.

The Talarico dustups are among several incidents in the past few days that show the Trump administration's enthusiasm for censoring speech by both the press and ordinary citizens. One year ago, I wrote that Donald Trump and his allies were free-speech phonies who, having campaigned against censorship, were eager to impose it. The threat to First Amendment rights has gotten worse since then.

Earlier this month, The Washington Post's John Woodrow Cox reported on a retiree who used a publicly available email address to encourage an attorney at the Department of Homeland Security to have mercy on an asylum seeker. In response, DHS sent federal agents to the man's door and demanded access to his Google accounts, using a tool called an administrative subpoena that doesn't require a judge or grand jury to approve. On Friday, The New York Times reported that Google, Reddit, Discord, and Meta in recent months have received "hundreds" of administrative subpoenas from DHS seeking access to information about the accounts of people who have criticized the government. (DHS told both papers that it was acting within its authority but didn't give any detailed response.)

The goals of both DHS and the FCC in these cases are to intimidate critics and stifle dissent. This is staggering hypocrisy. During the presidential campaign, Trump accused the Biden administration of undermining free speech by asking--though not demanding--that social-media companies remove misinformation about COVID. On day one of his administration, Trump issued an executive order that charged, "Over the last 4 years, the previous administration trampled free speech rights by censoring Americans' speech on online platforms, often by exerting substantial coercive pressure on third parties, such as social media companies, to moderate, deplatform, or otherwise suppress speech that the Federal Government did not approve." This is a good description of what Trump's administration is doing now.

Some repression efforts fail. Last week, the federal district-court judge Richard Leon, a President George W. Bush appointee, temporarily blocked Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth from punishing Senator Mark Kelly, a Navy veteran, for a video in which he and other members of Congress remind current service members that they can and should refuse illegal orders. "This Court has all it needs to conclude that Defendants have trampled on Senator Kelly's First Amendment freedoms and threatened the constitutional liberties of millions of military retirees," Leon wrote.

The ruling is a welcome defense of Americans' freedoms, but it can't reverse all of the damage. Kelly is unusually well positioned to fight back and take the administration to court. Not every would-be critic is. And censorship, once established by a president, has ways of spreading its tendrils to other institutions. At one state university in Texas, for example, a philosophy professor was forced to remove passages of Plato from his syllabus because of new policies passed by governor-appointed regents, and an art exhibition critical of ICE was abruptly canceled at another Texas university.

These attacks are clearly partisan: They all target speech by critics of the president, his party, or his policies. But they should be scary even if you feel that Colbert doesn't deserve a news exemption, The View is too liberal, or Kelly was out of line. Crackdowns on speech by prominent figures pave a way for the government to regulate speech more broadly, which should be concerning for people of any political leaning because the party and people in power can change.

During a Senate hearing last week, Senator Ron Johnson, a Wisconsin Republican, accused Minnesota Attorney General Keith Ellison, a Democrat, of being responsible for the deaths of Alex Pretti and Renee Good because he supported protests. Johnson began, "Did you ever encourage people to go out there and exercise the First--"

"I freely admit being in favor of the First Amendment," Ellison shot back. This position is apparently not as common among elected officials as you might hope.

Related:
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 	Is Colbert's ouster really just a "financial decision"?
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American Kids Used to Eat Everything

By Olga Khazan

The most striking passages in Picky, a forthcoming book by the historian Helen Zoe Veit, describe the way famous 19th-century American figures ate as children. I found myself gripped with envy as I read--not because the foods were particularly appetizing, but because I would kill for my kid to eat like that.
 To wit: As a girl, Edith Wharton adored oyster sauce, turtle, stewed celery, cooked tomatoes, and lima beans in cream. Mark Twain fondly remembered eating succotash, string beans, squirrels, and rabbits on his uncle's farm. And during her childhood, Veit writes, Elizabeth Cady Stanton "happily ate vegetables, hickory nuts, and cold jellied brain."
 If these don't sound like typical "kid foods," that's because they aren't, and weren't. "Kid food," as a category, is a recent invention.


Read the full article.
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AI Agents Are Taking America by Storm

The post-chatbot era has begun.

by Lila Shroff

Tue, 17 Feb 2026




Americans are living in parallel AI universes. For much of the country, AI has come to mean ChatGPT, Google's AI overviews, and the slop that now clogs social-media feeds. Meanwhile, tech hobbyists are becoming radicalized by bots that can work for hours on end, collapsing months of work into weeks, or weeks into an afternoon.



Recently, more people have started to play around with tools such as Claude Code. The product, made by the start-up Anthropic, is "agentic," meaning it can do all sorts of work a human might do on a computer. Some academics are testing Claude Code's ability to autonomously generate papers; others are using agents for biology research. Journalists have been experimenting with Claude Code to write data-driven articles from scratch, and earlier this month, a pair used the bot to create a mock competitor to Monday.com, a public software company worth billions. In under an hour, they had a working prototype. Although the actual quality of all of these AI-generated papers and analyses remains unclear, the progress is both stunning and alarming. "Once a computer can use computers, you're off to the races," Dean Ball, a senior fellow at the Foundation for American Innovation, told me.



Even as AI has advanced, the most sophisticated bots have yet to go fully mainstream. Unlike ChatGPT, which has a free tier, agentic tools such as Claude Code or OpenAI's Codex typically cost money, and can be intimidating to set up. I run Claude Code out of my computer's terminal, an app traditionally reserved for programmers, and which looks like something a hacker uses in movies. It's also not always obvious how best to prompt agentic bots: A sophisticated user might set up teams of agents that message one another as they work, whereas a newbie might not realize such capabilities even exist.

The tech industry is now rushing to develop more accessible versions of these products for the masses. Last month, Anthropic released a new paid version of Claude Code designed for nontechnical users; today the start-up debuted a new model to all users, which offers, among other things, "human-level capability in tasks like navigating a complex spreadsheet." Meanwhile, OpenAI recently announced a new version of Codex, which the company claims can do nearly anything "professionals can do on a computer." As these products have gained visibility, people seem to be realizing all at once that AI does a lot more than draft marketing copy and offer friendly conversation. The post-chatbot era is here.

Read: Move over, ChatGPT

Tools such as ChatGPT and Gemini may already feel powerful enough in their own right. Indeed, chatbots have assumed all kinds of fancy new features over the past few years. They now have memory, which lets them reference previous conversations, and use a technique called reasoning to produce more sophisticated responses. Whereas older chatbots could ingest a few thousand words at a time, today they can analyze book-length files, as well as process and produce images, video, and audio.



But all of this pales in comparison to the rise of agentic tools. Consider software engineering, where they have proven to be particularly transformative. It's now common for engineers to essentially hand over instructions to a bot such as Claude Code or Codex, and let them do the rest. Because bots aren't constrained in the way humans are, a programmer might have several sessions running simultaneously, all working on different aspects of a project. "In general, it is now clear that for most projects, writing the code yourself is no longer sensible," the computer programmer Salvatore Sanfilippo wrote in a recent viral essay. In just a few hours, Sanfilippo noted, he had completed several tasks that previously would have taken weeks. Microsoft's CEO has said that as much as 30 percent of code is now written by AI, and the company's chief technical officer expects that figure to hit 95 percent industry-wide by the end of the decade. Anthropic already reports that up to 90 percent of the company's code is AI generated.



Some programmers have started to warn that similar advances could cannibalize all kinds of knowledge work. Last week, Matt Shumer, the CEO of an AI company, compared the current moment in AI to the early days of COVID, when most Americans were still oblivious to the imminent pandemic. "Making AI great at coding was the strategy that unlocks everything else," wrote Shumer. "The experience that tech workers have had over the past year, of watching AI go from 'helpful tool' to 'does my job better than I do', is the experience everyone else is about to have." (His essay, which has upwards of 80 million views, was partially AI generated.)



Tech executives have a strong incentive to suggest that similar advances will soon come for other forms of work. Last week, Microsoft's AI chief predicted that AI will automate "most, if not all" white-collar work tasks within 18 months. (This led to a series of social-media posts like the following: "CEO of Hot Pockets TM says that 'most, if not all' meals will be fully replaced with Hot Pockets TM within the next 12 to 18 months.")

It's not yet clear how easily the progress in agentic tools will translate to other fields. Programming is well suited to automation: Software programs either work or they don't. Determining what counts as a good essay, for example, is a far messier task, and one that requires much more human discernment. Though agentic tools often excel at complicated work, such as synthesizing unfathomable reams of text, they struggle to do something as simple as copy and paste text from Google Docs into Substack. And because they are so powerful, they can also be dangerous: When one venture capitalist recently asked Claude Cowork--Anthropic's new, more accessible agentic tool--for help organizing his wife's desktop, the bot subsequently deleted 15 years of family photos. "I need to stop and be honest with you about something important," the bot told him. "I made a mistake."

Read: The AI industry is radicalizing

Even if AI isn't yet a world-class financial analyst or architect, coding bots have progressed to the point where they are already able to assist with all kinds of knowledge work. Since Claude Code took off, I've watched people I know start using the bot for all sorts of tasks, realizing just how much more capable agentic tools are than traditional chatbots. In my own job, I've found agents particularly adept at research. When I recently asked Claude Code for a report on trends in Gen Z political views, I fired off a brief query and my team of bots got to work: One scoured the web for information, while another performed data analysis, and a third wrote up the findings in a briefing for me to review. (Like other kinds of AI, Claude Code can hallucinate: When using the tool for research, I still carefully verify information against original sources before referencing it in my own writing, which--to be clear--I do myself.)



The industry is hopeful that agentic tools will continue to improve. The AI-coding boom is boosting tech companies' abilities to improve their own products, as engineers use agentic tools to write software. But Silicon Valley has long dreamed of building AI models that can improve themselves, each new generation of AI models able to spawn its successor. On a recent call with reporters, I asked Sam Altman, OpenAI's CEO, what it would take to get there: Such progress would require models capable of both producing "new scientific insight and writing a lot of complex code," he told me. "The models are starting to be able to do both of those things." Still, he cautioned, we're not yet at a moment of runaway AI progress. (The Atlantic has a corporate partnership with OpenAI.) Last month, Boris Cherny, the Anthropic employee who created Claude Code, told me that "Claude is starting to come up with its own ideas and it's proposing what to build."



Without inside access to these companies, it's difficult to know what to make of these claims. And as impressive as agentic tools already are, it could still take quite a long time for them to become safe and reliable enough for widespread use. Even if technology capabilities continue to progress rapidly, the real world is messy and complicated. Silicon Valley sometimes mistakes "clear vision with short distance," the Stanford computer scientist Fei-Fei Li said earlier this month. "But the journey is going to be long."



Tech companies have done a tremendous job of persuading investors to pour cash into their businesses, but the industry has done a much worse job at selling the public on its vision. Instead of focusing on tangible benefits of AI agents, Silicon Valley has spent years hype-washing the technology with business briefs that read like science fiction. In one influential essay, Dario Amodei, Anthropic's CEO, writes that powerful AI could soon eliminate most cancer and nearly all infectious diseases. In another, a team of researchers warns that within the decade, rogue AI might release biological weapons, wiping out nearly all of humanity. Bots that can handle spreadsheet work and automate coding might not amount to superintelligence, but they are still immensely powerful. To the extent that normies remain confused about AI's true capabilities, Silicon Valley has only itself to blame.
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Winter Olympics Photo of the Day: In Pursuit

A team of three speed skaters moves as one.

by Alan Taylor

Tue, 17 Feb 2026




Lea Sophie Scholz, Josephine Schlorb, and Josie Hofmann of Germany race during the women's team pursuit final C against Belgium at the Milano Speed Skating Stadium on February 17, 2026.

Previously:

	February 16: Snow Jump

	February 15: On Target

	February 14: A Victory Leap

	February 13: Soaring Through the Dark

	February 12: Disqualified for a 'Helmet of Remembrance'
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An Olympic Trend That Defies Tradition

At Milan Cortina, every major sport category but ice hockey features men and women competing together.

by Christie Aschwanden

Tue, 17 Feb 2026




Olympic skimo is a spectacle. Appearing at the Games for the first time, skimo, short for ski mountaineering, grew from a long tradition of scaling mountains on skis--sometimes for hours on end--for the reward of gliding down, preferably through untracked powder. But at the Olympics, it will involve sprints of approximately three and a half minutes. First, athletes ascend a steep slope on skis outfitted with special fabric strips called "skins," which prevent them from sliding backwards down the hill. Then they throw their skis on their back and hike in ski boots, put their skis back on for a final ascent, and finally peel off their skins to race downhill.
 
 The events will include a mixed-gender skimo relay--"contrived for the Olympic field," Sarah Cookler, the head of sport for USA Skimo, the sport's American governing body, told me. Each team will include one man and one woman, each of whom will run the course twice. Anna Gibson and Cam Smith, both making their Olympic debuts, will represent Team USA.

It's only fitting that such a new sport should debut on the world stage with a format that's newly popular. Mixed-gender events, in which each team consists of a set number of men and women, have long had a place at the Olympics: Mixed-pairs figure skating and tennis were each introduced to the Games more than a century ago. But recently, such events have been growing in number as part of a deliberate effort to bring more attention to women's sports. At Milan Cortina, every major sport category but ice hockey features mixed-gender events.

Women participated in the first Winter Olympics, in Chamonix in 1924, but only in figure skating. Women's speed-skating exhibitions were included in the 1932 Olympics, but no medals were awarded. In 1936, women competed in alpine skiing, but they weren't allowed in cross-country until 1952. Since then, the Winter Olympics have slowly been approaching a sort of parity, with women participating in an ever-growing number of events once considered too difficult, dangerous, or scandalous for them.

The International Olympic Committee is advertising the 2026 Games as "the most gender-balanced Olympic Winter Games in history." That's based on the fact that women will represent 47 percent of athletes participating and compete in 53 percent of all events; this Olympics is also the first where male and female cross-country skiers are competing at the same distances. But in terms of viewership and publicity, the many mixed-gender events may do more to raise the profile of female athletes than women's events alone.

Women's sports, including skimo, tend to attract far fewer spectators than men's sports do. The mixed-gender relay can help bridge this gap, Smith told me, because in events that feature both men and women, viewers are positioned to watch everyone compete. And if the mixed-gender events allow spectators to get to know more female athletes, that could translate into more people watching the women's stand-alone events. The IOC is leaning into these events: The Los Angeles Games in 2028 will feature 25 mixed-gender events, including new ones in golf, rowing, and artistic gymnastics.

Gibson told me she's grown accustomed to elite sport spaces separating men and women as much as possible in the name of equity. She's also a world-class trail runner and accomplished gravel-bike racer, and in those sports, "the talk has been all about giving women their own start in order to elevate women's competition rather than having women be buried in the men's field," she said. Separate men's and women's fields have long been the default in most sports, and for good reason: If women had to compete directly with men, they would rarely have a chance to win. But bringing women and men together in competitions that include both gives women their own space and attention while including all the sport's athletes within one community. It creates "a lot of camaraderie," Gibson said, and in her experience, adds to the excitement among spectators.

Women, of course, face many obstacles in sport that cannot be solved by the addition of a few mixed-gender Olympic events. Across sports, male athletes are generally paid more than their female counterparts. In skimo, prize money is equal at the sport's World Cup, but some other races still have unequal payouts, Cookler said. (Gibson said she avoids those.) Women athletes are still sometimes subjected to sexual harassment and abuse, even on the Olympic level. The Winter Olympics still include one event in which women are not allowed to compete at all--Nordic combined, which consists of ski jumping and cross-country skiing. (The IOC is already considering dropping Nordic combined altogether because of low participation and spectator interest; an IOC spokesperson told me the event "will undergo a full evaluation" following this year's Olympics, and reiterated the committee's commitment to gender equality.)

And mixed-gender formats can still be subject to unequal dynamics. Biathlon, a Winter Olympics event that combines cross-country skiing and target shooting, has used the mixed-gender relay format since the 2014 Olympics in Sochi. (Biathlon and luge were the first sports to introduce a mixed-gender format to the Winter Games since figure skating and ice dancing in the 20th century.) But "women always went first in our mixed-gender relays, and people felt it was unfair that a woman could never be the anchor," Joanne Reid, a three-time Olympian who competed for Team USA last week, told me. In 2019, the sport's governing body restructured the order of the competition so that the gender of the anchor rotates.

Even as mixed-gender events become more common, skimo's inclusion in future Olympics is not assured. It's in the 2026 Olympics because the organizers of this year's Games proposed it; to continue competing, skimo athletes will need organizers at the next venues to propose its inclusion too. Skimo enthusiasts expect this to happen and hope future Olympics will include events that are longer and more representative of the sport's origins. "Nobody got into skimo to do the sprint relay," Smith said. But as he began training for the event, he enjoyed it more than he expected. "It's really fun because we are accountable to each other," he said. "I'm racing all out because I know that she's doing the same for me."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2026/02/olympics-mixed-gender-ski-mountaineering/686026/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Winners of the 2026 Sony World Photography Awards Open Competition

The top entries in this year's open contest were just announced, selected from more than 430,000 images from more than 200 countries and territories.

by Alan Taylor

Tue, 17 Feb 2026


Crowning of the King. Shortlist, Natural World & Wildlife. Sun: "At dawn, the newly victorious 'milu king' stands tall among a resting herd of does, roaring triumphantly. Behind him, the rising sun highlights his majestic silhouette--crowning his untamed power and glory." ((c) Huajin Sun / Sony World Photography Awards 2026)




Tokyo Rush. Shortlist, Street Photography. Lubomski: "As a train rushed past in Tokyo, Japan, everything around it blurred into color and noise, except for the conductor framed perfectly in the doorway. For a split second, motion and stillness collided, capturing the focus that keeps the city moving." ((c) Maciej Lubomski / Sony World Photography Awards 2026)




Chaos. Shortlist, Motion. Schmidtke: "This bearded seal was spotted on an ice floe directly beneath the 30-meter-high edge of a glacier on the coast of Svalbard. The photographer observed as the world above the seal collapsed, as huge chunks of ice broke off and thundered into the water behind it." ((c) Axel Schmidtke / Sony World Photography Awards 2026)




Celestial Dance. Shortlist, Motion. This young Lusitano stallion was allowed to move freely during a photography session, enabling the photographer to capture its powerful and graceful movements. ((c) Lorea Hausheer / Sony World Photography Awards 2026)




Desert Rose: The National Museum of Qatar. Shortlist, Architecture. A striking view of the National Museum of Qatar under a clear blue sky, showcasing its desert-rose-inspired design with interlocking geometric disks and sweeping architectural forms. ((c) MD Tanveer Rohan / Sony World Photography Awards 2026)




Tonsure. Shortlist, Street Photography. This photograph, taken at the Hindu pilgrimage of Kumbh Mela, shows a young boy having his hair shaved and gathered by his mother as an offering. This is part of the traditional tonsure ceremony, symbolizing devotion and humility. ((c) Mariana Zilbershteyn / Sony World Photography Awards 2026)




The Beauty of Edo. Shortlist, Creative. An homage to the grandeur of the Kingdom of Benin, where power, heritage, and divinity intertwine. Red symbolizes the sacred essence of royalty and the bloodline of warriors, while green represents the fertility of the land and the endurance of its people, and gold echoes the kingdom's artistic and spiritual wealth. ((c) Chukwudebelu Ojekwe / Sony World Photography Awards 2026)




Above the Neighborhood. Shortlist, Travel. An ordinary residential street is quietly overshadowed by a monumental presence in the distance. ((c) ChenYu Hsieh / Sony World Photography Awards 2026)




In the Dressing Room. Shortlist, Lifestyle. A group of models get ready for a fashion show in Medellin, Colombia. ((c) Hernan Jaramillo / Sony World Photography Awards 2026)




Arctic Fox in Blizzard. Winner, Natural World & Wildlife. A blue arctic fox in a blizzard, photographed on the Varanger Peninsula in Norway. ((c) Klaus Hellmich / Sony World Photography Awards 2026)




Tradition Continues. Shortlist, Lifestyle. A group of riders pass through the streets of a town in Chile during a gathering. A young boy rides alongside the adults, dressed in traditional clothing. This image captures a scene where everyday life, family, and cultural tradition intersect, revealing how shared practices and customs are passed down. ((c) Brian Arancibia / Sony World Photography Awards 2026)




Earth's Palette. Shortlist, Travel. Seen from above, an ordinary landscape can become something extraordinary, as is often the case in Iceland. Each lake has a different hue, which reminded the photographer of a painter's palette. ((c) Filip Hrebenda / Sony World Photography Awards 2026)




Queuing for Departure. Shortlist, Motion. A group of gentoo penguins queues for jumping into the antarctic sea. ((c) Martin Schmid / Sony World Photography Awards 2026)




Power Bite. Shortlist, Natural World & Wildlife. Chile's Torres Del Paine is famous for its stunning landscapes, but it's also home to a fierce predator: the puma. These majestic creatures feed primarily on guanacos, although the hunting success rate is not very high, especially for female pumas. The photographer followed this female and her two cubs for several days, before witnessing her hunting. ((c) Kevin Shi / Sony World Photography Awards 2026)




Winner, Travel. The Abare Festival has been passed down for 350 years in Japan's Noto region. This image captures the festival's finale, as men leap into the river amid fiercely burning torches that send sparks flying everywhere. They rampage wildly, believing that the more they rage, the more the deity rejoices. ((c) Megumi Murakami / Sony World Photography Awards 2026)




Inhale. Shortlist, Motion. A skier captured in deep powder snow in the Austrian Alps. ((c) Christoph Oberschneider / Sony World Photography Awards 2026)




V. Shortlist, Architecture. Using the underside of a bridge to create a strong vanishing point, this photograph draws the viewer's eye toward the horizon, where structure, water, and city converge. ((c) Eng Tong Tan / Sony World Photography Awards 2026)




The Eye: Window to the Soul. Shortlist, Natural World & Wildlife. Blakiston's fish owl is a nocturnal bird of prey that relies on its keen hearing and sight for hunting. ((c) Chung Cheong Wong / Sony World Photography Awards 2026)



Please visit the competition's official website to see all of this year's winners and honorees.
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The Republicans Made Peace With Science

The Trump administration's hostility to science is real, but it isn't matched by the rest of the GOP's.

by Alexander Furnas, Dashun Wang

Tue, 17 Feb 2026




Which political party provides more federal funding for science? Given climate-denial rhetoric, attacks on expertise, the size of government, and culture-war battles over research, many Americans may believe that Democrats support science and that Republicans don't.

But this is not what we have found. In research published last fall in Science with our colleagues Nic Fishman and Leah Rosenstiel, we analyzed a comprehensive database of federal science appropriations, collected from presidents' budget requests, from House and Senate committee bills, and from final, enacted annual appropriations from 1980 to 2020. The data include 171 budget accounts across 27 agencies, such as National Institutes of Health, NASA, National Science Foundation, and CDC, as well as Pentagon R&D programs.

When Republicans controlled the House or the presidency, science funding was substantially higher--on average, about $150 million more per budget account under a Republican House than a Democratic one, and $100 million more under a Republican president than a Democratic one. These differences held up across dozens of statistical tests and weren't explained by the overall size of the budget or economic conditions. We found significantly higher appropriations for NIH under Republican control, higher funding for CDC under Republican presidents, and marginally higher support for NASA and NSF.

For the past year, we have wondered if our paper had documented something purely historical--a pattern from a Republican Party that no longer exists. The Trump administration proposed slashing NIH by about 40 percent. It attempted to cap indirect-cost recovery--the portion of federal grants that reimburses universities for expenses such as facilities, compliance, security, and equipment--at 15 percent, threatening billions in research infrastructure. It stalled grants; cleared out agency leadership; imposed political approval requirements on funding decisions, such as requiring senior political appointees to sign off on grants before they could be awarded and terminating programs addressing racial health gaps; and implemented targeted funding freezes at particular universities. The postwar compact between government and science appeared to be collapsing.

Listen: Defund science, distort culture, mock education

But Congress--under Republican control in both chambers--has systematically rejected the administration's most extreme proposals.

In the funding bill that President Trump signed into law this month, lawmakers not only declined to cut NIH's budget by 40 percent; they instead increased it by roughly $415 million. They added targeted funding for cancer research, Alzheimer's disease, and the BRAIN Initiative for the development of neurotechnologies. The final number: $48.7 billion--virtually unchanged from the prior year.

Just as important, Congress included detailed language constraining executive overreach. It reiterated that NIH cannot unilaterally change how indirect-cost rates work. It limited the agency's ability to shift funds toward multiyear awards that crowd out new grants. It required monthly briefings to Congress on grant awards and terminations to ensure the allocated money is actually being distributed. And it directed NIH to continue to professionalize the hiring of institute directors, with external scientific input and congressional oversight.

Similar patterns hold elsewhere. NASA faces a 1.6 percent cut rather than the 24 percent the administration sought. The NSF budget dropped 3.4 percent instead of 57 percent.

The budget accounts in the database we analyzed track the recurring operating expenses allocated across all parts of the federal government for science and research, including science done through grant-making and contracting with corporations. They don't follow outgoing grants to researchers directly, so the numbers do not capture the kinds of funding freezes the Trump administration imposed on universities including Harvard, Columbia, and Penn.

Even so, the Republican-led Congress behaved much more like our data predicted than like what Trump requested. The appropriators funded science, protected research infrastructure, and asserted control over how agencies operate. In this regard, they did what Republicans in Congress have done for decades.

The Trump administration's hostility to science is real and deeply concerning. But it has not--so far--reset the Republican Party's position on science funding in the way that Trump reshaped GOP stances on trade, immigration, or foreign alliances.

Read: So much for the 'best health-care system in the world'

Science funding in the United States has been sustained not just by partisan enthusiasm but also by institutional structure. In our data, funding tracked with control of the House and the presidency, but not the Senate. That's because the House majority controls the appropriations process. And Republican appropriators seem to have once again funded science not despite their priorities but because of them. Economic competitiveness, technological leadership, and national security all rest on a foundation of scientific advancement.

This outcome appeared improbable six months ago--to many, including us, it looked nearly impossible. This wasn't a normal policy disagreement. It was a stress test. And the institution is holding. The 2026 funding package highlights the commitment of the Republicans in Congress to consistently fund science.

Staffing losses are real, leadership vacancies create drift, and political interference in grant decisions remains a serious threat. Budgets alone don't guarantee a functioning research system. But treating the GOP as monolithically anti-science risks alienating a coalition that has historically sustained federal research. Scientists who want to protect funding should spend less time lamenting Republican hostility and more time engaging Republican appropriators--particularly in the House, where the funding decisions get made.

Science came under attack, and a Republican Congress pushed back. That's not an aberration.
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Europe Has Received the Message

Without America to rely on, the EU is gearing up to be a global power in its own right.

by Joseph de Weck

Tue, 17 Feb 2026




The European Union is finally on its way to becoming a power in its own right. That's not because its member countries have suddenly stopped squabbling or its bureaucratic inertia has melted away. It's because the past four years have produced an unremitting state of crisis. Russia's invasion of Ukraine was the beginning. Now the imperative comes from Donald Trump's repositioning of the United States as something close to an antagonist.

Without the guarantee of American cooperation and NATO protection, the EU is newly vulnerable. And in response, in the past year, it has delivered a series of firsts that amount to a quiet revolution in how it exercises power.

In May, the EU decided, for the first time, to help finance defense spending for its 27 member states by taking on EU-wide debt. This move came from the realization that even serious spending hikes in individual countries--European states have doubled their defense outlays since 2015--would vary widely given the economic disparities. Germany, for instance, plans to invest roughly $77 billion over five years, meaning that by 2030, its defense budget could be the world's third largest. But that kind of spending is not possible for countries that already carry more debt, and confronting Russian President Vladimir Putin, potentially without U.S. backing, will require the rearmament of all. To this end, the EU has now established an extraordinary instrument, called Security Action for Europe, or SAFE, that is prepared to fund up to $178 billion in upgrades to the continent's capacity to produce and procure arms.

Shane Harris: Europe is answering Putin's challenge

For the first time, Europe will essentially protect its defense industry. "European preference" was long dismissed as a French fantasy. But that was when buying U.S. weapons was a premium that allies paid for American protection. Now Trump has signaled that the deal is off: He talks with Putin over the heads of the Europeans and has suggested that America's NATO commitments are a fiction. So European states that use SAFE funding will be required to procure more European-made weapons and parts than not. That priority has also been written into Europe's recently agreed-on $107 billion debt-financed Ukraine package, which restricts Kyiv to purchasing European-made arms to the extent possible.

In general, European countries are making a point of reducing their dependence on the United States. Germany currently plans to spend only 8 percent of its rearmament budget on U.S. arms. It is even developing its own satellite-communications network to replace Starlink. Most striking, European capitals for the first time seek to address the core of Europe's dependence: the American nuclear umbrella. Germany and Sweden are in talks with France and the United Kingdom on a potential European nuclear deterrent. Poland and the Netherlands have expressed an interest in joining.

Europe is benefiting economically from all of these changes in defense posture. In equity markets, homegrown defense firms outperformed the top seven U.S. tech stocks last year. And the defense firms are productive: Germany's Rheinmetall will soon be able to produce more artillery shells than the entire U.S. defense industry. And EU leaders are currently considering applying the "buy European" provisions that have helped boost arms manufacturing to other industries, such as digital services and green technologies.

The EU once defined itself as a champion of open markets. Today it's reassessing that commitment in light of its need for self-reliance. Berlin is planning to exclude Chinese suppliers from its 6G network and is testing an open-source alternative to Microsoft. The French government has replaced Zoom with a domestic video-conferencing platform. Together with reducing its dependence on the United States and China, Brussels is cultivating other relationships. In recent weeks it has concluded far-reaching free-trade agreements with members of the Mercosur trade bloc (Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay, and Paraguay) and India.

The way that Europe makes decisions is changing to meet the moment, and these changes are perhaps the most crucial of all the "firsts." In the past, EU members had to unanimously agree before Brussels could adopt policies on matters of particular sensitivity. Former German Chancellor Angela Merkel fiercely defended this rule. But today's leaders have come to accept that abandoning it is the price of geopolitical relevance. In December, the EU invoked an emergency legal provision to bypass the unanimity requirement in order to freeze Russian assets indefinitely. That same month, the EU approved its debt-financed Ukraine package, also without unanimous approval: Hungary, Slovakia, and Czechia were pushed to opt out rather than veto it.

Anne Applebaum: Trump's 'American dominance' may leave us with nothing

Europe is not yet a fully autonomous power, and it won't become one tomorrow. But thanks to Trump, a transformation is under way. With each new first, others become thinkable. The decisive question is whether Europe can stay this course. A super-election year looms in 2027, when France, Italy, Spain, and Poland will all hold votes. Victories by the far right--especially in France and Poland--could derail the current trajectory.

Or not: EU approval is at 74 percent, a record high. Young far-right politicians may well understand that returning to the nation-state means choosing powerlessness.

This may be the outcome that leaders in Washington, Moscow, and Beijing prefer. But in their effort to fragment Europe into pliable nation-states, they are instead galvanizing its slow-motion march toward self-determination.
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Black History Month Is Radical Now

A nation that wants to forget its past must be reminded of all of it.

by Adam Harris

Thu, 19 Feb 2026




America loves its heroes. The nation has made lions of the men who signed a document 250 years ago to declare independence from the English crown; it's made saints of the 55 men who gathered in a sweaty room in Philadelphia to draft its Constitution. Time elevates those people and their deeds to the heights of deities, and American gods must be faultless. But those heroes are not gods; they were, indeed, men--fallible as all others.

In the same city where the Founders wrote the words that have guided the nation for more than two centuries, George Washington--the most esteemed of them--made a home as America's first president. He brought men and women he had enslaved with him, and rotated them between Philadelphia and Mount Vernon, in Virginia, so that they would not earn their liberty under Pennsylvania law. He shuffled them back and forth so that they would remain his property. These facts cannot be changed; only how they are remembered can.

For 16 years, an exhibit at Washington's Philadelphia home, "The President's House: Freedom and Slavery in the Making of a New Nation"--situated in the shadow of the Liberty Bell's unambiguous nod to freedom's ring--highlighted that difficult history. But in late January, a cadre of federal workers yanked placards from the site's brick walls in response to a March 2025 executive order from the White House that shunned complication. In the order, President Trump had charged the secretary of the interior with ensuring that public monuments "focus on the greatness of the achievements and progress of the American people."

Clint Smith: What it means to tell the truth about America

Black History Month is sometimes treated as little more than an opportunity for corporate branding and, maybe, school assemblies; but in the face of such erasure, observing it this February feels radical. Black history in America is, of course, more than the story of enslavement and what was done to Black people on this continent across hundreds of years. It is a story of family, love, resilience, determination, achievement, and, yes, despair, wrapped into one package--what Black Americans achieved in spite of the fact that, for many years, they were not seen as fully Americans. It is not a simple history and it is not a story of unrelenting progress, because America's history is neither of those things. To acknowledge the troubling, shameful aspects of American history is not to denigrate the Founders but to see them, and the others who made their livelihoods possible, as people. Black History Month calls on us to remember their humanity, and to remember the heroic and human deeds of those who have always been unsung.

This is a milestone year for America. It marks both the 250th anniversary of the signing of the Declaration of Independence and the 100th anniversary of an effort to recover and recount the contributions of Black Americans left out of the national narrative--what was launched in 1926 as Negro History Week and then became Black History Month in 1976. One anniversary honors the nation's founding ideals; the other reckons with its failures to live up to them. Both offer an essential--and timely--opportunity to acknowledge the ambitions and shortcomings of America's grand and unfinished experiment.

The majority of Americans experience Black History Month as a formula. Students prepare PowerPoint or posterboard projects about people such as Martin Luther King Jr., Rosa Parks, or Jackie Robinson--or, for those who would venture further in our history, Phillis Wheatley, the nation's first published Black poet. Businesses invite speakers and hold events for staff. Civic associations host dinners.

That is not how Black History Month began, though. Its precursor was established by Carter G. Woodson, the historian and founder of the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History, at a time when eugenics--race science and the idea that white people were genetically superior to Black people--was finally being challenged as the pseudoscience it is. "The greatest scholars of today are saying that there is no such thing as race in science, and that there is nothing in anthropology or psychology to support such myths as the inferiority and superiority of races," the 1927 announcement for Negro History Week reads. "These truths, however, will have little bearing on the uplift of the negro if they are left in the state of academic discussion." From its inception, the event was designed to be a chance to tell the truth about the past in public--the whole truth.

In 1976, Negro History Week became Black History Month, and was officially acknowledged by President Gerald Ford. The nation, founded on "individual rights," was turning 200--but Black Americans had only just had their right to vote reinforced by law. Every president since then has issued a proclamation to celebrate Black History Month. Freedom is a struggle, Ronald Reagan's proclamation said in 1986, echoing Frederick Douglass's exhortation that if there is no struggle, there is no progress. "The American experience and character can never be fully grasped until the knowledge of black history assumes its rightful place in our schools and our scholarship," Reagan wrote.

Vann R. Newkirk II: American democracy is only 55 years old-and hanging by a thread

On February 3, President Trump continued that tradition, and signed a proclamation of his own for Black History Month. "From the very beginning, our country has been blessed with countless black American heroes," he stated, before lambasting people who have "needlessly divided" the public over race. "As President, I proclaim that 'black history' is not distinct from American history--rather, the history of Black Americans is an indispensable chapter in our grand American story."

But what his administration is doing belies whatever nice words Trump had to say about Black heroes. Its actions to limit what aspects of Black history can be included in the American story betray Trump's real meaning. His administration has renamed monuments for Confederate traitors, scrubbed memorials to the contributions of Black military service members, and purged writings by authors such as Maya Angelou from the U.S. Naval Academy library; this is an ongoing project.

Other politicians have made a concerted effort to curtail examinations of American history over the past several years. State lawmakers have limited what can be taught in public schools. Florida passed a law that warns teachers not to "persuade students to a particular point of view," and blocked an Advanced Placement curriculum for African American studies. Oklahoma barred "discriminatory principles," such as the idea that people bear responsibility for what someone of their race did in the past; teachers at one school said they were told to stop saying "Black excellence" to motivate their students. The Trump administration's executive orders targeting diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives have created confusion and a climate of fear--not least because administration officials have been vague about what punishments districts, universities, and nonprofits might face for running afoul of their ideological standards and about what would even constitute a violation.

That haze has led to a drawback of even the most anodyne of celebrations honoring Black achievement. Last month, Indiana University at Indianapolis canceled its annual Martin Luther King Jr. Dinner--held, without fail, every year since 1969--citing budget cuts. As a joint production of the university and its Black Student Union, the dinner was a marquee event in town. But halfway through 2025, IU closed its DEI office. State law had mandated that it shut down all DEI-adjacent programs, which meant the Black Student Union would lose a portion of its funding--funding that would have helped support the dinner.

On January 13, in response to a community outcry, the chancellor, Latha Ramchand, said the university was trying to "reimagine" its "affinity dinners" and other such events. "In short, the MLK Dinner is not going away--rather we are in a moment of transition and the work of this task force will help us create its next iteration." But traditions gain salience through time and repetition. When they are interrupted, when we stop choosing them consistently, they lose their heft.

Clint Smith: Those who try to erase history will fail

At its most elemental, Black History Month is about seeing the nation in full. It invites complexity. Booker T. Washington, who created the Tuskegee Institute and built it into an academic juggernaut for Black students, was the most powerful Black man of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Even his critics were forced to confess as much and admire his brilliance. Acknowledging his greatness does not mean forgetting that his philosophy would have allowed--at least in the short term--the continuation of Black Americans' second-class citizenship. "In all things that are purely social we can be as separate as the fingers," he told a predominantly white audience at the Cotton States and International Exposition in Atlanta in 1895, "yet one as the hand in all things essential to mutual progress."

Trump is correct that the United States is one nation with a shared history--people, places, dates, and events. But that history has been experienced differently by different people. It is a nation of the enslaved and the enslaver. It is also a nation built on principles. And one feels bad about telling the true legacy of the slaveholder only if one identifies, in some way, with his actions rather than his nobler ideals. To recognize the divide between someone's stated values and their actions is to recognize where they should have done better and where we can still do better.

On Monday, citing George Orwell's dystopian novel 1984, a federal judge ordered the administration to restore the placards at Washington's old home in Philadelphia. History could not be erased. "The government here likewise asserts truth is no longer self-evident, but rather the property of the elected chief magistrate and his appointees and delegees," Judge Cynthia Rufe, a George W. Bush appointee, wrote. "An agency, whether the Department of the Interior, NPS, or any other agency, cannot arbitrarily decide what is true, based on its own whims or the whims of the new leadership, regardless of the evidence before it."

A day later, Jesse Jackson died at the age of 84. The civil-rights leader's two upstart presidential campaigns revealed how limited America's political imagination was at the time; his platform would become the foundation of the progressive movement for the next three decades. Sometimes I look at black-and-white photos of Jackson--playing basketball with Marvin Gaye, standing next to King on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel in Memphis before he was murdered, or preparing to deliver the first joint address by a Black man to the Alabama legislature since Reconstruction. It's easy to think of Jackson in the past. But he was also human, and lived until it was no longer this world but his friend John Lewis that he would see in the morning.

In 2019, members of Congress were preparing to discuss H.R. 40, a bill that would study reparations for slavery--a bill to atone for history. I spoke with Jackson ahead of the hearing. We talked about racism, reparations, and ultimately about hope. It felt natural to wonder where someone who had seen so much bad in U.S. history continued to draw his resolve from. Jackson told me that his own hope stemmed from the fact that the truth cannot be erased. "The truth of slavery--that Africans subsidized America's wealth--that truth will not go away," he said. History must be remembered. His death is a reminder that the duty to contend with that history falls to those who are still on this Earth.
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The Latest Ploy to Help Republicans Win Elections

The SAVE Act, which would require that voters prove they are citizens, is a solution to a problem that doesn't exist.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 18 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.

Any legislation titled with a backronym is automatically suspect, and the SAVE America Act--that's Safeguard American Voter Eligibility--is no exception. A version of the bill languished last year, but President Trump is now pressuring Senate Republicans to pass it, among his other attempts to subvert the midterm elections. Although the bill seems unlikely to become a law, it could still create chaos and confusion about the race.

The SAVE Act is relatively simple to understand: It requires that anyone wishing to vote provide documentation to prove they are a U.S. citizen. On an intuitive level, this might make sense, because noncitizens aren't permitted to vote. But the bill is a solution in search of a problem. States already have methods of verifying citizenship, and illegal voting by noncitizens is very rare. The bill also threatens to disenfranchise eligible voters. Although some of the bill's supporters may be sincere, Secretary of Homeland Security Kristi Noem committed a classic Kinsley gaffe on Friday, inadvertently revealing the truth of the administration's push: It's a ploy to help Republicans win elections.

"When it gets to Election Day," she said at an event boosting the bill in Arizona, "we've been proactive to make sure that we have the right people voting, electing the right leaders to lead this country."

Many states have enacted laws that require photo identification for voting. (Most election laws are made at the state level, though Congress has occasionally passed nationwide laws, such as the 2002 Help America Vote Act.) Studies have found that voter-ID laws have a relatively minor effect on turnout; they are generally popular with voters, but they also disproportionately affect older voters, poorer voters, and minority voters. Politicians who support them like to point out that people need ID to board a plane or buy alcohol--but neither of those is a constitutional right, and violations of alcohol laws are very common. The SAVE Act would go a step further, not only by mandating ID at the federal level but by requiring voters to present proof of citizenship, most likely a passport or a birth certificate. Noncitizen voting simply isn't a major threat to election integrity, and it's already punishable under existing laws. The Heritage Foundation, a right-wing think tank that supports the law, maintains a very helpful database of election fraud. The database contains 99 instances of ineligible voting by noncitizens since 1982. For comparison, more than 150 million votes were cast for president in 2024 alone.

Experts warn that requiring proof of citizenship would shut many Americans out of the polls. Only about half of the population holds a passport. Not all Americans have access to their birth certificate, and even that would not be sufficient for, say, a woman who changed her name at marriage, who would also have to produce proof of marriage. The congressional scholar Norm Ornstein argues that given the cost of establishing proof, the SAVE Act is in effect "a poll tax, a parallel to what Jim Crow laws used to suppress black votes, which the Supreme Court ultimately outlawed."

If the law passes, Votebeat's Nathaniel Rakich reports, "there are serious questions about whether it's even practically possible to implement" by the midterms. Among other problems, the law would require cross-checking state voter rolls against a federal database, also called SAVE (though in this case it stands for Systematic Alien Verification for Entitlements). But ProPublica reports that the tool is a mess, often turning up inaccurate results.

All that said, the bill seems unlikely to pass. Republican Susan Collins of Maine last week became the 50th senator to back the bill, but because Democrats will filibuster, passing the bill requires 60 votes, which it doesn't have. Some senators are demanding the end of the filibuster (or the introduction of a "talking filibuster"), but there doesn't appear to be enough GOP support to make that happen.

Yet Trump doesn't seem ready to accept defeat. "There will be Voter I.D. for the Midterm Elections, whether approved by Congress or not!" Trump posted on Truth Social on Friday. The president promised to issue an executive order, but he has no power to mandate voter-ID requirements--indeed, he has no control over elections, and a previous order requiring proof of citizenship to register has been partially blocked by federal courts. Trump insisted, however, that he has "searched the depths of Legal Arguments not yet articulated or vetted on this subject, and will be presenting an irrefutable one in the very near future." (No one seems to know what he's talking about, and keeping expectations low is probably wise. The legal proof will surely be coming right after his health-care plan and Infrastructure Week.)

The president may just be posturing, trying to get Republicans in the Senate to act. But he has shown little interest in stopping where his legal limitations end. And he's testing other methods of subversion: He has tried to tell states when they can accept ballots and dictate what machines they use, and he recently called for Republicans to "nationalize" elections. Many of his actions seem motivated by a cynical calculus: Even if he loses the battle to enact the SAVE Act or put it into effect via executive order, he may be able to sow doubt about the results of the elections, which he can use if his party fares poorly in November. For his purposes of subverting elections, creating uncertainty may be nearly as effective as a real policy change.

Related:

	Donald Trump's plan to subvert the midterms is already under way
 	"The trust has been absolutely destroyed"




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The worst-case future for white-collar workers
 	Europe and Canada are like the kids in an ugly divorce.
 	Hegseth's firing campaign reaches down into the ranks.




Today's News

	At least 12 Democratic lawmakers plan to boycott President Trump's State of the Union address next week and instead attend a "People's State of the Union" rally on the National Mall.
 	Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. named Jay Bhattacharya, the National Institutes of Health director, as acting head of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, according to people familiar with the matter. He will replace Jim O'Neill, who will be reportedly nominated to lead the National Science Foundation.
 	Mark Zuckerberg is testifying in Los Angeles in a landmark trial, in which Meta is accused of designing platforms to be addictive and harm children's mental health. The case is the first of more than 1,500 similar lawsuits; both Meta and YouTube, which is also named in the suit, deny the allegations.
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The Harvard of the South ... Of the West?

By Rose Horowitch

Vanderbilt University, in Nashville, is the sort of highly selective institution that jockeys for the unofficial title of Harvard of the South. Recently, the university's chancellor had a new idea: What if Vanderbilt was also in San Francisco? Maybe it could become the Harvard of the West too.
 Last month, Vanderbilt announced that it was acquiring the facilities of the financially insolvent California College of the Arts and would be converting the space into a new campus. Private universities have been experimenting with satellite campuses for decades. Typically, these outposts are either overseas or limited to a graduate program or two. The Vanderbilt expansion, set to open in 2027, will be different: It will include a full-blown, four-year undergraduate college, not in Abu Dhabi but in the San Francisco Design District. This new tactic, pioneered by Northeastern University a few years ago, is taking the satellite-campus concept to its logical extreme: the national-chain model of undergraduate education. If it works for Vanderbilt, other selective institutions are likely to follow--because no one really wants to be the Harvard of the South. Everyone wants to be Harvard. Perhaps the way for excellent regional schools to develop a national reputation is to set up shop around the nation.
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Why Nudge Policies Failed

A new book buries the Obama-era idea that small shifts in personal behavior can greatly improve the world.

by Rob Wolfe

Thu, 19 Feb 2026




The life of a globe-trotting environmentalist is a breeding ground for moral quandaries. My oldest friend happens to be one such climate advocate; for several years, he ran a nonprofit encouraging carbon capture in the European Union. When it comes time to attend a lecture or a summit abroad, he avoids flying if he can. If not, he flies economy--the least carbon-intensive option--and swats aside a vague feeling that he is "getting away with something." Even though his work could help save the planet, he is forever calculating each mote of carbon that enters the atmosphere as a result of his personal choices: what to eat, where to travel, what to keep or throw away. He feels, in a word, responsible.

This is no accident. For decades, industries hoping to avoid regulation have reminded us about our personal culpability for social problems. Think of the famous 1971 "Crying Indian" ad, in which a Native American man sheds a tear over a piece of litter--a PSA that was sponsored by packaging companies. Or the concept of a personal carbon footprint, which was popularized in the early 2000s by one of the world's largest oil companies, BP. A few years after that, behavioral economists began repurposing these tactics for benevolent purposes, using subtle psychological cues called "nudges" to encourage people to file their taxes, save for retirement, exercise, and vote. Over the next decade and a half, political leaders enthusiastically embraced the idea, adopting behavioral-science solutions to far-reaching public-policy problems.

Let's say you'd like to encourage everyone to recycle as diligently as my friend does. Instead of instituting an onerous, possibly unpopular mandate, you could nudge. You could, as officials did in the United Kingdom, put up posters of watching eyes to promote good behavior. Or you could copy the authorities in Copenhagen and paint the sidewalk with footprints leading to trash bins. The problem that emerged with this approach, which is neatly summarized by George Loewenstein and Nick Chater in their new book, It's on You, is that, in retrospect, a focus on personal responsibility in this situation was "misplaced." "The prevalence of plastics, and plastic waste, has not been caused by individual careless consumers," they write. "It has been caused by the relentless growth of the plastics industry."

When nudges like these work, the benefits are minor. Meanwhile, and much worse, they shift focus away from truly effective changes--in this case, a limit on the production of single-use plastics--by convincing individuals that they are at fault. In the long term, this failure to address deep social problems contributes to the erosion of people's trust in governments and institutions, breeding nihilism and an attraction to demagogues who claim to have easy answers.

Read: How useful is recycling, really?

Loewenstein is widely credited with co-founding the field of behavioral economics, and both he and Chater, a U.K.-based behavioral scientist and consultant, contributed to nudge-policy making and research. This book is in part their mea culpa. It's also a convincing argument that grounding the collective good in personal choices can be corrosive, especially in a deeply individualistic culture. Like my friend the environmentalist, many of us are left to wonder: How can we function in a society that betrays our natural concern for the world around us?

Like most would-be revolutions, the nudge was launched with a manifesto. "Better governance often requires less in the way of government coercion and more in the way of freedom to choose," the law professor Cass R. Sunstein and the economist Richard H. Thaler wrote in their 2008 best seller, Nudge: Improving Decisions About Health, Wealth, and Happiness. The book sold more than 2 million copies and became a sensation in policy circles. President Barack Obama and British Prime Minister David Cameron created dedicated teams often referred to as "nudge units" within their administrations. Sunstein joined the federal government as Obama's regulatory czar. The appeal to politicians was obvious: They could engineer a better society without having to build consensus for more taxes, regulations, bans, and mandates. Sunstein and Thaler called this approach "libertarian paternalism," which promised to resolve a central conflict in civics by, in effect, sidestepping it.

Loewenstein and Chater met on the U.K.'s nudge unit in 2013. "It is hard now to recapture the sense of possibility that was in the air as the new behavioral approach to solving society's, and the world's, problems began to gain ground," they write. In the years that followed, their enthusiasm faded to skepticism as some of the most touted nudges proved less effective, or less durable, than advertised.

One such nudge is to "default" people into responsible choices, which exploits their natural bias for the status quo. A 2024 paper co-authored by the economist David Laibson tracked several American companies that auto-enrolled employees into sensible retirement plans with a standard minimum contribution. This worked--for a time. Because sticking with the plan was optional, many workers withdrew their money early, which mostly erased any long-term gains. Laibson and his collaborators found that workers saved less than 1 percent more of their income. By contrast, Australia signs up all earners for a retirement plan at a 12 percent contribution and doesn't let them withdraw funds before age 55. The country's retirement savings are more than 150 percent of GDP, one of the highest rates in the world.

Examples of inadequate nudges abound. In the fight against obesity, a well-known intervention is to pay people for losing weight. This does show meaningful effects--as long as they're being paid. When payment stops, they gain the weight back. As the authors note, a more lasting solution would be to place limits on fat and sugar in ultra-processed food, which makes up more than half of the average person's calorie consumption.

Chater and Loewenstein refer to these competing policy approaches--the individual and the systemic--as the "i-frame" and the "s-frame." When we focus on i-frame nudges, they argue, we drain momentum from more effective s-frame solutions. Take paying taxes, a monumentally complex and frustrating endeavor for the average person: The IRS could just calculate your return and send you a check or a bill, as other countries' tax authorities do. But the tax lobby has consistently blocked this, promoting individual choice to protect the billions of dollars that it earns each year in tax-preparation fees. This kind of misdirection creates a "crowding out" effect: Experiments by Loewenstein and his colleagues have shown that, after people are nudged to conserve energy, they become less likely to support a more systemic solution such as a carbon tax.

Read: Our nudge in chief

Using human flaws to manipulate people into doing the wrong thing seems much easier than getting them to do the right one, especially when the negative forces are global corporations funding multibillion-dollar marketing campaigns, and the positive forces are enlightened bureaucrats sending small experimental signals. Chater and Loewenstein believe that the government nudgers are not malevolent, but misguided. But by participating in the past half century's slide into hyper-individualism, libertarian paternalists are contributing to a collective ungluing. To understand the consequences of this "one weird trick" model of ordering a society, just look at the current state of America's institutions, which are being torn down by a public convinced that nothing works.

The authors of It's on You mention the present-day social and political consequences of nudge policies, including the hunger for reform that populists such as Donald Trump have seized on and sometimes betrayed--but they don't really spell them out. The book ends with a series of prescriptions for "unrigging" the rules of democracy and the economy, many of which sound familiar: take money out of politics, close the revolving door between government and industry, hold Big Tech accountable for online abuses. Thaler, the Nudge co-author, objected in a 2023 paper that such "nanny state" initiatives are unrealistic. But if the spotty record of nudges has proved anything, it's that half measures won't solve our deepest problems. "The history of democratic politics across the world is, after all, one of continual and often convulsive struggle to wrest control of the political and legal processes from the few to the many," Chater and Loewenstein write.

But what if the problem is not only structural but also cultural? I suspect that the authors would largely agree that nudges didn't make American society pathologically individualistic and atomized; instead, nudging was a well-meaning but inadequate attempt to circumvent a mindset that is already baked in. The depth of this predicament was apparent during the coronavirus pandemic, when social media abounded with declarations of resistance such as that of the retired baseball player Aubrey Huff, who stated that he "would rather die" than wear a mask. You might say that the United States has--as the behavioral economists might put it--its own cognitive bias. You could call it the cowboy effect.

At times, that bias has dragged us down; in other moments, it has helped us achieve a collective good. Large social changes built around appeals to personal freedom, such as the legalization of gay marriage, seemed impossible until a substantial proportion of the public showed visible support for them, and then they started happening all at once. Today's progressive populists, including Bernie Sanders and Elizabeth Warren, have gained some limited traction in portraying the government as a protector of individual freedom against corporate power, much as President Franklin D. Roosevelt sold his New Deal policies as a shield against the "economic tyranny" of that era's oligarchs.

Which brings me back to my friend the environmentalist. He knows all about the manipulative history of the nudge, including the packaging-company PSA and the carbon footprint, yet he still feels a personal obligation that goes beyond his work in the s-frame. With a lot of thought, he has learned to recontextualize the sense of responsibility. Now when he carefully chooses to stay home rather than fly, or when he eats veggies instead of pork, he imagines not a one-man fix to the climate crisis but a quiet demonstration of a new social norm, which one day might force politicians to act--if not through the recycling bin, then through the ballot box. After all, there is a way to harness the collective effort of individuals to bring about desperately needed change. It's called a government.
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The Harvard of the South ... Of the West?

Elite universities are taking the concept of a satellite campus to its logical extreme.

by Rose Horowitch

Wed, 18 Feb 2026




Vanderbilt University, in Nashville, is the sort of highly selective institution that jockeys for the unofficial title of Harvard of the South. Recently, the university's chancellor had a new idea: What if Vanderbilt was also in San Francisco? Maybe it could become the Harvard of the West too.

Last month, Vanderbilt announced that it was acquiring the facilities of the financially insolvent California College of the Arts and would be converting the space into a new campus. Private universities have been experimenting with satellite campuses for decades. Typically, these outposts are either overseas or limited to a graduate program or two. The Vanderbilt expansion, set to open in 2027, will be different: It will include a full-blown, four-year undergraduate college, not in Abu Dhabi but in the San Francisco Design District. This new tactic, pioneered by Northeastern University a few years ago, is taking the satellite-campus concept to its logical extreme: the national-chain model of undergraduate education. If it works for Vanderbilt, other selective institutions are likely to follow--because no one really wants to be the Harvard of the South. Everyone wants to be Harvard. Perhaps the way for excellent regional schools to develop a national reputation is to set up shop around the nation.

For most of the history of higher education, a university has been ineluctably tied to a particular city: Bologna. Oxford. Cambridge. The other Cambridge. In the United States, the first wave of satellite campuses began to appear in the post-World War II period as the share of Americans attending college surged. To meet growing demand, public universities opened branches in far-flung areas of their state. (Most Texans, for example, live far from Austin.) That's how systems such as the University of California evolved into sprawling behemoths.

Rose Horowitch: The college backlash is a mirage

The next phase of expansions was very different. In the 2000s, some private institutions began establishing international outposts to cash in on global demand for their prestige. Northwestern University started awarding bachelor's degrees out of a campus in Qatar in 2008. Columbia opened a Middle East research center in Amman, Jordan, in 2009. The next year, New York University established an undergraduate campus in Abu Dhabi; NYU Shanghai followed not long after. Less selective institutions are trying this approach as well: The University of New Haven recently announced that it would create a campus for undergraduates and grad students in Riyadh. "You would find some authoritarian petro-state somewhere that had a ton of money and was very impressed by the brand allure of high-class American universities," Kevin Carey, the vice president of education and work at the think tank New America, told me.

More recently, colleges have focused on domestic expansion, creating outposts in the nation's capital. Nearly 20 institutions have satellite campuses in Washington, D.C. Some are small, occupying a floor of an office building; others, including the University of Southern California and Arizona State University, have their own buildings emblazoned with their school's logo in massive font. In 2019, Johns Hopkins University, based in Baltimore, paid more than $370 million to acquire a new home for its School of Advanced International Studies in the building that had previously housed the Newseum. D.C. campuses tend to confer graduate degrees and serve as a home base for undergrads interning on Capitol Hill and K Street. They also give university leaders easy access to government officials.

The school that has come closest to a true brick-and-mortar national-chain model is Northeastern University, which is known for its emphasis on combining academics with career-focused internships. In the 2010s, as the university's officials realized that they could attract only so many students to Boston, the school began setting up campuses to reach more markets. "A university cannot be defined by its campus," Joseph Aoun, Northeastern's president, told me. "We're going to them rather than asking them to come to one campus." Since 2011, Northeastern has opened eight graduate-focused branch campuses in major cities across the U.S. and Canada. These are designed to help students network and land a job in their preferred city after graduation. Northeastern has used this strategy to enroll more students--raising tuition revenue--without increasing the main campus's acceptance rates. "Going back about 25 years ago, Northeastern was a top-150 university," Peter Stokes, a higher-education consultant who previously worked at Northeastern and helped launch its expansion, told me. "Today it's a top-50 university."

Most graduate programs are small. Setting up a full undergraduate campus is a much more ambitious undertaking. In 2022, Northeastern acquired Mills College, in Oakland, absorbing the school's real estate and some tenured faculty, and creating Northeastern University at Oakland. Two years later, it merged with Marymount Manhattan College to create a New York-based undergraduate campus. Aoun calls Northeastern a "global university system." He said, "We don't like to call them branch campuses, because our model is not to export into another city or another country what we have been doing in Boston."

Now comes Vanderbilt, adopting a similar strategy. Daniel Diermeier, the school's chancellor, is widely perceived within higher ed as trying to elbow into the Harvard-Yale-Stanford stratum. When I asked him if the expansion plan is an effort to rise in the rankings, he deflected, saying that "  our aspiration is to be innovative." But he did not deny a certain ambition. "A core component of being a great university in the 21st century is to be part of an innovation economy," he said. He pointed to Stanford in the 1990s, when the university and its surrounding area became the global center of the tech industry. "If you believe that, then it matters where you are," Diermeier told me. "Location becomes a strategy." It's easier to entice the top computer-science professors to work in the Bay Area than in Nashville. Diermeier expects the San Francisco campus to eventually host 1,000 students and 100 faculty members. (Vanderbilt is also opening a graduate campus in West Palm Beach and recently opened a study-away program in Manhattan.)

Ian Bogost: The accidental winners of the war on higher ed

The education-franchise model--Diermeier calls it "network campuses"--can be a risky proposition. Drexel University, in Philadelphia, tried to improve its reputation by opening a graduate-focused satellite campus in Sacramento. The effort fizzled out six years later. Middlebury College, in Vermont, is similarly winding down its graduate programs in Monterey, California. "It can become like managing an empire," Stokes said. "It's like being Rome in the fourth century. If you get too geographically dispersed, it can be difficult to maintain the front of the empire."

For top schools, the biggest risk might be brand dilution. Ivy League universities are highly unlikely to open new campuses around the country. Their power and prestige depend on exclusivity. The institutions in the next tier down are exclusive, too, but they're also more willing to experiment. Vanderbilt has less of a national brand to dilute--indeed, that's the problem it's trying to solve.

Other top-tier schools will therefore be watching to see how Vanderbilt's expansion plays out, and some may follow suit. The population of American 18-year-olds is expected to peak this year, followed by a precipitous decline. Stokes's consulting firm has identified nearly 400 private colleges that are at risk of closure in the next five to 10 years. Everyone's jockeying to be in the best position on the other side of the crisis. "For institutions like Northeastern and Vanderbilt, taking advantage of this weakening and precarity that certain institutions are experiencing, that creates an opportunity for them to get real estate," he said. Small colleges in major cities or Sun Belt states, which have seen a population boom, are valuable sites for branch campuses. Aoun said that at least one college asks to be acquired by Northeastern each week. Ryan Allen, an education professor at Soka University of America, calls it higher education's "Age of Conquest": The big schools will get bigger, and the smaller schools will be absorbed. Soon, high-school seniors who get accepted into a top college might start having to answer a question that their parents never did: "Which location?"
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The Former Prince Andrew Never Should Have Forwarded Those Emails

He faces criminal penalties for allegedly leaking government secrets to Jeffrey Epstein.

by Helen Lewis

Thu, 19 Feb 2026




On Tuesday, November 30, 2010, at 2:57 p.m., Prince Andrew--as he then was--received details of his upcoming trips as Britain's official trade envoy: Hong Kong, Shenzhen, Vietnam, Singapore. At 3:02 p.m., he forwarded the entire email to Jeffrey Epstein.

At dawn today, that stupid and unethical decision--and many others like it--finally caught up with him. Police arrested Andrew Mountbatten-Windsor on the morning of his 66th birthday, on suspicion of misconduct in public office, and are now searching his homes. Prosecutors have not yet released specific charges, which are thought to relate to Andrew passing on sensitive government information to Epstein. The offense carries a maximum sentence of life imprisonment. His brother, King Charles III, was not officially informed in advance, but had signaled that the royal family would cooperate with any police inquiry.

Charles had already stripped Andrew of his title after the latest batch of Epstein files dropped, because the newly released emails proved beyond doubt that Andrew had lied about breaking off contact with Epstein, a convicted sex offender, in 2010. The disgraced former prince had also been evicted from his lavish residence in Windsor, just outside London, where he had lived effectively rent-free for many years. "Let me state clearly: the law must take its course," Charles wrote in his statement on the arrest, adding: "Meanwhile, my family and I will continue in our duty and service to you all."

Elizabeth Bruenig: Circles of Epstein hell

In the United States, the Epstein affair is still seen primarily as a sex scandal. The financier was well known as a man who could easily find women--"no one over 25 and all very cute," he told Elon Musk--to go on dates with his rich friends. ("Pro or civilian?" Steve Tisch, a co-owner of the New York Giants, asked about one such woman.) But here in Britain, this is a corruption scandal--and not just because Andrew sent Epstein confidential information about investment opportunities in Afghanistan. The police recently searched two addresses linked to Peter Mandelson, a former government minister and an ambassador to Washington who also lied about the extent of his friendship with Epstein.

During his time in government in the late 2000s, the files show, Mandelson forwarded market-sensitive emails to Epstein, on subjects such as the eurozone bailout of Greece, mixed in with laddish banter and discussions about how Mandelson might make money after leaving office. Mandelson has already been stripped of his seat in the House of Lords and his affiliation with the Labour Party; for a few hours, many in the press corps thought the scandal might bring down Prime Minister Keir Starmer, who had bafflingly appointed Mandelson as U.S. ambassador, despite his long record of other scandals. In the end, Starmer's chief of staff, who had recommended Mandelson for the job, stepped down instead.

The allegations against Andrew date from a similar period, when he was a trade envoy for the British Foreign Office. That job turned out to involve flying around the world in high style--often to places run by oligarchs, dictators, and fellow royals, on the basis that they would be flattered to deal with a prince. Once there, he might also take the opportunity to watch, say, a Formula One race or have a few rounds of golf. Attractive young women seem to have been present at many of these events. Foreign intelligence services must have regarded Andrew's appointment in 2001 as a gift from the heavens.

Everyone knew that this stank. At the time, I worked for The Daily Mail, a right-wing tabloid, which ran near-weekly stories on the latest questionable Andrew news. In 2007, for example, he sold his white elephant of a mansion, Sunninghill, which his mother, Queen Elizabeth II, had given him as a wedding present. A Kazakh oligarch paid millions over the asking price, and then never moved in.

The problem for the royal family was that Andrew and his then-wife, Sarah--known in Britain as "Fergie," after her unmarried name--had no discernible talents but extremely expensive tastes. The journalist Andrew Lownie's book on the couple, Entitled, recounts how Sarah used to run up room-service bills in hotels and then simply walk out. "She would just breeze out of the Four Seasons and The Palace in New York as if she was too important to pay," one source told him. The couple separated in 1992, but Sarah continued to use her title, the Duchess of York, to boost her commercial ventures. In 1995, Buckingham Palace refused to pay off any more of her debts, and issued a statement saying that "the Duchess's financial affairs are no longer Her Majesty's concern."

After this, despite making millions of dollars from her series of children's books, Fergie went crawling to Epstein for loans. She wrote in 2010: "Is there any chance I could borrow 50 or 100,000 US dollars to help get through the small bills that are pushing me over. . Had to ask." The files also contain a particularly grim exchange after Fergie denounced Epstein following his conviction, only to email him in a panic afterward, assuring him she never used the "P word"--pedophile. Both she and Andrew were tethered to Epstein by their greed and entitlement. They wanted millionaire lifestyles. More than that, they felt that they deserved them. Why? Because of an accident of birth in one case, and a fortuitous marriage in the other. The couple have been divorced for three decades but have never really moved on, possibly because they are mirror images of each other.

Entitled also makes a compelling case that Andrew is--to put it delicately--boorish and dim. It's entirely possible that he never questioned why Epstein would work so assiduously to maintain their friendship. One was a good chap, wasn't one? As trade envoy, Andrew became known for practical jokes and off-color remarks, which British diplomats had to tolerate because of his titles.

Until 2022, he also benefited from the protection of his mother. Andrew was widely perceived to be the late Queen's favorite child: Charles was sensitive, unlike his parents, who had been raised as emotionally stunted aristocrats; Anne, a tougher, horse-mad child, was Prince Philip's pet; Edward, like many youngest children, benefited from his parents softening with middle age. But no one really knew what to do with Andrew, who was nicknamed "Baby Grumpling" because of his temper. Like his nephew Prince Harry, he seems to have been most secure when in the tight-knit and hierarchical world of the military. Unlike Harry, though, he frequently reminded his peers of his royal status and was unable to make real friendships with people he considered below him.

Read: What Jeffrey Epstein offered Prince Andrew

Over the years, the late Queen had repeatedly smoothed Andrew's way in life. But even she could not save him after his disastrous decision to give an interview to the BBC in 2019 about his connection with Epstein. He presented a portrait of blithe privilege, denying a deep connection with the financier by saying he had hosted him only for a "straightforward shooting weekend." He claimed to have spent three days with Epstein in New York in 2010 for the sole purpose of breaking off their friendship. This was unbelievable at the time, and has now been debunked by the latest files. "Keep in close touch and we'll play some more soon!!!!" a 2011 email from Andrew declares. The revulsion at his appearance on the BBC prompted his mother to strip him of his ceremonial titles and retire him as a "working royal."

Charles has gone even further--supported by his son Prince William. Both the king and his successor believe that Andrew's actions could destroy the royal family, and they are keen to amputate him from the Windsors and cauterize the wound. None of the statements from Buckingham Palace has carried the slightest hint that they believe Andrew has been wronged by a witch hunt. The king's last statement before today included a telling line: "Their Majesties wish to make clear that their thoughts and sympathies have been, and remain with, the victims of any and all forms of abuse." Private companies are said to throw employees under the bus when the reputational damage gets too great. Andrew has been thrown under the state carriage.

All this presents quite a contrast with the U.S., where the fallout from contact with Epstein has largely been restricted to second-tier names--some of whom are provably guilty only of being chummy with a sex offender, which is not itself a crime. Like Andrew, Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick also claimed to have broken off contact with Epstein--in his case, in 2005, after seeing Epstein's massage room in New York--but the files revealed that the association continued for many years afterward. However, Lutnick has the fortune to work for Donald Trump. The president is unlikely to request that anyone resign for being friendly with Epstein, since that would apply to him, too.

The former Prince Andrew acted as he did because he lived in a world in which someone like him never faced consequences. That isn't true anymore. "Nobody is above the law," Starmer said in response to the news. In Britain, at least, that might actually be true.
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The West's Winter Has Been a Slow-Moving Catastrophe

Without snow in the mountains, the places that depend on the West's rivers will hurt for water.

by Rebecca Boyle

Wed, 18 Feb 2026




If you are reading this on the East Coast, congratulations on the warmer weather you're finally getting this week. It was cold and snowy for a while there. Here in the West, we wish we'd been in your shoes. Spare a thought for the tens of millions of us who live on the other side of the continent, where a catastrophe is unfolding.



In Colorado, where I live and grew up, this winter has been especially warm and dry. Last year closed with the warmest December in the history of recordkeeping. It was 8.9 degrees warmer than the average from 1991 to 2020, and the warmest of all in a record that goes back to the late 19th century. Over this past weekend, my neighbors and my family walked with our dogs and our kids in T-shirts and shorts, because it was in the mid-60s in Colorado Springs. About 60 miles north, my family in Denver saw a new record high of 68 degrees--on February 15.



But temperatures are not the only reason this winter is a catastrophe. This year, our snowpack is among the lowest ever measured, which means it won't be enough to fill the rivers that are born in our mountains, which feed  reservoirs and water farms from here to Los Angeles. Snow is finally coming to the mountains this week, but we still cannot avoid one of the worst water years in modern history. The West is already experiencing the worst drought we have seen in 1,200 years, as our junior senator, John Hickenlooper, reminded me in an email over the weekend. Colorado politicians have to be attuned to these dynamics: "The snowpack is pretty much as large as all of our reservoirs combined. That's why winters like this one are so terrifying," he wrote. Drought can mean economic disaster.



Hickenlooper, who was also the state's governor and the mayor of Denver, is not a man given to hyperbole. It really is that dire. Unless a lot of snow falls soon, Colorado's environment and economy will take a huge hit. Ski resorts are losing money now. In the spring, rivers that usually offer waist-high whitewater rapids and fishing pools will instead be a trickle; in the summer, farmers will lose peach crops. Hydrologists, fire scientists, and climate researchers are bracing for summer too; their spectrum of worry ranges from concern to actual panic.



"It's as bad as you think it is," Russ Schumacher, the Colorado state climatologist, told me. On top of the ongoing, decades-long drought in the region, all of Colorado is in a snow drought too. The amount of water stored in the snowpack is the lowest it's been at this point in winter since at least 1987, when comprehensive measurements began, he said. Going back to older records, some of which date from the Dust Bowl, the 2025-26 water year is the third-worst ever measured. In the two worse years, snowpack measured about 40 to 42 percent of average at this point in winter; this year, Colorado is sitting around 58 percent of median overall, and lower in some areas.



Climatologists say that a weak La Nina pattern in the Pacific is partly to blame, parking a high-pressure "heartbreak ridge" farther east than usual, which continually pushes moisture away from the mountains. But the abysmal snowpack is also causing a bad feedback loop, allowing the mountains to warm more than usual. The pattern could finally break this week, and "we definitely have time to make up ground," Allie Mazurek, a climatologist at the Colorado Climate Center, told me. But she also cautioned that "at this stage, it is looking almost impossible for us to get back to an average snowpack."



Schumacher's predecessor, the longtime state climatologist Nolan Doesken, used to say that Colorado's snowmelt is well behaved. Rain comes in a flash and is gone just as quickly, but we know where snow falls, where it will lie in wait, and which rivers it will feed months later. Flakes accumulate on cold ground, and when the Rockies stay cold the way they should, the snow remains for many months. And the surrounding air stays colder with snowpack than without it. This winter, temperatures are soaring 10 to 12 degrees above normal in northwestern Colorado--temperatures that region would not be seeing if the ground were covered in snow, Mazurek said.



Western water monitors use a metric called snow water equivalent, which is just what it sounds like, to estimate how much water will flow into rivers when the snow melts. Since 1987, the Snowpack Telemetry Network, SNOTEL, has measured snowpack by weighing the snow that falls at hundreds of stations across the West, including more than 100 currently active ones in Colorado. Other measurements are taken by hikers who snowshoe up to designated spots and measure the snowpack by hand. Climate scientists have been doing this for decades. Last week, the snow water equivalent in the Colorado River basin was tied for the lowest ever recorded, according to Brad Udall, a senior water scientist at Colorado State University and an expert on the Colorado River.



That snowpack forms the headwaters of rivers including the Colorado, the Rio Grande, and the Arkansas. And the Colorado River feeds the two largest reservoirs in the United States: Lake Powell and Lake Mead. Both reservoirs are critically low and have been for years: Powell is about 25 percent full, and Mead is at about 34 percent. If Powell's water level drops another 40 or so feet, which it could this year, there won't be enough water to generate hydroelectric power at Glen Canyon Dam. Water managers are starting to worry about "dead pool" too, in which the lake will get too low to let water flow through Glen Canyon toward Lake Mead; they are likely to reduce water flow out of Powell this year to avoid it.



In most of the Colorado River's upper basin--in Colorado, Utah, New Mexico, and Wyoming--water is not collected in many reservoirs; instead, it is diverted out to thousands of small locations, from streams to irrigation ditches. And "this year, there just isn't going to be any water in these rivers. Or there will be water, but instead of 12 weeks or 16 weeks of water, it will be four weeks of water," Udall told me. "Under western water law, people can basically completely dry these rivers up."



This is bad timing, because Colorado and the other basin states are currently failing to renegotiate key parts of the more-than-century-old Colorado River Compact, which expire later this year. Along with seven states, the river-management agreement includes the federal Bureau of Reclamation, 30 tribal nations, and Mexico, and controls how the river flows into and out of Lakes Powell and Mead. The states missed a major deadline on February 14, which means that the Bureau of Reclamation will instead impose its own plan--one that none of the states are likely to be happy with. In Colorado, at least, some residents are concerned that the Trump administration will punish the solidly blue state by simply giving more water to, say, Arizona, which Donald Trump won in 2024. This is far from an irrational worry. In late December, Trump vetoed funding for a pipeline, already under construction with bipartisan support, that would bring water from a reservoir to rural communities in southeastern Colorado. The fight over the Colorado River could shape up in similar fashion, pitting state against state. (In response to a request for comment, a Department of the Interior spokesperson pointed me to a press release in which Secretary Doug Burgum said that the department had "listened to every state's perspective" and that a "fair compromise with shared responsibility remains within reach.")



Further in the future, the effects of water reductions will spill through the western economy. Agriculture, water recreation such as fishing and river rafting, and entire mountain ecosystems--both environmental and economic--will falter. For now, though, we are worrying about our trees budding six weeks too early, and pouring buckets of water around their trunks to keep them hydrated in the warmth. We are updating our fire checklists and go bags during red-flag warnings: One went up yesterday as I was working on this story. Winter fire watches are abnormal, but we are growing all too accustomed to them. And we are checking the snow forecast every day.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2026/02/colorado-winter/686040/?utm_source=feed
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Trump's Backlash to Black History

The efforts to whitewash history call for a new approach to memorializing Black history.

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 19 Feb 2026




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

This week brought another round in President Trump's war against Black history. A federal judge rebuked his administration for removing panels that mentioned "the dirty business of slavery" from the President's House in Philadelphia, where George Washington lived. (Among other inconvenient facts, the ruling reminded the public that the nation's first president rotated his slaves between his homes to duck state emancipation laws.) Judge Cynthia Rufe opened her ruling with a quote from George Orwell, and wrote that an agency "cannot arbitrarily decide what is true, based on its own whims or the whims of the new leadership." All in all, a robust defense of accuracy. But the administration is still fighting the facts of Black history on many fronts.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, we talk to our staff writer Clint Smith, the author of How the Word Is Passed: A Reckoning With the History of Slavery Across America, about what's unprecedented in this administration's approach to whitewashing history. The Atlantic staffer Adam Harris makes the case for a different approach to Black History Month. They both also talk about the civil-rights leader Jesse Jackson, who died this week.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Over the many years of raising kids in D.C. public schools, I've experienced Black History Month the way many Americans do. I've helped my kids make poster boards, and as they got older, PowerPoints, celebrating the achievements of many famous Black Americans: Jackie Robinson, Booker T. Washington, Harriet Tubman, Rosa Parks.

Black History Month celebrations tend to follow what The Atlantic's Adam Harris calls a "formula." But this year might call for something more radical.

[Music]

President Donald Trump: (Applause.) And our country will be woke no longer. (Cheers and applause.)


Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Here is a missive from the president that typifies his attitude about Black history: "The Smithsonian is," all caps, "OUT OF CONTROL, where everything discussed is how horrible our Country is, how bad Slavery was," he posted over the summer.

The president has restored Confederate names to Army bases, and removed lessons and images about slavery from federally funded institutions.

News anchor (from CBS Philadelphia): Well, the fight to restore a slavery exhibit in Philadelphia, it is ramping up after it was dismantled last week--


Rosin: Just this week, a federal judge ordered the administration to restore panels at what's known as the President's House in Philadelphia that discussed The Dirty Business of Slavery.

The federal judge wrote, "An agency ... cannot arbitrarily decide what is true, based on its own whims or the whims of the new leadership."

Today, we talk to two of my Atlantic colleagues: writer and podcast host Adam Harris and staff writer Clint Smith, who's also the author of How the Word Is Passed: A Reckoning With the History of Slavery Across America.

Rosin: Adam, welcome to the show.

Adam Harris: Thanks so much for having me.

Rosin: Clint, welcome to the show.

Clint Smith: It's great to be here.

Rosin: So, Clint, as someone who has studied the presentation of history, and specifically Black history, how would you characterize this administration's approach?

Smith: Antagonistic. I think we are witnessing an administration working with an unsettling intensity to attempt to distort, erase, manipulate the history of this country and, within that, manipulate the history of Black Americans' role, contributions, and experiences in America. And what I mean by that is--let's take slavery, for example. The president of the United States said that the Smithsonian [Institution], for example, spends too much time talking about "how bad Slavery was."

My sense of things is that it is not the case that this administration believes slavery didn't happen or not even that they believe that slavery wasn't bad. I think they understand that it was bad, but what happens is, if you talk honestly about the horror and the brutality and the cruelty of what slavery was, you then have to talk about how the residue of that system continues to inform the contemporary landscape of inequality today.

And I think it would fundamentally reorient people's relationship to not only the history of this country, but the contemporary reality of this country. And that's something that I think that so many folks in this administration want to avoid because they want to be able to tell themselves that the America that they believe to be true, the America that exists today, is one that is the result singularly of people's hard work or deservedness when there's obviously another story to be told there.

Rosin: And what is that desire about? 'Cause, Adam, [President Donald] Trump talks about wanting monuments to be "uplifting," not to cause people "shame." What does that mean?

Harris: So when you think about the idea of uplifting, it's sort of this notion of celebrating the positives of someone's character, so as to say, George Washington was the founder of the nation and led the Revolution, was one of the greatest men of his time, and if you do that and you sort of say this clean history of George Washington without the additional stories, the fact that George Washington rotated his enslaved workers from Philadelphia to Mount Vernon in Virginia so that they would not earn their liberty under Pennsylvania law, because after six months, you started to get your freedom. And so if you start to add to that complicating narrative, it doesn't paint this sort of clean image of our leaders.

Rosin: And that just feels bad? What's the--

Harris: So there are a couple of things that that does. When you start to question one of the decisions, it also makes you question the other things--if you start to say, Well, this person that we've painted as someone who did an unqualified good did, also, unqualified bads.

Smith: And I think the other part of this, too, is that if you have to tell a new story about Washington and you begin to tell a new story about [Thomas] Jefferson that includes the sort of unsavory, so to speak, parts of their legacy, which is to say the more honest parts of their legacy--if you have to tell a new story about these men, it also means you have to tell a new story about America's founding. If you have to tell a new story about America's founding, it means you have to tell a new story about this country. And for many Americans, if you have to tell a new story about America, it means you have to tell a new story about yourself.

Harris: Exactly.

Smith: And that taps into something that is existential, that serves as a catalyst to a fundamental crisis of identity, because who people believe they are is consciously, and subconsciously, tied to a story of America that they have been told over the course of generations--through school, through family, through community. And when you untether them from that notion of reality that they've come to believe, it's incredibly jarring.

Rosin: Yeah, I can see. It's disorienting. I feel like we need to ground this conversation in a few examples. You started by using the word intensity. Of the things that the Trump administration has done, which one has stuck out to you? Just give us a few examples.

Harris: Yeah, there are a handful. It's the renaming of Confederate memorials and Confederate monuments. It is the U.S. Naval Academy removing books from their library. It's the Air Force Academy stripping back the teaching of the Tuskegee Airmen.

And actually, one of the things that Clint was saying about people having to reassess their own legacies, I remember we had a conversation about his book, where he was saying, If you are having to ask questions about the ways that your grandparents--the people who took you fishing, and the people who you sat on their laps and they read books to you when you were younger, and you have all of these great memories of them--if you have to reassess how they got to do the things that they got to do, then it really does jar you and makes you fundamentally reassess your own sort of standing in the world.

And so this sort of broader project of saying, Well, if we pare back some of the things that the Tuskegee Airmen had to do to become the Tuskegee Airmen--Black History Month sort of calls us to remember that these great people did great things, but the question is: Why did they have to do those great things? Why did Jackie Robinson have to integrate baseball? Why did Martin Luther King have to deliver his speech at the March on Washington? It is because the nation did not have this clean story of progress.

Rosin: Clint, I'm curious to put this in some kind of context, what the Trump administration is doing now, which you described as having a certain degree of intensity, versus previous eras in American history versus Trump 1, because there's always a push and pull. I imagine countries rarely do just clean memorialization of their sins.

Smith: Yeah. What's interesting is that this is the pushback against Black progress, Black history. That, in and of itself, is not new. What scholars of Black history and historians talk about all the time is that in moments in which there are periods of Black social, political, and economic progress, there is often pushback to that progress.

So after the Civil War and after Reconstruction, there was obviously an intense sort of pushback to the progress that was made following the Civil War through Reconstruction. Then, after the civil-rights movement, there was an intense pushback. And what we're seeing now is a pushback to much of the era both of Barack Obama's presidency, but then later, the Black Lives Matter movement, which sort of intensified following the murder of George Floyd.

But what it is important to note--that even while we are experiencing the echoes of this history and we're experiencing this sort of nature of the sort of cyclical elements that are there, this also is a pretty unique iteration of it in the way that it is state sanctioned. In the context of the civil-rights movement, there was intense pushback--or even during the civil-rights movement, so much of the pushback, it would come from states and it would come from extrajudicial forces, but what the civil-rights leaders were appealing to was the federal government to come and protect them.

Rosin: Ah, that is so important. I get that. So what you're saying is, mostly, the pushback is cultural--it's cultural; it comes from state governments. But this is completely top-down.

Smith: Oftentimes, yeah. I don't think that we have seen a level of antagonism from the federal government, who, historically, the federal government or the Supreme Court, in the context of the Warren Court, have been the thing that allowed Black folks to have some sort of support outside of the context of their specific geographic and political reality in a certain state or in a certain community. And that now is gone. There is no federal government to appeal to. In fact, the federal government is the antagonist.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break: Is it time to start practicing Black History Month differently?

[Break]

Rosin: So given everything you both have said, which is, we're in this unusual position where the federal government is a major actor in, what do we wanna call it, distorting, whitewashing history?

Harris: Both.

Rosin: Prettifying history--

Smith: All of the above.

Rosin: --any of those? It's Black History Month, which is this month. In this year, in this moment, is there an argument for thinking of or practicing Black History Month differently?

Smith: I've been thinking a lot about this. I was recently in New Orleans for Mardi Gras, and I bring my kids. I'm from New Orleans; that's my hometown. My parents still live there--

Rosin: Happy Fat Tuesday.

Smith: There you go.

I bring my kids often to New Orleans 'cause it's a place that means a lot to me and I want them to have a connection to that city. And one of the things that we did, kind of between the celebrations and the festivals and the parades, is we got in the car with my mom and went to her elementary school, which is no longer there; it's a school that was called T. J. Semmes.

And we went there because my mom was among the first Black students to desegregate that school, or to integrate that school. She was there after--there were the four little girls, including Ruby Bridges, who integrated New Orleans schools in 1960. And I brought my kids there with my mom in this moment because I've been thinking a lot about what it means for people to understand Black history not only as something about Rosa Parks and Frederick Douglass and Martin Luther King, but also as this thing that's the people who are right next to us. Their grandmother--not Martin Luther King, not Rosa Parks, not these people in the books--their grandmother was among the first wave of students to integrate a school in New Orleans.

And I want them both to understand that because of their proximity to it, but also, in this specific moment, I think it's a reminder that the Trump administration can try to change a museum. They can try to change how things are taught in school. They can try to take away DEI in higher ed. They can try to do all of these things. But we still, within the sort of microunits of families and communities, still have the power to share this history in ways that I think can be really meaningful for all of us and for young people. And it wasn't just for my kids; I got to hear my mom talk about her experience going into this school.

And I think all of these things, for me, when I think of Black History Month, it's about both understanding and appreciating the sort of Jackie Robinsons and the like, but it's also about remembering that those larger figures are only possible because of what's happening on the most granular level.

Harris: And actually, to that point, it is to say that it's the actions of each individual. You think historically, it's like, oh, well, Frederick Douglass actually didn't have to write those things that he wrote, and they praised him because it was like, Oh, that was a really brave thing of you to do. Our grandparents didn't have to send our moms and dads to the schools that they sent them to. A lot of people didn't, where it's like, Actually, it's a little bit too dangerous to do that. And similarly, my mom was born in 1963 in Alabama, where four little girls were killed in a church, the sanctuary, the place where you're supposed to feel safest. This is living history that individuals experience and continue to experience, and it's the individual actions that people take.

Rosin: And why is it important to remember history in its difficulty? Even within families, people keep secrets for decades and decades, and they don't like to talk about the bad things that happen. It's a common human impulse. So why is it important to remember something like what your mother went through?

Smith: I tell people all the time: America is a place that has provided unparalleled, unimaginable opportunities for millions of people across generations in ways that their own ancestors could have never imagined. It has also done so at the direct expense of millions and millions of other people. And both of those things are the story of America--it's not one over here and one over there; you get to pick this one and not pick that one. Both of those things are the story of this country, and you have to hold both of those realities alongside one another.

Rosin: Why?

Smith: Well, I think when we think of ourselves, when I think of who I am as a person, I'm someone who's done things in my life that I'm proud of, and I'm someone who's done things in my life that I'm not proud of, because I'm human and I make mistakes. And what I try to do and what I try to teach my children is, you acknowledge those mistakes; you try to learn from those mistakes to become a better version of yourself in the future. And so if that's the standard that I hold myself to, the standard I hold my children to, the standard I hold my friends and loved ones to, why would I not hold my country to that same standard?

And I think the implications for it are that if you don't--I remember being a kid growing up in the '90s in New Orleans and being inundated with these messages about all the things that were wrong with Black people, that the reason there was so much violence and poverty and inequality in the Black community was because of something that Black people had done or had failed to do. And it was coming from the media. It was coming from politicians. It was coming from celebrities. It was coming from everywhere.

And I remember this feeling of hearing these messages and not having the historical context or intellectual tool kit with which to push back against it, and what I felt and experienced as a child was a sort of paralysis. It was like an emotional paralysis, where I knew what I was hearing was wrong, but I didn't know how to say it was wrong. I didn't have that language. And it wasn't until years later, when I encountered the scholarship, and I encountered the art, and I encountered the film and I encountered the history that explained that, oh, the reason one part of New Orleans looks one way and another part of New Orleans looks another way is not 'cause of the people in those communities. It's because of what has been done to those communities or what's been extracted from those communities generation after generation after generation. And when you learn that history, it is so profoundly freeing and so profoundly liberating because this country can't lie to you anymore.

Rosin: Adam, this week, there was a pushback against this trend we're describing from a federal judge who ruled about the panels at what's known as the President's House in Philadelphia that were taken down. It was quite a strong ruling. She quoted [George] Orwell. She said "An agency ... cannot arbitrarily decide what is true." How significant is that ruling? Have you seen other kinds of pushback like that?

Harris: We have seen federal judges push back pretty forcefully against the Trump administration's dictates, their executive orders, and maneuvers that they've made, whether that is removing the placards without consulting the city in an effort to sort of say that the history that they want to say is a true history. The order functionally says it can't just hinge on whether there's the transfer of power, what we actually believe about what we're saying. It is a very Orwellian view of the way we do history.

Americans, people generally, think of history in a different way than scholars think of history, where, yes, there are places and dates and names, but how those things are remembered is sort of subject to your interpretation, oftentimes. But there are realities. The fact that George Washington transported people back and forth and wrote to other people to say that, Hey, how can I get around this law that says that I can't keep people here for longer than this period of time?, those are just realities. You cannot change the facts of the situation. You can only change how you remember those facts and if you decide to publicly display those facts. And in a sense, what we have seen over the last year and change, in a really aggressive fashion, is that effort to remove those public memories of the facts that happen in this country.

Rosin: Although that conversation about facts does often confuse me a little bit. What we do do is decide which facts we're gonna present, which is what the Trump administration is saying: Why do we have to put those on display?

Smith: I think it goes back to what we were saying before. I was a high-school teacher, and so I feel very strongly about the idea that the Trump administration would suggest that part of why you shouldn't teach so much about Washington owning slaves or Jefferson owning enslaved people or why the presidential house should remove these things is, they would say, because they don't want so much emphasis on it. And they would say that teachers and museums are attempting to indoctrinate students--they use the language of indoctrination.

And what I find to be true is that there is this attempt to conflate, or to make it so that the teaching of empiricism, of primary-source realities, to suggest that that is somehow an ideological project rather than an empirical one. What I tried to do when I was a teacher and what I try to do as someone who writes about history is not necessarily to convince the reader to believe X or believe Y, but it is to lay out all of it.

I'm actually not interested in if you think Thomas Jefferson was evil or good. What I do want you to do is sit with the fact that he both wrote the Declaration of Independence and he also wrote in Notes on the State of Virginia that Black people are inferior to whites in both endowments of body and mind. What I want you to do is to sit with the fact that he wrote that "all men are created equal" and that he enslaved 600 people, including four of his own children. My role is not to tell you what to think, but what I do have to do is present the evidence. What a teacher does have to do is present the evidence. What a museum does have to do is present the evidence, to say, This is the totality. This is the full picture.

My understanding is that the presidential house doesn't say anywhere, George Washington was an evil man. George Washington was bad. What it says is that George Washington did X, Y, Z in the context of founding America, that he stepped down after two terms, etc., etc. And also says, And there's this other part of him: that he owned a plantation in Mount Vernon; that, as Adam said, he brought his slaves back and forth to avoid having to emancipate them. And what we, as Americans, have to do is to sit with all of that.

Rosin: As you both know, this week, Jesse Jackson died. Did you find yourself thinking differently about him as we start to hear his voice on the radio this week? 'Cause I imagine, like most people, you just haven't thought about him in a minute.

Smith: The thing that I thought about more than anything after I heard about his passing--we've been talking about what it means to have these conversations with your children and to attempt to ensure that they understand their proximity to Black history. When I told my daughter, who just turned 7, about how Jesse Jackson was with Martin Luther King when Martin Luther King was killed, it blew her mind 'cause in her mind, Martin Luther King is this guy from a long, long time ago. Like, Martin Luther King and Jesus were around at the same time.

[Rosin and Harris laugh]

Smith: To watch her little eyes be like, Oh, there was a person who was alive until just now who was with Martin Luther King, who worked with him, who was an adult with Martin Luther King when he was killed, what it did, I think, was, again, helped remind her that this history that many people say was a long time ago just, in fact, wasn't that long ago at all.

Rosin: Yeah, I was surprised in my reaction to the "I Am Somebody" speech, which I heard when I was in college. He came to my college campus. He spoke to us.

Jesse Jackson: I may be poor!
 Crowd: I may be poor!
 Jackson: But I am--
 Crowd: I am--
 Jackson: Somebody!
 Crowd: Somebody!
 Jackson: I may be--


Rosin: And I realized it settled in my memory almost like a song, like a rhythm: I am somebody. But just listening to the words--I am poor, I am unemployed, I am in prison--

Jackson: --I may be in jail!
 Crowd: I may be in jail!
 Jackson: But I am--
 Crowd: But I am--
 Jackson: Somebody!


Rosin: --and I am somebody--I was really moved by it. I actually listened to what he was saying, I think, probably for the first time.

Jackson: And I am--
 Crowd: I am--
 Jackson: Somebody!
 Crowd: Somebody!


Harris: Yeah. It's this idea that history isn't so far away, that we are not living outside of history, that we really are living inside of history, and that his passing really signals that that truth continues, and it becomes incumbent on that next generation to pick up the mantle of carrying that truth forward.

Jackson: I've sought to make America better. And how do you make America better? By challenging America to be better--and to be good.


Rosin: Thank you, Adam.

Harris: Thank you so much.

Rosin: Thanks, Clint.

Smith: Thank you.

Jackson: It's dark, my friends. But don't surrender. The morning comes. I know it's dark, but the morning comes.


[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West and Rosie Hughes. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid. Rob Smierciak engineered and provided original music. Genevieve Finn 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/trump-black-history-month/686042/?utm_source=feed
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The Worst-Case Future for White-Collar Workers

The well-off have no experience with the job market that might be coming.

by Annie Lowrey

Wed, 18 Feb 2026




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

White-collar workers are getting nervous, with good reason. Sure, 98 percent of college graduates who want a job still have one, and wages are ticking up. Sure, some companies that cite the labor-saving, efficiency-promoting effects of ChatGPT and Claude as they let employees go are just "AI washing"--talking about algorithms to distract from poor managerial decisions.

But the labor market for office workers is beginning to shift. Americans with a bachelor's degree account for a quarter of the unemployed, a record. High-school graduates are finding jobs quicker than college graduates, an unprecedented trend. Occupations susceptible to AI automation have seen sharp spikes in joblessness. Businesses really are shrinking payroll and cutting costs as they deploy AI. In recent weeks, Baker McKenzie, a white-shoe law firm, axed 700 employees, Salesforce sacked hundreds of workers, and the auditing firm KPMG negotiated lower fees with its own auditor. Two CNBC reporters with no engineering experience "vibe-coded" a clone of Monday.com's workflow-management platform in less than an hour. When they released their story, Monday.com's stock tanked.

Maybe algorithm-driven changes will happen slowly, giving workers plenty of time to adjust. Maybe white-collar types have 12 to 18 months left. Maybe the AI-related job carnage will be contained to a sliver of the economy. Maybe we should be more worried about a stock-market bubble than an AI-driven labor revolution.

I don't think anyone knows what will happen, or even what is happening now. AI technology is changing at an exponential pace, and changing the workforce in a thousand hard-to-parse ways. But if AI quickly eliminates white-collar work, the country is going to end up in something much stranger than a downturn, and something much harder to recover from too.

The United States is adept enough at handling the labor-market damage caused by recessions. Congress slashes taxes, writes stimulus checks, and fattens unemployment-insurance payouts. Washington amps up infrastructure spending and patches holes in the budgets of state and local governments. The Federal Reserve drops interest rates down to zero and purchases hundreds of billions of dollars of safe assets, making borrowing cheaper for families and encouraging businesses to invest. Demand increases, pushing the unemployment rate down and GDP up.

But if white-collar layoffs cause a downturn, Washington might not be able to restore hiring and lift consumer spending as it has done before. Businesses wouldn't need the skills workers possess. Firms wouldn't want to hire the legions of accountants, engineers, lawyers, middle managers, human-resources executives, financial analysts, PR types, and customer-service agents they just laid off. (Writers would be fine, I choose to believe.) The United States would have a "structural" unemployment problem, as economists put it, not a "cyclical" demand problem.

The country has struggled with structural joblessness in the past, but the problem has tended to afflict blue-collar workers, not white-collar ones. The labor market is normally womblike in the security it delivers the college-educated. The downsizing trend of the 1990s did not actually result in the pool of office jobs shrinking. Even during the Great Recession, the unemployment rate for workers with a bachelor's degree never went higher than 5.3 percent. For workers with only an associate's degree or some college credits, it hit 9 percent; for workers with only a high-school diploma, 11.9 percent.

In this new economic paradigm, the educated and well-to-do would fare worse than their less-educated and lower-income neighbors. The main bulwark against joblessness--the unemployment-insurance system--wouldn't meet the challenge. Payments last for only so long: six months at most currently, 18 months during the coronavirus pandemic. If AI eliminated the need for office work, many people would be unemployed for years; their earnings would potentially fall, their mental health would deteriorate, and their chance of finding a new position would diminish with every month that passed. Plus, the unemployment system isn't designed to support six-figure earners. Most state payments max out at $500 or $600 a week, a quarter of what many upper-middle-class employees earn. Young workers would face their own challenges: The pool of entry-level white-collar jobs would shrink, as it already is, pushing recent graduates' income down for years, even decades.

If rich households cut back on spending, many businesses that have nothing to do with AI--grocery stores, gas stations, retail shops, hairdressers, restaurants--would suffer and the labor market would keep deteriorating. The housing market would begin to falter; home prices in many regions would fall and fewer properties would go to market. Tax revenue might fall. Bond yields might go up as the country's deficits increased, making it harder for the Fed to stimulate investment. Rank-and-file workers' incomes would drop at the same time that executives using AI to cut costs would see their wealth increase. Inequality would rise to even higher heights. The 0.01 percent would pull away from the 0.1 percent, which would pull away from the 1 percent.

White-collar workers would go through what blue-collar workers went through beginning in the 1970s. Advances in machine technology improved productivity and depressed employment in Detroit; Pittsburgh; Gary, Indiana; and Worcester, Massachusetts. Rust Belt communities fell apart and never recovered. Then China joined the World Trade Organization, and globalization spurred another round of job losses, causing even more permanent damage. Affected workers ended up poorer, less happy, and less healthy. They died sooner. Their kids were worse off too.

To get the economy going again during the AI transition, the country would need to figure out how to get white-collar workers back to work. And I really mean figure out--essentially from scratch. Existing workforce-training initiatives have yielded "muted" and "inconclusive" results. Existing displaced-worker initiatives have "dubious" value. These kinds of programs offer net-negative value to participants, taxpayers, and "society as a whole," studies have found. Community-college programs have the strongest track record, but the overwhelming majority of office workers have a two-year or four-year degree already. The country doesn't have answers that don't involve upskilling, education, or trying and failing to compensate the losers.

Silicon Valley leaders are enamored of one policy Hail Mary: the establishment of a universal basic income, in which the government would provide all adults with $1,500 a month or so, no strings attached and in perpetuity. It's not as crazy an idea as it sounds; think of it as Social Security for everyone, or an extension of the earned-income tax credit to families without any earned income. The cash would ensure that every family kept its head above water, and redistribute the wealth generated by rising productivity. "People will be freed up to spend more time with people they care about, care for people, appreciate art and nature, or work toward social good," Sam Altman of OpenAI has argued.

But UBI is a dystopian outcome, not a utopian one. For families to thrive in this new post-work paradigm, the government would need to redistribute a lot more than $1,500 per person per month, necessitating confiscatory taxes on corporations--taxes they would fight tooth and nail. The bigger problem would be that Americans would hate a world without work, where the jobless rate floats at 30 percent instead of 4 percent. Many Americans like working. They like having somewhere to go during the day. They like trading watercooler stories with their colleagues. They like getting promoted and starting their own firms. They are proud of earning a living. Long-term unemployment destroys people's mental and physical health, and generates toxic societal unrest. Politicians love saying that Americans want a hand up, not a handout--and they aren't wrong.

Perhaps Americans would adjust, and American culture would adjust in turn. Maybe people would become more interested in and fulfilled by leisure, art, and other activities. But it's hard to imagine social capital being divorced from actual capital. It's even harder to imagine the country becoming more egalitarian and its politics more participatory, instead of developing a hyper-wealthy techno-oligarchy and a dispossessed and teed-off underclass. Some people would spend their time gardening, volunteering, painting, exercising, or learning. Others would spend hours a day watching short-form videos and never leave their apartments.

I don't really think society will come to this. Throughout history, people have used technology to become more productive and prosperous without reducing the demand for human labor overall. Then again, maybe I'm just in denial.
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Europe and Canada Are Like the Kids in an Ugly Divorce

Europe and Canada seek "strategic balance" between Washington and Beijing but often just get caught in the middle.

by Simon Shuster, Vivian Salama

Wed, 18 Feb 2026




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

The urge to visit Beijing has gotten stronger lately among allies of the United States. Canadian Prime Minister Mark Carney, who referred to China last year as his country's biggest security threat, made the trip last month, as did his British counterpart, Keir Starmer. Next week, German Chancellor Friedrich Merz, who heads the largest economy in Europe, plans to meet with Xi Jinping during a three-day visit packed with discussions of security and trade.

In a speech this past weekend at the Munich Security Conference, Secretary of State Marco Rubio said the U.S. "will always be a child of Europe." But the geopolitical divide between the U.S. and China has made Canadians and Europeans look more like the children in a bad divorce, shuttling between two feuding parents, pleasing neither, and risking retaliation if they take sides. Carney said as much in a memorable speech last month in Davos, where he bemoaned the fact that the superpowers are now vying for dominance in ways that place their own self-interest over cooperation. And they are prepared to dole out punishment to those who offend them. "Great powers have begun using economic integration as weapons, tariffs as leverage, financial infrastructure as coercion, supply chains as vulnerabilities to be exploited," Carney said.

That approach has forced Canada and other medium-size nations to pursue the same transactional self-interest, Carney noted. Hence his Beijing visit a few days before he gave the speech. "We are seeking to ensure our own economic resilience," Canadian Foreign Minister Anita Anand, who traveled with Carney to Beijing, told us last week. "That means we have to diversify our trading partners." And what about Carney's statement in April, during his election campaign, about the looming security threat from the Chinese? Has it disappeared?

The diplomat stiffened. "Let's take a step back," she said, before offering a disquisition on all that President Trump had done to Canada since returning to office a year ago, including imposing steep tariffs on Canadian-made steel, aluminum, cars, and lumber. "Canada is seeking to double non-U.S. trade over the next 10 years," Anand said. "That was the purpose of the trip."

Canada's overtures to Beijing clearly got Trump's attention. In a post on Truth Social last week, the president wrote that Carney "wants to make a deal with China--which will eat Canada alive. We'll just get the leftovers! I don't think so." Trump then threatened to prevent a newly built bridge between Ontario and Michigan from opening, at least until Canada starts treating the U.S. "with the Fairness and Respect that we deserve."

It can be hard to keep track of the insults and intimidation that U.S. allies have faced from the Trump administration over the past year. But the indignities have been enough to make many traditionally steadfast American partners talk in private about a permanent rupture in relations with Washington. Carney's speech in Davos brought the hand-wringing into the open, and it offered a way for "middle powers" to move forward by banding together against global hegemons like the United States.

But in practice, Carney's response to Trump's bullying has been a newfound openness to China. He agreed on a plan, during his visit there last month, for the Chinese to lower trade barriers on a variety of Canadian goods, including beef, lobsters, and pet food. As of yesterday, Canadian citizens are now allowed to travel to China without a visa for up to 30 days. "We are forging a new strategic partnership," Carney declared.

Read: Trump seizing Greenland could set off a chain reaction

Yet given the power differential between China and Canada--or, for that matter, between China and any NATO ally other than the United States--such a partnership will not be among equals. And were Canada in the future to veer back toward the U.S., which remains by far its biggest trading partner, Carney could expect the kind of retaliation from Beijing that Trump now threatens. In other words, Canada and others might consider the smart move to be economically and diplomatically hedging their bets between Washington and Beijing. But they are just as likely to get stuck between a pair of repelling magnets, pushed and pulled by the world's superpowers.

Plenty of European countries have been here before, swinging between the U.S. and China, and they have learned the perils. During the Biden administration, the U.S. pressured its allies to take a harder line against China, and many complied. Among the most eager was the tiny nation of Lithuania, which blocked Chinese companies from building its 5G communications network and other infrastructure.

"At least temporarily, it had a positive impact on our relations with the United States," the president of Lithuania, Gitanas Nauseda, told us. In part to keep the good vibes going, his government antagonized China further in 2021 by allowing Taiwan to build a representative office in Vilnius, the capital. (China sees Taiwan as a rogue province and aims to take it back by force if necessary.)

The Lithuanian decision to welcome Taiwan earned applause from the American foreign-policy establishment; the Atlantic Council, a Washington think tank, referred to Lithuania as a "trailblazer" in the push to counter Chinese influence in Europe. Lithuania shares an approximately 180-mile-long border with Russia and would not be able to defend that frontier without help from its allies in the NATO alliance. "For us, being so vulnerable, and being in such a sensitive place on Earth, it's very important to keep the focus of the United States on the one hand and of European allies on the other hand," Nauseda said.

But the price of maintaining that focus "was quite dramatic," he said. "China started economic coercion against us." Lithuanian diplomats were forced to leave their embassy in China, which moved to temporarily block the import of Lithuanian goods. The government in Vilnius hoped the confrontation would pay off with a greater American commitment to its country's security. "It was a strategic choice," Gabrielius Landsbergis, who was the foreign minister of Lithuania during the Biden administration, told us. "And our cooperation with the previous administration was very successful."

Soon after Trump returned to the White House, however, the security dividends that Lithuania had earned began to dissipate. Under the new administration, "small countries do not matter," Landsbergis said, summarizing Trump's approach to geopolitics. "That's a problem for us. When great powers begin carving up the world, we find ourselves no longer at the table, but on the menu."

In recent weeks, as the tensions between the U.S. and Europe have intensified, the Lithuanian government has come to regret its decision to stand up to Beijing. Lithuanian Prime Minister Inga Ruginiene said earlier this month that it had been a "big mistake" to allow the opening of the Taiwanese representative office. "I believe that Lithuania really jumped in front of a train and lost," she told the Baltic News Service.

China seems ready to accept Lithuania's atonement. A spokesperson for its foreign ministry said the door to Beijing remains open as long as Lithuania intends to "correct its wrongdoings at an early date." But Lithuania's president does not see a strategic turn toward China as an option at this point. Even as other European countries are rushing to foster relations with Beijing, the Lithuanians intend to stick with the Americans. "There's no alternative," Nauseda said in our interview. For the moment, at least, they are stuck with Trump.

Over the long term, if Europeans want to avoid falling under the sway of either of the world's two dominant superpowers, they can try to form their own geopolitical center of gravity. But that would require speaking with one voice, and their scattershot outreach to China makes that difficult. In December, when French President Emmanuel Macron visited Beijing, his team reportedly wanted the European Union's most senior official, Ursula von der Leyen, to accompany him.

"This was seen as an effort to 'Europeanise' his dealings with Beijing," the South China Morning Post reported at the time. The Chinese authorities reportedly turned down the idea, preferring instead to deal with European leaders one by one, and Macron agreed to come without his EU counterpart. In preparation for next week's trip, Germany's Merz met on the sidelines of the Munich Security Conference with Wang Yi, the Chinese foreign minister. Wang applauded the German leader for planning the trip in a way that would maintain Berlin's "strategic autonomy and self-reliance."

That approach has raised concerns among Germany's smaller allies in Europe, who worry that they could be left behind. Petr Pavel, the president of the Czech Republic, does not have the option of traveling to Beijing. "I am persona non grata in China," Pavel told us in an interview last week. The Chinese banned him from the country last summer, after he paid a visit to India to wish a happy birthday to the Dalai Lama, who turned 90 in July. (China regards the spiritual leader of Tibet as a separatist "wolf in monk's clothing.")

The timing of Pavel's meeting with the holy man looks unfortunate in hindsight. It took place only a few months before U.S. relations with Europe reached a crisis point, when Trump, in January, threatened to seize the island of Greenland from Denmark, a NATO ally. The resulting rupture sent the Europeans scrambling to line up trips to Beijing. But when we asked Pavel about his regrets, he said he has none. "We have to understand that China is not an ally," he said. "It is at best our competitor."

Read: The hole in Trump's rationale for acquiring Greenland

Pavel understands the desire among some of his peers to look to Beijing amid the rising tensions with Washington, but he would prefer they take a more confident and unified approach. "Europe should become its own zone of influence," he said. "Not looking eastwards and then westwards and back again, always being afraid for our security, but instead to become stronger and on our own, economically stronger and also militarily." That may be the better long-term strategy, but there remain serious doubts whether the Europeans can pull it off.

Carney is leading his own effort to form, in effect, a third superpower that can resist the gravitational pulls of both the United States and China. Talks are under way among Canada, the European Union, and 12 Indo-Pacific nations to form a new trade alliance that would potentially represent the world's largest economic bloc. Asked about it yesterday, Carney told reporters that "Canada can play a role" in forming a new alliance, adding that his country is in a "unique position" to "broker a bridge" between the two groups of nations in Europe and Asia.

In the meantime, the U.S. is demanding more if Ottawa wants to remain in Trump's good graces. In August, Trump increased tariffs on Canadian goods to 35 percent, saying Carney's government hadn't done enough of what Washington wants. Last month, Trump threatened to decertify any aircraft made in Canada until the Canadians certify American-made Gulfstreams. Canada is now reconsidering its decades-old agreement to buy F-35A fighter jets from Lockheed Martin and may instead buy Swedish-made Saab JAS 39 E Gripens.

The pressure on Canada seems to be part of a broader Trump-administration strategy to reinvigorate American industries and limit--maybe even eliminate--any products that don't carry a Made in America label. When Commerce Secretary Howard Lutnick spoke to a Toronto audience last year, he suggested that Canada should not even be making cars. It would be better, he suggested, to consolidate the entire North American auto industry in the U.S. Needless to say, that has been viewed in Canada as just another way the U.S. is seeking to flex its muscles at Canadians' expense.

"We are being bombarded with complaints, grievances, tariffs, more tariffs," Giles Gherson, president and CEO of the Toronto Region Board of Trade, Canada's largest chamber of commerce, told us. "As soon as the concessions are made and they're pocketed, new demands show up--and relentlessly."

Ultimately, Trump's posturing toward Canada isn't about Canada. It's about seeking to sustain Washington's superiority over China and making sure that American allies know their place. The president won't let anything--not even a very public dispute with America's friendly neighbor to the north--get in the way.
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The End of Reagan-Era Republicanism

Mona Charen on how Trump transformed the conservative movement and what the right got wrong. Plus: Signs of life from America's guardrails and John Maynard Keynes's "My Early Beliefs."
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On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, David opens with a warning about President Trump's escalating efforts to bend American institutions to his will. David explains how episodes including the Justice Department's attempted prosecution of members of Congress, the political pressure on the Federal Reserve, and the campaign-style appeals delivered at Fort Bragg represent a systematic attempt to erode the guardrails of American democracy.

Then, David is joined by Mona Charen, a contributor at The Bulwark and longtime conservative commentator. Together, they reflect on their shared political evolution--from their early days as Reagan-era conservatives to their break with today's Republican Party. They discuss what they believe they got right and what they got wrong, how Trump transformed the conservative movement, and why the version of conservatism they once believed in may be gone.

Finally, David discusses "My Early Beliefs," the 1938 essay by John Maynard Keynes, and explores what Keynes's reflections on changing one's mind can teach us about political growth.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

David Frum: Hello, and welcome to The David Frum Show. I'm David Frum, a staff writer at The Atlantic. My guest this week will be Mona Charen, and we will be discussing things we've changed our mind about since our days as young Reaganites a long, long time ago.

My book this week will be an essay on a similar theme, "My Early Beliefs," by John Maynard Keynes, in which the great English philosopher and economist discusses how his views had changed from the early 20th century to the time in which he delivered this essay, just before the Second World War.

But before either the dialogue or the book, some thoughts about a remarkable development in the week just past. One of the defining characteristics of the Trump years has been the determination of President [Donald] Trump and the people around him to turn into instruments of presidential will federal agencies that were always thought of as more or less independent and apolitical. The Department of Justice, well, it's part of the administration, for sure, and the attorney general is an appointee of the president. But there had always been a belief that the actions of the Department of Justice, especially the criminal-enforcement actions, were not dictated for political reasons by the president.

Well, that idea has just gone up in smoke in the Trump years. This has been the most nakedly political Department of Justice perhaps since [President] Warren Harding's in the 1920s and maybe the most in history because of the recent event where Jeanine Pirro, U.S. attorney for the District of Columbia--supposedly acting on her own but obviously acting at the command of Attorney General [Pam] Bondi, who was acting, obviously, at the command of Donald Trump--when the U.S. attorney for the District of Columbia actually tried to indict six members of Congress, four of them members of the House of Representatives, two of them United States senators, for making a video urging U.S. military personnel to obey lawful orders and not to obey illegal orders, which you would think is something that would be as basic as telling the president of the United States not to take bribes. How could such a statement be controversial unless the president was taking bribes and unless the military was contemplating illegal orders? So they took offense for that reason, and they tried to prosecute members of Congress.

Now, the speech of members of Congress is protected not only by the First Amendment, like as yours and mine is, but by the speech and debate clause of the Constitution, which puts very severe limits on the ability of anybody to punish a member of Congress for something that the member of Congress said. And yet the Department of Justice tried just that. Happily, a grand jury completely rejected the charges--there was reportedly not a single member of the grand jury who took this seriously; it was unanimous rejection, an unparalleled humiliation for the Trump Justice Department. But the litigation of other attacks on those members of Congress continues.

At the same time, we saw in this past weekend a really shocking event, where President Trump traveled to Fort Bragg, North Carolina. Fort Bragg is now Fort Bragg again--it was renamed, and it's now de-renamed--and so Fort Bragg is what we will call it. And at Fort Bragg in North Carolina, a state where there's a Senate election in 2026, a Senate election that may prove decisive for controlling the balance of the United States Senate after 2026, President Trump appeared onstage with the Republican candidate for Senate and urged military personnel to vote for that candidate.

President Donald Trump: We have another man who is running for the Senate, Michael Whatley, if here's here--I don't know. Michael? Michael. (Applause.) Michael, will you come here for a second, please? He's running for the Senate. And if he gets in, you're gonna be taken care of. If he doesn't get in, we're gonna be stripping the military like they always do, the Democrats.

Frum: The military is, of course, the most important apolitical institution. Presidents address the military all the time, but they are not supposed to make political speeches, rally speeches, to ask the military to vote a certain way. That's unheard of. That's shocking. It's the prelude to authoritarian rule.

Now, fortunately, again, as with the rejection of the attempt to indict members of Congress for what they said, the attempt to mobilize the troops as political actors, that also looks to have fallen flat. Reporters who were present noted that the soldiers, who maybe were warned by their commanding officers, made a point of clapping for the president's appearance, clapping when the president talked about raising their pay--well, that's traditional--but keeping very quiet when the president made his pitch that they should vote for the president's preferred candidate for United States Senate. But in both cases, these are mere instances of failure, not stories of the successful pushback by institutions. But there is a story from the past week that is a much happier story about institutions actually resisting.

One of the most important independent institutions in the United States government is the Federal Reserve. Again, the president appoints members of the Federal Reserve Board of Governors, but they are not in any way the president's creatures. And the theory of the Federal Reserve--which is created by act of Congress, not by an action of the executive--is: The Federal Reserve makes monetary policy based on facts and realities, as best they can determine in their judgment, and not for political reasons. There have been deviations from this ideal; they've usually ended in catastrophe: inflations, depressions. And in recent times, the Federal Reserve has been generally regarded by all people, Republicans and Democrats, as setting a model of independence.

President Trump has now made some new appointments to the Federal Reserve. He's appointed a new chairman to replace Jerome Powell, the existing chairman; Powell's term expires in May, and President Trump has put forward a nominee. But not content with simply replacing Powell, which, of course, is his right as Powell's term expires, President Trump has tried to put pressure on Powell to cut interest rates by bringing up all incredible things or by preparing to bring--it's not filed yet--a criminal investigation of Powell for some series of nonsense charges. Now, the charges aren't filed, but the president has been huffing and puffing and the Department of Justice has been subpoenaing Powell as if these actions were ready.

And at the same time, he has brought forward a successor--[Kevin] Warsh looks like a solid B, maybe a B-plus nominee. He looks a little partisan. That is, he's a Republican, of course, and in Democratic terms, he's always calling for higher interest rates; in Republican terms, he calls for lower interest rates. He seems to be much more a creature of politics than an ideal Fed chairman should be. But he's obviously an intelligent person, he's got some knowledge and experience, and he's not the cringing sycophant that some of the other candidates for the job that Trump might have chosen were. So in a pretty unimpressive Westminster dog show, he may be the least mangy poodle, so fine; pick [Kevin] Warsh.

But Senator Thom Tillis of North Carolina, who is outgoing, has said, I am not going to consider any nominee by the president, meritorious or not, unless we end these full prosecutions, these sinister prosecutions, that Trump has instituted against one Federal Reserve governor already, Lisa Cook, and is threatening against another, Jerome Powell, because they wouldn't cut interest rates as fast as he wanted. Until these prosecutions are at an end, no consideration of any nominee whatsoever. And because of the closely balanced nature of the Senate and the rules of the Senate, Tillis may be able to make this stick. And if he is joined by other United States senators, then there's a real trial of strength to say, The president cannot treat the Federal Reserve as an instrument of his vengeance and policy and his crass ambitions to cut interest rates and try to get some inflationary juice into the economy before the election of 2026. No one will be considered until the prosecutions are ended.

That's more than just a defeat; that is institutional counterpoise against the attempt by the president to corrupt institutions. He has successfully corrupted the Department of Justice. He's trying to corrupt the military, so far with minimal success, but things may get worse. And he is attempting against the Federal Reserve. In the Federal Reserve case, there is resistance, and Senator Tillis is doing exactly the right thing, and let us hope that more senators join him: absolutely no consideration of any Trump nominee to the Federal Reserve until this menace against the existing governors is completely dropped, quashed, withdrawn, defeated, given up, abandoned, sealed forever--only then.

And the irony, of course, is that if President Trump doesn't do this and the Senate continues not to act, Powell's term continues. He remains as a member of the Federal Reserve Board of Governors even if he's not chairman. He will stay on the Board of Governors, and the Board of Governors can at that point elect its own acting chairman, and it may still be Powell. So the punishment for Trump's attempt to pervert the Federal Reserve may be getting more of what he doesn't like, which would be a fit irony. But the best outcome: End this nonsense. Ideally, replace Bondi with an attorney general with some integrity, but failing even that, just end these shameless prosecutions, end these shameless acts of intimidation, drop the cases, close them, and then let the Senate consider the Warsh nomination on its merits, such as they are.

And now my dialogue with Mona Charen.

[Music]

Frum: Mona Charen is a contributor and podcaster at The Bulwark. A graduate of Barnard, she began her career in journalism at National Review. During the Reagan administration, she served as Nancy Reagan's speechwriter. She was a panelist on CNN's Capital Gang in the 1990s and is the author of four books, most recently, Hard Right: The GOP's Drift Toward Extremism, published in 2023. She was an early and prominent leader of the Never Trump movement and stayed that way. Mona was also one of the very first people to welcome my wife and me to Washington when we arrived in the 1990s, so it's a double pleasure to welcome her today on The David Frum Show. Mona, thank you for joining.

Mona Charen: So glad to do so. David, you guys improved Washington immensely. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) All right, so let me ask you, for the benefit of those whose memory has lapsed or who were maybe born more recently than some of us--

Charen: A lot of people were born more recently than we. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) Would you mind recapitulating your political journey, from the start until Donald Trump appeared on the scene a decade ago?

Charen: Well, I don't wanna bore people too much, but I became interested in politics out of a sense of gratitude. My family came to this country at the turn of the century--turn of the last century, I should say. And I became aware at a young age of what had happened to Jews who were left behind in the communities from which my grandparents had fled and understood that this was political in nature. And so when I was in my adolescence, not something I recommend as a fun way to spend your teenage years, but I sort of immersed myself in Holocaust studies and trying to make sense of how human beings could have done that. And the result was that it made me very, very grateful for the institutions, the stability, the human-rights protections that the United States affords, and so that kind of made me a conservative. Some people have said the primary emotional response of a conservative is gratitude, whereas the primary emotional response of a liberal is dissatisfaction, wanting to improve things.

And so I became interested in reading conservative writings. I also was highly aware that totalitarianism wasn't just a phenomenon of the right, with the Nazis and the fascists, but that the communists were just as bad, or almost as bad, I would say. And so I was an anti-communist from a young age as well, became a conservative, began reading Bill Buckley in my local paper, and then reading National Review, then began to read other conservative thinkers. I was very drawn to Edmund Burke because he was--it spoke to me, right? He was a gradualist. He didn't want any abrupt changes that he saw as dangerous and possibly contributing to despotism. And so that's how I became a conservative, and I stayed that way for a very long time. And I was a conservative columnist and speaker and all of that--pundit. But with the rise of Trump, I saw the destruction of pretty much everything that--

Frum: Let me pause there--

Charen: Sure.

Frum: --I want to take the story up to 2016 and then slow down. I wanna go fast through the--

Charen: Sure, okay.

Frum: So where were you in the election of 2012?

Charen: I was a [Mitt] Romney supporter.

Frum: And why?

Charen: I felt that [Barack] Obama was a bad president. I didn't agree with a lot of the things that he did. I liked that Romney--I remember when Romney was asked which industries the U.S. should be backing as the industries of the future and he said, I don't know. And he said, And no one else knows either. I loved that. (Laughs.) That kind of modesty about what government can do or know, I liked all of that, so.

Frum: So you were on board with the conservative program into the second Obama term.

Charen: Yes.

Frum: When Donald Trump declared for president on that June day in 2015, did you take it seriously?

Charen: No, not a bit. And I remember, I think it was the Huffington Post said that they were going to only cover him in their entertainment coverage, not in their political coverage, and I thought that was about right.

Frum: At what point did you decide or accept that this might be a real thing?

Charen: When he continued to dominate the polls, when I saw that even the grotesque--there are a few things that stand out, of course, but the threatening violence against protesters at his rallies, mocking a handicapped reporter, scorning John McCain's heroism--all of those things that I thought would have disqualified him obviously didn't, and I began to worry. And then I remember, the primaries in 2015 really gave me chills that--or I guess it would have been 2016 by then--

Frum: So this is a very full buffet, and you can have more than one serving and make more than one trip. But as I hear you talking about your reaction, you are emphasizing, in the first trip to the buffet, the human qualities of Donald Trump. As you're describing it here, that was the first reaction, the first repulsion.

Charen: Yes.

Frum: And how did the rest follow? Because you start with a human reaction, but since then, you've had, as we'll continue to discuss, a pretty dramatic political evolution. But you started with a human response, that this human being was violent and disgusting.

Charen: Yes, but he was also the antithesis of what I regarded as conservative virtues. So for example, he encouraged people to believe that he personally, through force of will, could solve huge problems that face us as a country. I thought that was the antithesis of everything that conservatism believed; it was Caesarism.

And then, of course, all of his various heresies, like his attacks on free trade and his racism, which, again, I thought was the fulfillment of every fever dream of the left that thought conservatives were all racists underneath, that if you scratched them, you'd find that they were really racist. And here, along comes Trump, who confirms this. So I resented that as well.

Frum: You were one of the contributors to the 2016 Never Trump special issue of National Review. I recently went back and looked at that. There about two dozen contributors. Some stayed true to their original position. Some flipped. Some have just become kind of shifty. (Laughs.)

Charen: (Laughs.)

Frum: But was that a moment where you still regarded yourself as a member in good standing of the conservative community?

Charen: Oh, boy, that feels like a lifetime ago, but at the time, we still believed, I guess, naively, that National Review had the kind of authority within the movement that we could speak ex cathedra and anathematize Donald Trump, and that people would take that seriously and they would say, Well, look at all these conservatives of long standing, who have stature within the movement, and therefore, if they say he's not good, then that will be crippling for--I don't know if we quite thought it'd be crippling, but we did think we had influence, and we didn't.

Frum: Well, and I should stress that that issue was published, I believe, in January of 2016, so before any Republican primaries. Conservatives had the memory that, in 2012, there had been a lot of wacky novelty candidates who rose in the polls.

Charen: That's right.

Frum: Date Michele Bachmann; marry Mitt Romney.

Charen: (Laughs.)

Frum: And I think a lot of people in January 2016 thought, That's going to be the pattern here again.

Charen: Yeah, yep.

Frum: Date Donald Trump; marry Marco Rubio.

Charen: Yep, that's right. Herman Cain--yeah, there were a bunch of them--and Ben Carson, of course, also ran in 2016, and I thought he was similar. And I remember discussing this with other people in 2012, that it was a little dismaying to see what was happening in the primaries and saying, The base has some appetites here that are a little worrisome. And in the end, they settled on Romney, but it was a tell that they were flirting with all those other sort of crazy candidates.

Frum: All right, so where were you on Election Night 2016? Do you remember?

Charen: Yeah, I was--

Frum: Maybe blackout drunk. (Laughs.)

Charen: (Laughs.)

Frum: Rio de Janeiro. (Laughs.)

Charen: I should have been. (Laughs.) Yeah, no, I was at my computer live-blogging and live-tweeting and all that, yeah.

Frum: So when do you internalize that there may be a bigger set of issues here than just the human reaction to Donald Trump, that he's speaking to somebody, and he's speaking to a lot of people, and he's speaking to a lot of people that you knew and trusted, and not just the famous base but to peers and friends of yours? How does that dawn begin to rise?

Charen: Well, [National Review editor] Jonah Goldberg put it best many, years ago where he had an article where he said it was watching people that he knew and believed he understood gradually become Trumpy was like the Invasion of the Body Snatchers, where people, they just were absorbed into this thing. And so I watched one after another, and for a long time, it was a subject of grief for me that I watched these people that I respected bend the knee. It was an ongoing process that took years, and during that time, unfortunately, I lost many friends.

Frum: So Jonah Goldberg, whom you know well and I know, I think, less well, but I know, he would say--and I'm not going to gainsay this, although I think these statements can't ever be fully true--but he would say, I haven't changed my mind. I've stayed here, and the world has moved, but I've been constant. I certainly wouldn't make that claim for myself. In fact, I've changed my mind about a lot of things, some of them in reaction to Donald Trump, some of them in reaction to other things. Where would you situate yourself in that spectrum of saying, I've stayed put; the world has moved, and my statement: The world moved, and I moved with it and against it, but I moved too.

Charen: So there did come a point after the initial shock and grief where I was actually not quite grateful, but at least appreciative of the fact that, in my 60s, because of the changing nature of American life, I was forced to reevaluate many things and see it through new eyes and including looking back at my own beliefs and possibly changing my mind on things. And I felt, in a way--I wouldn't have chosen it, but I did feel like it was a bit of a gift because at our stage of life, people mostly get stuck and rigid, and so I was forced to be a little bit more flexible, and I've changed my mind about many things. Look, there are certain things that I still believe and have always believed, but I find myself without a political party that also believes those things, so.

Frum: I'm gonna give you, then, in a moment, an inventory of things you've changed your mind about and things you have not.

Charen: Okay.

Frum: You decide which of those inventories you'd like to catalog first.

Charen: Sure. Okay. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.)

Charen: So one big thing is I've always been interested in race relations and racial progress in America. If I go back on my work over the decades, I wrote a lot about school choice and about school reform and about family formation and other things where I felt that those were the areas to focus on to lift up African Americans, who lag behind whites and Hispanics on many social indexes. But part of my focus was a belief that the worst days of racism were really behind us, that only really kooks and fringe figures were still, like, old-fashioned racists in America, and that the new problems were things like the teachers' unions were too powerful and didn't allow school experimentation and reform, and family structure was a problem in the Black community--of course, in all communities, but it started in the Black community, with family breakup--and that we needed to focus more on building up family structure because that was so important for people's success.

And what I saw in the last 10 years showed me that I had underestimated the degree to which the naked racism that had been part of American history, and which I was very familiar with but did not think persisted to this day, I now think that was wrong, that there is a tremendous amount of it and that it was naive of me to believe that we had conquered it. So that's one thing.

Frum: Where are the things that you feel like, I'm still the same as ever; I still believe these things?

Charen: So I still believe that free markets are the best approach to many public-policy challenges. I still believe passionately in free trade. Looking for a party. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) Yes, that is the issue where there was the most continuity between Trump 1 and [President Joe] Biden and now Trump 2, wasn't it, that--

Charen: That's right! That's right.

Frum: I had the recent experience of talking to a group of important Democrats and saying, I just want you all to repeat after me the words free trade.

Charen: (Laughs.)

Frum: And they can't do it.

Charen: They can't do it.

Frum: They just can't. Free and fair trade--no, no. No, no: free trade.

Charen: (Laughs.)

Frum: Can't do it. And say, "Tariffs are bad." And they say, Well, I'm against dumb tariffs.

Charen: Dumb tariffs, yeah.

Frum: I say, As opposed to smart tariffs? There are smart tariffs? For ideological reasons, for interest-group reasons, it's very hard for--and there's a lot of this--if we do move beyond Trump, I worry how much the next president, if there is a free and fair election in '28, how much will the next president unravel, considering how little of the tariffs of Trump 1 Biden unraveled?

Charen: Yeah, agreed. So that's one. Similarly, I continue to believe in market-oriented solutions to climate change. I think that the idea of creating prizes for new technology or all these kinds of things that economists have taught us are effective, that's the direction that I would go. I'm afraid, again, there's no constituency for that.

Let's see. Fiscal discipline, worry about the debt--again, no party. (Laughs.) But more deeply, I am a believer in tradition and procedure and law and respect for tradition, so that's one of the things that I find most horrifying about this populist era that we're in, is that, going back to our earlier conversation about why I became a conservative, it's the institutions, the procedures, the protections in law that it took hundreds and hundreds of years to enshrine in our system are critical, and so the idea that President Trump is now running roughshod over law and has allies aplenty in the MAGA movement who are ready--in his first term, he was trying to do it pretty much by himself; now he has eager allies. They're destroying our system of justice and civil liberties in this country, and they're destroying our international posture. And maybe I should mention, as that's another thing I still believe in, I still believe the United States should be the leader of the free world, should have alliances, should stand up for countries that are invaded by aggressive neighbors, rather than finding common cause with their oppressors.

Frum: You put your finger there on something that I've really been wrestling with a lot, and I recently had this conversation with David Brooks, so let me raise it again with you. And I don't have yet a developed view on this--I think about it all the time, so I don't wanna be glib and pretend this is an easy question, and at the end of it, if you were to turn the tables, I wouldn't know what to answer. So that said, there is a big part of me that wishes that [Attorney General] Merrick Garland and Joe Biden were right in their first-term approach, which is: Donald Trump was this unfortunate error that the American people made. They'd had a pretty good track record of picking presidents to that point; they got one wrong. The Electoral College was maybe to blame. And the thing to do was just to tidy up the mess and move on with as little recrimination and backward-looking as possible.

There is another view, which is: That failed, that Trump came back. As he often said of himself, "I became worse"; he did. The people around him became even worse than that. And we have now a full-throated attack on every American institution, the abuse of law, and it's not clear to me you can just dust this off and tidy up and move forward without serious backward-looking and accountability. I wrestle with that question. Do you have any guidance to offer, or are you as stuck in the predicament as I am?

Charen: So I guess what you're describing is lustration. And I think, in order to get to that point, you have to be more advanced than we are. We are still too divided and polarized to even begin to grapple with "How do we fix and put back together what's been destroyed?" So part of the problem with the Merrick Garland thing was, and the whole approach--the people who said, Trump is a criminal, and we have to prosecute him, and they believed very firmly in the justice of that, and I understand it, but at the same time, it was done badly, I think, because that New York case really was politically motivated, and it's the one case that they got. But it allowed the MAGA forces to say, You see? Both sides abused the judicial system for political ends, and therefore, when we do it, it's just what was done to us. This is just payback. And so that's a risk when you decide to use the justice system that way.

I hope that there will come a time when there's enough recognition across party lines that we've gone off the rails that there will be an openness to a true accounting. There are people who are committing real crimes, including the president of the United States right now. The blowing up people in boats who you just suspect may be drug traffickers is a prime example. But it's gonna take time and a huge amount of persuasion, and more than the persuasion, it's gonna take more experience of the awfulness for the American people to get to the point where they're ready for an accounting.

Frum: Let me go back to the very beginning and raise something, and this is something I think we share. I think we both came to conservatism in great part because of our Jewish identity, because of our inheritance of mass murder of the Jewish people in Europe. In my case, it was almost all of my father's family came out and they lived, and the vast majority of his family who were left behind, they died. And had my father's parents made a slightly different decision in 1930, my father would have been murdered at about the time of his ninth, 10th, or 11th birthday. So that's the starting point, I think, of both of our politics: We come to conservatism by our Jewishness.

The Trump presidency has raised some very special questions, very haunting questions for American Jews. On the one hand, as you say, it's a highly bigoted presidency, a highly chauvinist presidency, and Trump certainly has won the support of people who are increasingly not only outspoken, but flamboyantly anti-Semitic. At the same time, Donald Trump acted to support Israel, to win a much more decisive outcome in the Gaza war than the Biden presidency or a Kamala Harris presidency. And he's acted against the Iranian nuclear program, which is an existential genocidal threat to the half the Jewish people who live in Israel.

Most American Jews are opposed to the Trump presidency, but many of the most active and prominent American Jews are quite passionately in support of his presidency for the reasons I mentioned and for others as well. How do you, as someone who, as you said, began your political journey because of this Jewish inheritance, how do you make sense of Trump as a Jewish woman?

Charen: My feeling about this is--there are a couple. One is that there is a tendency all too common to say, Well, whatever else he may be, at least he's good for my group. And that is not a principled position to take, in my opinion, but also, I think it misses the bigger importance of what his destructiveness means for the Jewish people, among many others, because he is destroying the United States as a bulwark of free nations and a strong alliance. And so even though for now, he has taken positions that seem to please the [Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin] Netanyahu government and supporters of Israel, first of all, he's for sale, so who knows if that will last. It's never about his true beliefs; it's always about what's good for him, and certainly, there are many people on the planet who have a lot more to offer him in that regard than the Jews do, so who knows how long that would last. But also, a secure Israel and a secure Jewish people depend on moral and principled leadership of the United States.

So let's leave Israel aside for just a second. What Trump is doing to poison the social conversation here at home, to allow in these voices, to really mainstream people like Nick Fuentes and Tucker Carlson, that is deeply frightening. That's where we live. (Laughs.) And it is opening the door to the kind of--there's a lot of left-wing anti-Semitism, but frankly, the right-wing variety still scares me a little more because it is truly Nazi-like in its ferocity against Jews.

Frum: Yeah. Let me push back on that just a little, and again, I say this in a spirit of uncertainty, not in the spirit of argument. So the polls look pretty bad for Trump and his party at the moment that we speak. Who knows whether that will continue. Who knows whether Trump will try to find some way, by fraud or by force, to seek a third term. He says so, and I think by now, we should take those warnings seriously, although the body does fail us all in the end. Trump's running mate and the presumptive front-runner for the 2028 Republican nomination, assuming there's still a Constitution in 2028, is J. D. Vance, who's very close to Tucker Carlson, and I will argue this with some of my more, again, Israel-oriented Republican friends, but I think is clearly not a friend to either the Jewish state or the Jewish people.

On the other hand, assuming there is an election and J. D. Vance is the Republican nominee, he will be running against a nominee from a party that just vetoed the most plausible-looking running mate for Kamala Harris because he was Jewish and because he wouldn't renounce his support for Israel and wouldn't hedge his condemnation of anti-Semitic outbursts on American college campuses, and where important voices in that party are saying that the test, their most important test for their support in 2028 is Holocaust inversion, that they are looking for a nominee who will say that the perpetrators of the attempted annihilation of Israel on October 7, 2023, that those attempted perpetrators were the victims of a Nazi-like genocide and the victims, who fought back in self-defense, they were the Nazis who committed a genocide. And that's, for important parts of the Democratic Party, going to be the litmus test for their candidate in 2028.

It's great that everyone's so interested in the Jews as the Issue One. (Laughs.) I sometimes wonder, Why did we have to be so fascinating?

Charen: (Laughs.) You know that old saying--there are only two kinds of people in the world who are fascinated by Jews: Jews and anti-Semites. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) Well, yeah, but it turns out that, well, a lot of people are fascinated by Jews. So how do you make sense of this, is [the fact] that you may, given life and health and the continued existence of the United States Constitution, may be called upon next time to make a choice between someone who is backed by domestic anti-Semitism and someone who won their nomination by making some kind of deal or arrangement or truce with those who do Holocaust inversion against the Jewish state and the Jewish people?

Charen: Yeah. It's a very, very difficult time for the Jewish people, honestly. I think we were born at a time after the Holocaust when anti-Semitism was at epic low rates because of the Holocaust, and that is over. Our children and grandchildren will not be living in that world; they'll be living in a world where it's come roaring back. And you're right--the problem on the left is considerable, but it's untested as of now. So we know that the anti-Semites are very close to power on the Republican side. As you say, J. D. Vance is very close to Tucker Carlson, and Candace Owens is a huge influencer, and all of that. On the left, it is, for now, the precinct of the hard-left progressives. It's untested as to whether that will become the dominant strain in the Democratic Party. We'll see. That would be very, very worrisome.

Frum: Let me, as we wind up, take you back to the beginning and ask you, as you look back on the political views you had in the earlier part of your life, do you now feel regret or do you feel like, I got benefit from it even if I don't hold to all of it these days?

Charen: Got benefit from what--from the views?

Frum: The things I believed between age 20 and age 40, I regret those things, or I don't regret them, because I couldn't be where I am and, in fact, there's some value to them.

Charen: No, there are certain things that I am proud of from that period. I was a firm anti-communist. I think it's a great boon to humanity that communism is largely a thing of history now. And there are many other issues that I think conservatives were right about. But the world has changed. The conservatism that I signed up for is completely gone. There's no coherent set of ideas that is held by a movement, far less a party, now that is recognizable.

Frum: Yeah, again, I may be projecting my own thoughts onto you. This is a question I've been wrestling with a lot; I've been thinking about this. I've been working on a memoir for a long time, and I've been wrestling with these questions, that there are things that, when I look back on the world of my early political views, things that I thought were important, that were the defining thing--as you say, anti-communism, free markets, free trade. And that turned out to be something I cared about but that most of the people I was associated with, turned out, they never cared about it very much at all. And then [there were] other things that I dismissed as irritating or awkward or embarrassing or marginal paranoias and bigotries and conspiracism, and that turned out to be really important to a lot of the people I was formerly associated with.

On the other hand, I do sometimes think that the reason for the prominence of the Never Trump Republicans in the anti-Trump coalition is not just their novelty value; I mean, everyone likes a conversion story. But also, I think there's something important that we bring, and that is a sense of that this is a group that has a unique sense of the uniqueness of what is happening now. And I'm sure you've seen often in the comments you get from readers or viewers or listeners, they'll say something [like], Aha, we warned you that the moment Dwight Eisenhower beat Adlai Stevenson, Trump was the inevitable outcome--

Charen: Absolutely. All the time.

Frum: No, he's not the inevitable outcome of Dwight Eisenhower and Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford and George H. W. Bush and George W. He's different. And we're here to tell you that as people who liked all those people. He's different. And because we liked all those people, we can tell you how and why he's different in a way that the typical commenter who's blaming Dwight Eisenhower for being the start of Donald Trump can't tell you.

Charen: Well, yeah, the people who are kind of--and I'll say this--I think they're kind of smug, and they say, This was always conservatism, and this is just the full flowering of all the things that conservatism always was. I say that is absolutely not the case. One thing that pops right into my head, for example: David Duke ran for governor of Louisiana. The president of the United States at the time was George H. W. Bush. He said, We want no part of him, even if he's a Republican, even if he gets the Republican--that's not who we are, etc. That was just normal, that the party would, and the movement would, reject that kind of thing. Today? They'd say, He's anti-woke--

Frum: Make him the head of the Department of Homeland Security! (Laughs.)

Charen: Exactly! (Laughs.)

Frum: He's got the mission. (Laughs.) And he's got a lot of guys who'd make perfect recruits for our new paramilitary force. (Laughs.)

Charen: Exactly, he can start making those videos for ICE. Yeah, no, it's really sad and pathetic, but anyway. But that is different, and we're here to report that we lived through it and we would not have tolerated that kind of thing. We left when this became the party. So it obviously wasn't the party in 2000.

Frum: Yeah. Are there realistic circumstances where you can see yourself reimagining yourself as a Republican and a conservative again--obviously, there are fantastical circumstances, but realistic circumstances where you can imagine yourself feeling at home again?

Charen: Not until this whole generation dies off, and since I'm gonna die off before they do, no.

Frum: (Laughs.)

Charen: (Laughs.) Because the Republican Party and the conservative movement have both been so deeply corrupted. And so, no, I cannot imagine. There is an argument that, in the 1970s and 1980s, when the neoconservatives, who had all been Democrats--some of them remained Democrats--but when they moved toward the Republican Party, they brought with them a way of thinking and ideas that were incredibly rejuvenating for conservatism. And possibly, the migration of some former conservatives into the Democratic Party can do the same thing? That's maybe a little bit fanciful, but I hope so.

Frum: And if you were to say, what are the gifts? What are the things that they might bring with them, like the magi?

Charen: (Laughs.) The appreciation--so I'll tell you one quick story, if I can. I was at a meeting with a bunch of people who spanned the spectrum but leaned heavily to the left, and we were talking about how elections are run in this country. And before the advent of Trump, there were a lot of liberal reform bills and things that wanted to centralize the way we run elections in this country and limit the power of states to control it. And so I remember chatting with this person. I said, The fact that the Constitution gives this power to the states looks pretty good right now, doesn't it? And he said, Yeah. (Laughs.) So some of those limitations on what government power can do, which are sort of our birthright as conservatives--we're suspicious of government power. Unlike liberals, who always think only of what good it can do, we're very imbued with, No, it can also be really, really dangerous. So maybe we bring a little bit of that perspective to policy making.

Frum: Tell us at the end, finally, about the work you're doing now. What are the things that, in your personal work, you think are important, that get you up in the morning?

Charen: Well, sometimes it's hard to get up in the morning because the news is really depressing. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) Okay, so while you're there, in bed, pulling the covers over your head and thinking, Maybe this was all a terrible dream, the voice of conscience that says, No, you have to get out and doing, what is that voice reminding you of?

Charen: It is remembering how important--just [George] Orwell's line about It's the duty of intelligent men to state the obvious, keep saying it, being unafraid to say the things that a lot of people in mainstream media and, certainly, in the business world and in many of our institutions, people are afraid to be honest and tell the truth. And so those of us who have been foolish enough to lose all our friends by telling the truth in the past can continue to tell the truth as we see it, and maybe that still has value. (Laughs.)

Frum: Mona Charen, thank you so much for joining me today on The David Frum Show.

Charen: My pleasure.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Mona Charen for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As mentioned at the top, my book this week is actually an essay, "My Early Beliefs," by the great English economist John Maynard Keynes. Since Mona and I spent so much time discussing our own political evolution, I thought it might be interesting to turn to what is maybe the most famous such discussion ever written, and that is Keynes's essay, which he delivered as an after-dinner speech in 1938.

Keynes graduated from Cambridge in the early part of the 20th century, and in 1938, he and a group of his Cambridge friends gathered together for a dinner to look back on the changes in their lives over the past third of a century. Keynes delivered this paper talking about the way that he and his friends had changed their minds about important issues. In the last bit of this essay, which is only 13 pages long, Keynes reflects on one of the important shocks that came to him and came to his friends since their undergraduate days.

Now, the early part of the 20th century was, if you were an Englishman of bourgeois background, as Keynes was and as his friends were, a time of extraordinary security. Those of you who have recently watched on your own or with children the Mary Poppins movie will remember George Banks, the patriarch banker, singing, "It's [grand] to be an Englishman in 1910." And so, if you came from John Maynard Keynes's background, so it was; it was good to be an Englishman in 1910 or 1904 or '05, when Keynes was at Cambridge.

But in the interval between their undergraduate days and 1938, when the essay was delivered as an after-dinner speech, in that interval, the world had passed through the First World War, the Communist revolution, the Bolshevik Revolution, the rise of fascism, inflations, depressions, and was now, in 1938, on the edge, very visibly, of a second and even more terrible world war. The age of security that Keynes had grown up in was gone forever, and a lot of Keynes's thinking and work in his later years dealt with the shock to the sensibility of someone raised in that secure world of Edwardian England dealing with a new world of communism, fascism, wars, inflations, depressions.

And so I wanna quote from the later part of the essay a passage that I think resonates through the ages to our time now. He's talking about this group of friends, and he says of them, "In short, we repudiated all versions of the doctrine of original sin, of there being insane and irrational springs of wickedness in most men. We were not aware that civilization was a thin and precarious crust erected by the personality and the will of a very few, and only maintained by rules and conventions skillfully put across and guilefully preserved. We had no respect for traditional wisdom or the restraints of custom. We lacked reverence ... for [everything and everyone]. It did not occur to us to respect the extraordinary accomplishments of our predecessors [in] the ordering of life (as it now seems to me to have been) or the elaborate framework which they had devised to protect this order."

As I look back on my early beliefs and the beliefs Mona and I discussed, I realized that Mona and I, our political evolution can be described by exactly the opposite direction. We began as young conservatives--in my case, as early as the 1970s--very aware of, as Keynes put it, that civilization was "a thin and precarious crust." What we were not enough aware of was the flip side of that. Just as Keynes had to discover the power of order, I think Mona and I--I won't speak for her; I'll speak only for myself--that those of us who were conservatives then and are less conservative now, I don't think we were aware enough that it wasn't just order that was needed but also the justice and fairness that caused that order to be, to quote Keynes again, something a little bit more than "the personality and the will of a very few." That the order that we valued so much gained its power because of a broad consensus based on the personality and the will of a great many, and the way to get that great many to back the order was through a sense in most people, in many people, that the order was just. And that if the order was ever felt to be unjust, unfair, to favor only that very few whom Keynes described, then it would have to be maintained in ways that were harsher and more tyrannical than the order that we valued and that we remembered.

I think we all go through evolutions in life, and that's one of the tragic blessings or one of the blessed tragedies (laughs) of growing old is that you get this critical distance on what you thought before and what you think now. And maybe the outcome that we're all groping to is to say, How do we hold onto things that we thought were true when we were young, that were correct intuitions when we were young, and how do we enrich them as we get older? That is the topic that Mona and I have spent our time together discussing, we've spent so many years of our lives working together on. I'm very glad to have had her today to discuss this working out with me on The David Frum Show.

Thanks so much to you for listening and watching The David Frum [Show]. I hope you will subscribe and share this program widely, that the success and continuation of the program depends on your subscriptions and your sharing. As always, the best way to support the work of this program, if you're minded to do that, is by subscribing to The Atlantic, and then you can support the work not only of me but of all of my Atlantic colleagues. Thanks so much [for] joining me today on The David Frum Show. See you next week for another episode of The David Frum Show. Bye-bye.
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AI Agents Are Taking America by Storm

The post-chatbot era has begun.

by Lila Shroff

Tue, 17 Feb 2026




Americans are living in parallel AI universes. For much of the country, AI has come to mean ChatGPT, Google's AI overviews, and the slop that now clogs social-media feeds. Meanwhile, tech hobbyists are becoming radicalized by bots that can work for hours on end, collapsing months of work into weeks, or weeks into an afternoon.



Recently, more people have started to play around with tools such as Claude Code. The product, made by the start-up Anthropic, is "agentic," meaning it can do all sorts of work a human might do on a computer. Some academics are testing Claude Code's ability to autonomously generate papers; others are using agents for biology research. Journalists have been experimenting with Claude Code to write data-driven articles from scratch, and earlier this month, a pair used the bot to create a mock competitor to Monday.com, a public software company worth billions. In under an hour, they had a working prototype. Although the actual quality of all of these AI-generated papers and analyses remains unclear, the progress is both stunning and alarming. "Once a computer can use computers, you're off to the races," Dean Ball, a senior fellow at the Foundation for American Innovation, told me.



Even as AI has advanced, the most sophisticated bots have yet to go fully mainstream. Unlike ChatGPT, which has a free tier, agentic tools such as Claude Code or OpenAI's Codex typically cost money, and can be intimidating to set up. I run Claude Code out of my computer's terminal, an app traditionally reserved for programmers, and which looks like something a hacker uses in movies. It's also not always obvious how best to prompt agentic bots: A sophisticated user might set up teams of agents that message one another as they work, whereas a newbie might not realize such capabilities even exist.

The tech industry is now rushing to develop more accessible versions of these products for the masses. Last month, Anthropic released a new paid version of Claude Code designed for nontechnical users; today the start-up debuted a new model to all users, which offers, among other things, "human-level capability in tasks like navigating a complex spreadsheet." Meanwhile, OpenAI recently announced a new version of Codex, which the company claims can do nearly anything "professionals can do on a computer." As these products have gained visibility, people seem to be realizing all at once that AI does a lot more than draft marketing copy and offer friendly conversation. The post-chatbot era is here.

Read: Move over, ChatGPT

Tools such as ChatGPT and Gemini may already feel powerful enough in their own right. Indeed, chatbots have assumed all kinds of fancy new features over the past few years. They now have memory, which lets them reference previous conversations, and use a technique called reasoning to produce more sophisticated responses. Whereas older chatbots could ingest a few thousand words at a time, today they can analyze book-length files, as well as process and produce images, video, and audio.



But all of this pales in comparison to the rise of agentic tools. Consider software engineering, where they have proven to be particularly transformative. It's now common for engineers to essentially hand over instructions to a bot such as Claude Code or Codex, and let them do the rest. Because bots aren't constrained in the way humans are, a programmer might have several sessions running simultaneously, all working on different aspects of a project. "In general, it is now clear that for most projects, writing the code yourself is no longer sensible," the computer programmer Salvatore Sanfilippo wrote in a recent viral essay. In just a few hours, Sanfilippo noted, he had completed several tasks that previously would have taken weeks. Microsoft's CEO has said that as much as 30 percent of code is now written by AI, and the company's chief technical officer expects that figure to hit 95 percent industry-wide by the end of the decade. Anthropic already reports that up to 90 percent of the company's code is AI generated.



Some programmers have started to warn that similar advances could cannibalize all kinds of knowledge work. Last week, Matt Shumer, the CEO of an AI company, compared the current moment in AI to the early days of COVID, when most Americans were still oblivious to the imminent pandemic. "Making AI great at coding was the strategy that unlocks everything else," wrote Shumer. "The experience that tech workers have had over the past year, of watching AI go from 'helpful tool' to 'does my job better than I do', is the experience everyone else is about to have." (His essay, which has upwards of 80 million views, was partially AI generated.)



Tech executives have a strong incentive to suggest that similar advances will soon come for other forms of work. Last week, Microsoft's AI chief predicted that AI will automate "most, if not all" white-collar work tasks within 18 months. (This led to a series of social-media posts like the following: "CEO of Hot Pockets TM says that 'most, if not all' meals will be fully replaced with Hot Pockets TM within the next 12 to 18 months.")

It's not yet clear how easily the progress in agentic tools will translate to other fields. Programming is well suited to automation: Software programs either work or they don't. Determining what counts as a good essay, for example, is a far messier task, and one that requires much more human discernment. Though agentic tools often excel at complicated work, such as synthesizing unfathomable reams of text, they struggle to do something as simple as copy and paste text from Google Docs into Substack. And because they are so powerful, they can also be dangerous: When one venture capitalist recently asked Claude Cowork--Anthropic's new, more accessible agentic tool--for help organizing his wife's desktop, the bot subsequently deleted 15 years of family photos. "I need to stop and be honest with you about something important," the bot told him. "I made a mistake."

Read: The AI industry is radicalizing

Even if AI isn't yet a world-class financial analyst or architect, coding bots have progressed to the point where they are already able to assist with all kinds of knowledge work. Since Claude Code took off, I've watched people I know start using the bot for all sorts of tasks, realizing just how much more capable agentic tools are than traditional chatbots. In my own job, I've found agents particularly adept at research. When I recently asked Claude Code for a report on trends in Gen Z political views, I fired off a brief query and my team of bots got to work: One scoured the web for information, while another performed data analysis, and a third wrote up the findings in a briefing for me to review. (Like other kinds of AI, Claude Code can hallucinate: When using the tool for research, I still carefully verify information against original sources before referencing it in my own writing, which--to be clear--I do myself.)



The industry is hopeful that agentic tools will continue to improve. The AI-coding boom is boosting tech companies' abilities to improve their own products, as engineers use agentic tools to write software. But Silicon Valley has long dreamed of building AI models that can improve themselves, each new generation of AI models able to spawn its successor. On a recent call with reporters, I asked Sam Altman, OpenAI's CEO, what it would take to get there: Such progress would require models capable of both producing "new scientific insight and writing a lot of complex code," he told me. "The models are starting to be able to do both of those things." Still, he cautioned, we're not yet at a moment of runaway AI progress. (The Atlantic has a corporate partnership with OpenAI.) Last month, Boris Cherny, the Anthropic employee who created Claude Code, told me that "Claude is starting to come up with its own ideas and it's proposing what to build."



Without inside access to these companies, it's difficult to know what to make of these claims. And as impressive as agentic tools already are, it could still take quite a long time for them to become safe and reliable enough for widespread use. Even if technology capabilities continue to progress rapidly, the real world is messy and complicated. Silicon Valley sometimes mistakes "clear vision with short distance," the Stanford computer scientist Fei-Fei Li said earlier this month. "But the journey is going to be long."



Tech companies have done a tremendous job of persuading investors to pour cash into their businesses, but the industry has done a much worse job at selling the public on its vision. Instead of focusing on tangible benefits of AI agents, Silicon Valley has spent years hype-washing the technology with business briefs that read like science fiction. In one influential essay, Dario Amodei, Anthropic's CEO, writes that powerful AI could soon eliminate most cancer and nearly all infectious diseases. In another, a team of researchers warns that within the decade, rogue AI might release biological weapons, wiping out nearly all of humanity. Bots that can handle spreadsheet work and automate coding might not amount to superintelligence, but they are still immensely powerful. To the extent that normies remain confused about AI's true capabilities, Silicon Valley has only itself to blame.
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Hegseth's Firing Campaign Reaches Down Into the Ranks

The ouster of the spokesperson Dave Butler, a colonel, shows that the defense secretary's culling is far from over.<strong> </strong>

by Nancy A. Youssef, Missy Ryan

Wed, 18 Feb 2026




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth, in a Pentagon meeting last year, passed a note to Army Secretary Dan Driscoll about one of Driscoll's top aides, asking, in effect: Why hasn't this guy been fired yet?

The aide, Colonel Dave Butler, a former infantry officer, is a longtime leader in Army public affairs (not a specialty Hegseth embraces) who worked closely with the former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Mark Milley (whom Hegseth despises). On Thursday, Hegseth finally got his way: Butler was pushed out.

The issue was not that Butler was incompetent in his job; quite the opposite. Both Driscoll and the Army's chief of staff, General Randy George, are said to have valued his advice, experience, and the reforms that he initiated--and it was their endorsement, when combined with Butler's previous assignment with Milley, that ruined his chance of making the rank of general.

Defense secretaries don't usually get involved in decisions about the careers of colonels and other mid-level commanders, given that the lead civilian in the Pentagon is supposed to oversee war planning, a department of 3 million people, and America's nuclear arsenal. Ever since the World War I era, when the United States established a large-scale standing force, individual branches have typically had a say in promotions and other personnel decisions. These choices are supposed to be based on merit.

Hegseth, more than any other of his predecessors, has weighed in on the makeup of the military's top leaders. He has fired or sidelined dozens of three- and four-star officers, in many cases without any clear reason other than their perceived disloyalty to Hegseth's beliefs, alleged support for diversity programs, or coziness with people regarded as foes of the administration.

With Butler's removal, Hegseth has displayed a willingness to reach further down in the ranks--there are roughly 4,000 colonels in the Army alone--and demonstrated that, one year after his appointment, he still doesn't feel that his campaign of purges has gone far enough.

"The secretary of defense is spending his time doing things that those well below his pay grade should be doing," Kori Schake, who directs foreign and defense policy at the American Enterprise Institute and released a book last year about civil-military relations, told us. "And he is not doing the things that only the secretary of defense can do."

Hegseth's office referred our questions to the Army. The spokesperson Cynthia Smith said in an email that Butler would retire: "His integral role in the Army's transformation efforts will be missed."

Butler, who declined to comment, wasn't a typical colonel. Over the past dozen years, he emerged as a powerful force within the Army as an adviser to the top officers, including Milley, who clashed repeatedly with Trump, particularly after the summer of 2020, when Milley had said that he regretted walking alongside Trump after federal forces cleared Lafayette Square of protesters. Before that, Butler worked under the now-retired General Austin "Scott" Miller, the head of Joint Special Operations Command and a onetime chief of U.S. forces in Afghanistan. That put Butler in the room for major decisions both for the Army--he helped organize the Army's 250th-anniversary parade in Washington, D.C., in June--and for U.S. defense policy more broadly.

More recently, Butler served as a top adviser to Driscoll and George, and he was understood to be highly valued by both men. But Butler was also divisive, in part because of his influence over so many parts of the military--and the public-affairs community.

Hegseth and Driscoll have had a tense year. Driscoll, a confidant of Vice President Vance, has emerged as a rival at the Pentagon to the former Fox News host. Unlike Hegseth--who arrived in his position following a bruising confirmation process that surfaced allegations of mismanagement, heavy drinking, and sexual assault--Driscoll cuts a clean-living profile, has won allies in Congress with his more genial demeanor, and at times has outshone his boss.

While Hegseth has focused on internal purges and the campaign of strikes against alleged drug boats in the Caribbean, Driscoll's star has risen with his participation in U.S. efforts to mediate an end to Russia's war in Ukraine. Driscoll was in Geneva today on that assignment, working with two of Trump's special envoys, Steve Witkoff and Jared Kushner. (Driscoll couldn't immediately be reached for comment.)

Read: Pete Hegseth is the Pentagon's holy warrior 

After last year's meeting where Hegseth questioned Driscoll about Butler, both Driscoll and George kept Butler in their inner circle. For the Army, it was not just about protecting Butler's place. It was also about standing up for Driscoll's and George's roles in deciding who leads their force.

Top Army officials, over Hegseth's objections, decided to keep Butler in the promotion queue during the past year. But Hegseth's stonewalling of Butler's advancement was one reason that a larger group of proposed promotions, which needed sign-off from Pentagon leadership before being sent to the White House, was delayed for months, defense officials told us. Some Army officials had hoped that the extra time would ultimately benefit Butler. But after another meeting between Hegseth and Driscoll on Thursday, Driscoll followed Hegseth's order and removed Butler. "The Army delayed this inevitable decision and in the end Hegseth said, 'Enough's enough,'" one defense official told us.

Butler's ouster wasn't primarily a result of Hegseth's rivalry with Driscoll, according to people familiar with the situation. Rather, they said, it stemmed more from Hegseth's antipathy toward military officials closely associated with Milley. Hegseth and Trump have both accused Milley of treason, and Trump once suggested that Milley should be executed. One of Hegseth's first actions after taking office was removing Milley's official portrait from its place in a Pentagon hallway. Earlier this month, Hegseth replaced General James Mingus, the Army's widely respected second in command who also had worked on the Joint Staff under Milley. Hegseth installed General Christopher LaNeve, one of his own aides, in the post. LaNeve supported the decision to remove Butler, a former defense official told us.

Hegseth and his staff have shown a particular interest in Pentagon PR. An Air Force colonel who served as spokesperson for the Joint Chiefs of Staff chairman General Dan Caine was removed over a years-old social-media post asking for better support for Afghans as U.S. forces withdrew. Hegseth also censured Senator Mark Kelly, a Democrat from Arizona, after the retired Navy captain published a video urging troops to refuse unlawful orders. And Hegseth implemented a rule that effectively required reporters to seek Pentagon approval before publishing stories or they would risk losing their press accreditation, leading hundreds of journalists to walk out in the fall.

Read: The Mark Kelly case is bigger than it seems 

News of Butler's ouster appeared to have the effect that Hegseth desired as word spread across the military's public-affairs community. Officials told us that they feared angering Hegseth and also saw his interference as a direct contradiction of what the military teaches its commanders: that strong leaders focus on the job the military needs them to do, not on anyone else's role.

"Hegseth's decision speaks to a broader effort to shape the long-term trajectory of the military," one former defense official told us. "By getting involved at the colonel rank, Hegseth could reshape the military three, five, seven, even 10 years down the road."

Such micromanaging in the officer ranks because of political or personal animus risks further polarizing the military and undermining its status as one of America's final refuges from hyper-partisanship.
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American Kids Used to Eat Everything

Children in the 19th century happily consumed wild plants and organ meats. What happened?

by Olga Khazan

Tue, 17 Feb 2026




The most striking passages in Picky, a forthcoming book by the historian Helen Zoe Veit, describe the way famous 19th-century American figures ate as children. I found myself gripped with envy as I read--not because the foods were particularly appetizing, but because I would kill for my kid to eat like that.

To wit: As a girl, Edith Wharton adored oyster sauce, turtle, stewed celery, cooked tomatoes, and lima beans in cream. Mark Twain fondly remembered eating succotash, string beans, squirrels, and rabbits on his uncle's farm. And during her childhood, Veit writes, Elizabeth Cady Stanton "happily ate vegetables, hickory nuts, and cold jellied brain."

If these don't sound like typical "kid foods," that's because they aren't, and weren't. "Kid food," as a category, is a recent invention. According to Veit, American kids weren't picky until the early 20th century. (Indeed, the word picky came into widespread usage around then.) Before that, Veit writes, children in the United States ate "spicy relishes, vinegary pickles, wild plants, and a huge variety of animal species and organ meats. They slurped up raw oysters and looked forward to their daily coffee." Fennel seeds and tomatoes were considered treats.

According to Veit, the idea that kids are naturally neophobic, or wary of new tastes, is a myth. Eating like a child, Veit explains, was once understood to mean being overly excited and undiscriminating about food, not being picky. In the 1860s, a doctor wrote that children generally ate "anything and everything."

Read: How baby-led weaning almost ruined my life

Veit's book recounts how kids went from eating jellied brain to consuming, like my toddler, little but macaroni and cheese. A big part of the story, as she tells it, is that American kids used to be hungrier at mealtimes--which meant that they were more eager to eat anything. Before the 20th century, many children did hours of chores both before and after school, so they worked up a good appetite. (Maybe Twain was hungry for those string beans because he spent so much time hunting wild turkeys and clubbing pigeons to death.) Few kids snacked between meals, because processed foods weren't widely available. In addition, parents tended to be confident that children could learn to like most adult foods. If a child didn't like a given meal, they generally wouldn't be offered an alternative, because, due to a lack of refrigeration, no other food was on hand. But after a series of societal changes in the 20th century, Veit writes, "the children were less hungry. The food was less delicious." And pickiness was born.

First, children's appetites waned because they became less active. As more Americans moved into cities and more families bought cars, fewer kids walked miles to school or performed farm chores. This coincided with a major shift in the American diet. Thanks to pasteurization and stepped-up government regulations, milk became much safer to drink in the 20th century, and food experts began to see it as essential. The standard recommendation for children in the 1930s and '40s was a quart of milk a day--or roughly 600 calories of it. All that milk made kids less hungry for solid foods. Doctors eventually lowered their recommendation to two to three servings of dairy a day, but by then, snacking had emerged as another hunger dampener: Food companies began manufacturing snack cakes, cereals, and cookies, and suggesting that parents buy special foods for their kids.

Meanwhile, a misguided, Progressive-era public-health campaign encouraged parents to serve their children "easily digested" food such as eggs, broths, and gruel. Because child-nutrition experts at the time had little knowledge of germ theory, they claimed that rich and flavorful foods were the culprits for children constantly getting sick, and thus advised that kids should be given only bland foods with few condiments. Children's foods, they said, should be seasoned with just salt, onion juice, or a "splash of milk"--even butter was considered too rich by some. Nutritionists no longer recommend giving kids bland food, but the idea that children should eat different foods than adults nevertheless stuck.

Advice to parents on how to address pickiness in their children also shifted over time. Prior to the '40s and '50s, Veit writes, the standard guidance was to just let food-refusing children go hungry until the next meal. But mid-century experts such as Clara Davis and Benjamin Spock suggested that children instinctively choose a healthy diet on their own, without their parents' prodding. In fact, they argued without evidence, parents who urge children to try a bite of fish, say, might make them hate fish and turn them into picky eaters. All of this gave the impression that a good mother is one who presents a plate of food and sits silently by as her child pokes at it half-heartedly; if he refuses the meal, she offers something else.

Read: How Sweetgreen became Millennial cringe

This is still a common way of thinking--at least on social media. In my feeds, parenting influencers warn against putting "pressure" on kids to eat things they're reluctant to try. They say that you shouldn't let a child who has rejected a food go hungry until the next meal or use dessert as a reward for eating dinner. Instead, as one influencer puts it, you should enthusiastically comment on the food yourself--this is crunchy; this is green--a performance that, when observed by your child, might "invite them to their plate and their food." Laura Ingalls's Ma would never.

These changes in food options and advice have created a country in which the majority of kids' daily calories come from ultra-processed foods. American kids today eat so poorly, Veit writes, that they are actually getting shorter. At the same time, she notes, "parents are exhausted by the struggle" of getting picky eaters to eat. (And some parents, of course, can't afford to buy their kids food that they won't eat.) She reassures parents that pickiness is not their fault. But it often feels like it is.



My son, Evan, became picky the way people go bankrupt: gradually, then suddenly. I distinctly remember him eating peas and coleslaw as a baby, but over time he grew less and less adventurous. Now, at nearly 2, pretty much all he eats is pasta.

My husband and I tried many of the tricks suggested to me by friends and by the internet. We've tried telling him that beans are pasta. (He begs to differ.) We've tried blending vegetables into his pasta sauce. (Tolerated up to a point.) We've tried giving him a small amount of his "safe food" (pasta) along with some new foods to try. (He eats only the pasta and then screams "more papa!" until we relent.)

Veit's recommendations to reduce pickiness differ from these solutions, and some of them seem, well, more hard-core. She suggests restoring that appropriate feeling of hunger at mealtime by limiting the amount of snacks and milk that children have between meals. She recommends "affectionately and persistently" encouraging the child to try a rejected food at the same meal, including, perhaps, by "popping a small amount of food into her mouth when she's distracted." Crucially, she argues, parents should not offer alternative foods if a child won't eat a meal.

Even reading that last one felt shocking. Forcing Evan to eat what I make, or else to go hungry, seems so wrong. I was a kid once, after all, and I hated it when adults pressured me to eat things I didn't like. Sure, every day I slather him in sunscreen as he screams, and I shove a toothbrush between his locked little jaws, but I can't bring myself to have a standoff over spinach.

When I called Nancy Zucker, a Duke psychiatrist who works with extremely picky kids, she told me that she agreed with some of Veit's techniques but not others. She endorsed having set snack times that don't interfere with meals--kids thrive on knowing, "This is when we eat, this is when we don't eat," she said. And she acknowledged that children probably have more sophisticated palates than adults may think; many of her patients, she said, are actually craving flavor.

Read: The drink that Americans won't give up without a fight

But she cautioned against Veit's other recommendations. Goading a child to eat more of something they don't like may make them feel frustrated and recalcitrant, not excited to eat, she said--as can popping something into their mouth unexpectedly. And some kids can't be starved into eating a rejected meal just because there's no alternative. For some kids, "the hungrier they get, the more irritable they get, the more anxious they get, and the more rigid they get," Zucker said. She's known parents whose kids refused to eat for so long that they wound up in the emergency room for dehydration.

Zucker's guidance to her patients depends on the specifics of the family she's working with. But for many of them, her first step is to encourage families to restore positive associations with food and eating: having fun grocery shopping or cooking together, without expecting that the kid will become an instant cauliflower convert. She also thinks parents should reconsider how they engage with their kids at the dinner table. For many families, she said, mealtime is "like a sports commentary, where parents are constantly, 'Take a bite of this!'" She asked, "Would you be having fun if you were the kid?" Instead, she suggests "letting the kid just kind of eat and experiment with the food."

Since reading Veit's book, I've tried some of her strategies and have been pleasantly surprised. One day, I withheld a snack after day care even as Evan hopped around the kitchen yelling "Mama, cookie!" He ate a bit of salmon that night and sampled some broccoli before spitting it out. Another night, pushing dinner a half hour later made him proclaim that a homemade soup--with visible chicken pieces--was "tasty." But when he completely rejects an entire dinner, I still heat up something I know he'll like. Eventually, I want him to eat oysters, but for now, I just want him to be full.



 When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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An Olympic Trend That Defies Tradition

At Milan Cortina, every major sport category but ice hockey features men and women competing together.

by Christie Aschwanden

Tue, 17 Feb 2026




Olympic skimo is a spectacle. Appearing at the Games for the first time, skimo, short for ski mountaineering, grew from a long tradition of scaling mountains on skis--sometimes for hours on end--for the reward of gliding down, preferably through untracked powder. But at the Olympics, it will involve sprints of approximately three and a half minutes. First, athletes ascend a steep slope on skis outfitted with special fabric strips called "skins," which prevent them from sliding backwards down the hill. Then they throw their skis on their back and hike in ski boots, put their skis back on for a final ascent, and finally peel off their skins to race downhill.
 
 The events will include a mixed-gender skimo relay--"contrived for the Olympic field," Sarah Cookler, the head of sport for USA Skimo, the sport's American governing body, told me. Each team will include one man and one woman, each of whom will run the course twice. Anna Gibson and Cam Smith, both making their Olympic debuts, will represent Team USA.

It's only fitting that such a new sport should debut on the world stage with a format that's newly popular. Mixed-gender events, in which each team consists of a set number of men and women, have long had a place at the Olympics: Mixed-pairs figure skating and tennis were each introduced to the Games more than a century ago. But recently, such events have been growing in number as part of a deliberate effort to bring more attention to women's sports. At Milan Cortina, every major sport category but ice hockey features mixed-gender events.

Women participated in the first Winter Olympics, in Chamonix in 1924, but only in figure skating. Women's speed-skating exhibitions were included in the 1932 Olympics, but no medals were awarded. In 1936, women competed in alpine skiing, but they weren't allowed in cross-country until 1952. Since then, the Winter Olympics have slowly been approaching a sort of parity, with women participating in an ever-growing number of events once considered too difficult, dangerous, or scandalous for them.

The International Olympic Committee is advertising the 2026 Games as "the most gender-balanced Olympic Winter Games in history." That's based on the fact that women will represent 47 percent of athletes participating and compete in 53 percent of all events; this Olympics is also the first where male and female cross-country skiers are competing at the same distances. But in terms of viewership and publicity, the many mixed-gender events may do more to raise the profile of female athletes than women's events alone.

Women's sports, including skimo, tend to attract far fewer spectators than men's sports do. The mixed-gender relay can help bridge this gap, Smith told me, because in events that feature both men and women, viewers are positioned to watch everyone compete. And if the mixed-gender events allow spectators to get to know more female athletes, that could translate into more people watching the women's stand-alone events. The IOC is leaning into these events: The Los Angeles Games in 2028 will feature 25 mixed-gender events, including new ones in golf, rowing, and artistic gymnastics.

Gibson told me she's grown accustomed to elite sport spaces separating men and women as much as possible in the name of equity. She's also a world-class trail runner and accomplished gravel-bike racer, and in those sports, "the talk has been all about giving women their own start in order to elevate women's competition rather than having women be buried in the men's field," she said. Separate men's and women's fields have long been the default in most sports, and for good reason: If women had to compete directly with men, they would rarely have a chance to win. But bringing women and men together in competitions that include both gives women their own space and attention while including all the sport's athletes within one community. It creates "a lot of camaraderie," Gibson said, and in her experience, adds to the excitement among spectators.

Women, of course, face many obstacles in sport that cannot be solved by the addition of a few mixed-gender Olympic events. Across sports, male athletes are generally paid more than their female counterparts. In skimo, prize money is equal at the sport's World Cup, but some other races still have unequal payouts, Cookler said. (Gibson said she avoids those.) Women athletes are still sometimes subjected to sexual harassment and abuse, even on the Olympic level. The Winter Olympics still include one event in which women are not allowed to compete at all--Nordic combined, which consists of ski jumping and cross-country skiing. (The IOC is already considering dropping Nordic combined altogether because of low participation and spectator interest; an IOC spokesperson told me the event "will undergo a full evaluation" following this year's Olympics, and reiterated the committee's commitment to gender equality.)

And mixed-gender formats can still be subject to unequal dynamics. Biathlon, a Winter Olympics event that combines cross-country skiing and target shooting, has used the mixed-gender relay format since the 2014 Olympics in Sochi. (Biathlon and luge were the first sports to introduce a mixed-gender format to the Winter Games since figure skating and ice dancing in the 20th century.) But "women always went first in our mixed-gender relays, and people felt it was unfair that a woman could never be the anchor," Joanne Reid, a three-time Olympian who competed for Team USA last week, told me. In 2019, the sport's governing body restructured the order of the competition so that the gender of the anchor rotates.

Even as mixed-gender events become more common, skimo's inclusion in future Olympics is not assured. It's in the 2026 Olympics because the organizers of this year's Games proposed it; to continue competing, skimo athletes will need organizers at the next venues to propose its inclusion too. Skimo enthusiasts expect this to happen and hope future Olympics will include events that are longer and more representative of the sport's origins. "Nobody got into skimo to do the sprint relay," Smith said. But as he began training for the event, he enjoyed it more than he expected. "It's really fun because we are accountable to each other," he said. "I'm racing all out because I know that she's doing the same for me."
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Do Not Be Cynical About Jesse Jackson

He was never the caricature his critics wanted him to be.

by Adam Serwer

Tue, 17 Feb 2026




When I was growing up in Washington, D.C., in the 1990s, many businesses proudly kept in their windows signs from Jesse Jackson's 1984 and '88 presidential runs. He was a revered figure, someone people in D.C. were deeply thankful for.

"Nothing will ever again be what it was before," the writer James Baldwin said after Jackson's '84 Democratic National Convention speech.

"It changes the way the boy on the street and the boy on Death Row and his mother and his father and his sweetheart and his sister think about themselves. It indicates that one is not entirely at the mercy of the assumptions of this Republic, of what they have said you are, that this is not necessarily who and what you are. And no one will ever forget this moment, no matter what happens now."


Yet when you turned on the television, you saw another Jesse Jackson. This Jesse Jackson was a dangerous man, a radical, a demagogue, someone who thrived off fomenting racial division. To the people around me, Jackson--the reverend and civil-rights leader--was a hero. But to the people I saw discussing the news on television, he was both an incendiary agitator and a ridiculous, almost comic, figure. The subtext of all this commentary was that Black Americans would make more progress if their leaders were not so flawed. Barack Obama put the lie to this argument; squeaky-clean by personal-conduct standards, all he did was drive the same people who hated Jackson more insane.

"Have you ever noticed how all composite pictures of wanted criminals resemble Jesse Jackson?" the right-wing radio host Rush Limbaugh mused in the 1990s. His opinions on Obama were no less unhinged.

Ali Breland: The Epstein emails show how the powerful talk about race

"There has developed among many, for sure, a kind of attitudinal air-barrier of cynicism" around Jackson, Marshall Frady, a journalist and the author of Jesse: The Life and Pilgrimage of Jesse Jackson, once said. "Part of it is, no doubt, a reflection of the abiding, if not steadily deepening, racial schism in the country since the '60s." Jackson was one of Martin Luther King Jr.'s youngest lieutenants; he came of age when many considered racial injustice history, an issue the country had already dealt with. He reminded Americans that King's dream had not yet come, and that created for him enemies. In hindsight, it seems strange that people would assume that the effects of centuries of slavery and segregation would be entirely wiped away in fewer than two decades. Jackson had grown up in poverty in the shadow of Jim Crow segregation; it must have seemed even more absurd to him.


Bettman / Getty



It was common for right-wingers to refer to him as a "race pimp" or "race hustler." He did himself no favors when, in 1984, he used an anti-Jewish slur--calling New York City "hymietown"--in a conversation overheard by a reporter. Jackson apologized for the ugly remark, but it followed him for the rest of his life--in mainstream media, the incident was practically a second appellation, right after "the Reverend." In 1989, the Fox News founder Roger Ailes, then an adviser to Rudy Giuliani's mayoral campaign, placed an ad in a Yiddish newspaper with a photo of Giuliani's rival David Dinkins next to Jackson--the two were friends. The clear implication was that Dinkins was an anti-Semite, just like Jackson. In this way, Jackson became an easy shorthand propagandists could use to terrify white people into voting Republican.

Yet this caricature of Jackson as an anti-white, anti-Semitic demagogue never reflected the man. The entire point of Jackson's "Rainbow Coalition," his vision of Americans from all backgrounds coming together for social justice, was overcoming such differences. Jackson's political vision was always inclusive, always multiracial, and always opposed to bigotry and prejudice of all kinds, even if the man himself sometimes fell short.

For one thing, Jackson's egalitarianism and support for a strong welfare state--including universal health care--did not contradict his emphasis on personal responsibility and the importance of the Church in Americans' lives. As Frady notes, the South Carolina reverend was constantly hammering on these conservative-friendly themes, long before they became part of Ronald Reagan or Bill Clinton's presidential campaigns.

"Black Americans must begin to accept a larger share of responsibility for their lives. For too many years we have been crying that racism and oppression have kept us down," Jackson wrote in The New York Times, in 1976. "That is true, and racism and oppression have to be fought on every front. But to fight any battle takes soldiers who are strong, healthy, spirited, committed, well-trained and confident."

The 1984 speech that so moved Baldwin remains one of the greatest articulations of American liberalism ever made. But I was too young to remember it, and it is his 1988 speech that I find indelible. In 1984, Jackson described America as a "quilt" with "many patches, many pieces, many colors, many sizes, all woven and held together by a common thread." In 1988, he extended the metaphor--arguing that progress could not be made without the aid of people from very different backgrounds, with very different identities.

"Farmers, you seek fair prices and you are right--but you cannot stand alone. Your patch is not big enough. Workers, you fight for fair wages, you are right--but your patch of labor is not big enough. Women, you seek comparable worth and pay equity, you are right--but your patch is not big enough," Jackson said. "Students, you seek scholarships, you are right--but your patch is not big enough. Blacks and Hispanics, when we fight for civil rights, we are right--but our patch is not big enough."

Many obituaries have emphasized Jackson's hunger for publicity. He was, indeed, no wallflower. But neither did he simply pose for the cameras. Jackson's decades of activism demonstrated that he was sincere about his vision. When workers were striking, Jackson was there. When it was unpopular to support LGBTQ rights, Jackson did so anyway. When both conservatives and liberals were outraged over illegal immigration, Jackson insisted on mercy and understanding for the undocumented. Despite the "hymie" incident, Jackson never stopped condemning the evils of anti-Semitism, even as he supported Palestinian rights and statehood. Before Pat Buchanan or Donald Trump ran for president, Jackson was condemning "American multinationals" who "hire repressed labor abroad and fire free labor at home.''

The critics who caricatured him did not understand this sincerity--or perhaps they understood it far too well. His commitment to the people he once described as "the desperate, the damned, the disinherited, the disrespected, and the despised," was real, and he dedicated his life to it.

Clint Smith: Those who try to erase history will fail

Jackson's sincerity eventually overcame the stereotypes about him. In the early 1990s, only a third of white Americans viewed him favorably; by 1999, that number was close to 60 percent, including, The New York Times reported, many "self-described conservatives."

Democratic leaders credited Jackson's work registering Black voters with making otherwise-difficult gains in the wilderness of the Reagan era. He was a genuinely transformative figure, inspiring not just a generation of Black voters but Black officeholders, helping usher in an era of Black self-determination that eclipsed the previous peak during Reconstruction a century earlier. His exhortation to "keep hope alive" in an era of backlash was precisely what he did. Frady quotes former San Francisco Mayor Willie Brown calling Jackson "the Jackie Robinson of American politics," who would "spawn a whole lot of Little Leaguers in many cities and counties that you and I will never hear about." That was, we now know, an understatement.

The epithet of "race hustler" or "race pimp" can be more accurately applied to many of Jackson's critics, who perceived his multiracial populism as a threat. They tried to neutralize that threat by turning Jackson into a racial caricature that could be exploited to fan the fears of white Americans that they would be dispossessed, the same inversion of American history that continues to drive right-wing politics in the present. They did not make a caricature of Jackson because he was ridiculous; they tried to make him ridiculous because his vision was so powerful.
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Censorship Comes for Stephen Colbert

The latest dustup between the talk-show host and CBS should be concerning for people of any political leaning.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 17 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.

Stephen Colbert's Late Show ends in May, and he's in almost open warfare with his soon-to-be ex-bosses at CBS. Last night, he had planned to broadcast an interview with James Talarico, a member of the Texas state House who is running in a heated Democratic primary for United States Senate. But it was not to be.

At the start of his show, Colbert told viewers that CBS had barred him from airing the interview, citing threats from Brendan Carr, the chair of the Federal Communications Commission. (You may remember Carr as the guy who sounded like a cartoon mobster while trying to get Jimmy Kimmel fired--"We can do this the easy way or the hard way"--drawing a rebuke from Senator Ted Cruz.)

Colbert savaged CBS. He said that the network had told him not to talk about it, which he defied in dramatic fashion. "I want to assure you, ladies and gentlemen--please--I want to assure you, this decision is for purely financial reasons," he joked, a sly reference to the rationale that CBS gave for ending his show. Colbert posted the interview on his show's YouTube channel. CBS said in a statement that The Late Show "was not prohibited by CBS from broadcasting the interview with Rep. James Talarico. The show was provided legal guidance that the broadcast could trigger the FCC equal-time rule for two other candidates, including Rep. Jasmine Crockett, and presented options for how the equal time for other candidates could be fulfilled."

I wrote in July that CBS's leadership had lost the benefit of the doubt, and the network's actions since its parent company's merger with Skydance and the appointment of Bari Weiss as editor in chief of CBS News have reinforced that. CBS deserves plenty of criticism for cowardice. But that doesn't mean it's incorrect to fear FCC action.

Last month, the FCC issued a notice about the equal-time rule, a century-old regulation that says that a broadcast station that provides time to one candidate must provide an equal forum to a rival. The rule has an exemption for "bona fide news"--basically, producers can decide what to cover in their programming, because anything else would constitute government interference in the free press. In 2006, the FCC determined that interviews on The Tonight Show With Jay Leno fit under the exemption even if they are not strictly news programming, a precedent that shows have relied on since.

But the new notice states that "the FCC has not been presented with any evidence that the interview portion of any late night or daytime television talk show program on air presently would qualify for the bona fide news exemption." (Carr has not extended this reasoning to talk radio, which conservatives dominate.) This is not just bluster. Earlier this month, Fox News reported that the FCC was investigating ABC's daytime talk show The View, which has become an important stop for politicians seeking to reach the show's heavily female audience, for violating the equal-time rule. The reported object of Carr's ire? An interview with one James Talarico.

The Talarico dustups are among several incidents in the past few days that show the Trump administration's enthusiasm for censoring speech by both the press and ordinary citizens. One year ago, I wrote that Donald Trump and his allies were free-speech phonies who, having campaigned against censorship, were eager to impose it. The threat to First Amendment rights has gotten worse since then.

Earlier this month, The Washington Post's John Woodrow Cox reported on a retiree who used a publicly available email address to encourage an attorney at the Department of Homeland Security to have mercy on an asylum seeker. In response, DHS sent federal agents to the man's door and demanded access to his Google accounts, using a tool called an administrative subpoena that doesn't require a judge or grand jury to approve. On Friday, The New York Times reported that Google, Reddit, Discord, and Meta in recent months have received "hundreds" of administrative subpoenas from DHS seeking access to information about the accounts of people who have criticized the government. (DHS told both papers that it was acting within its authority but didn't give any detailed response.)

The goals of both DHS and the FCC in these cases are to intimidate critics and stifle dissent. This is staggering hypocrisy. During the presidential campaign, Trump accused the Biden administration of undermining free speech by asking--though not demanding--that social-media companies remove misinformation about COVID. On day one of his administration, Trump issued an executive order that charged, "Over the last 4 years, the previous administration trampled free speech rights by censoring Americans' speech on online platforms, often by exerting substantial coercive pressure on third parties, such as social media companies, to moderate, deplatform, or otherwise suppress speech that the Federal Government did not approve." This is a good description of what Trump's administration is doing now.

Some repression efforts fail. Last week, the federal district-court judge Richard Leon, a President George W. Bush appointee, temporarily blocked Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth from punishing Senator Mark Kelly, a Navy veteran, for a video in which he and other members of Congress remind current service members that they can and should refuse illegal orders. "This Court has all it needs to conclude that Defendants have trampled on Senator Kelly's First Amendment freedoms and threatened the constitutional liberties of millions of military retirees," Leon wrote.

The ruling is a welcome defense of Americans' freedoms, but it can't reverse all of the damage. Kelly is unusually well positioned to fight back and take the administration to court. Not every would-be critic is. And censorship, once established by a president, has ways of spreading its tendrils to other institutions. At one state university in Texas, for example, a philosophy professor was forced to remove passages of Plato from his syllabus because of new policies passed by governor-appointed regents, and an art exhibition critical of ICE was abruptly canceled at another Texas university.

These attacks are clearly partisan: They all target speech by critics of the president, his party, or his policies. But they should be scary even if you feel that Colbert doesn't deserve a news exemption, The View is too liberal, or Kelly was out of line. Crackdowns on speech by prominent figures pave a way for the government to regulate speech more broadly, which should be concerning for people of any political leaning because the party and people in power can change.

During a Senate hearing last week, Senator Ron Johnson, a Wisconsin Republican, accused Minnesota Attorney General Keith Ellison, a Democrat, of being responsible for the deaths of Alex Pretti and Renee Good because he supported protests. Johnson began, "Did you ever encourage people to go out there and exercise the First--"

"I freely admit being in favor of the First Amendment," Ellison shot back. This position is apparently not as common among elected officials as you might hope.
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American Kids Used to Eat Everything

By Olga Khazan

The most striking passages in Picky, a forthcoming book by the historian Helen Zoe Veit, describe the way famous 19th-century American figures ate as children. I found myself gripped with envy as I read--not because the foods were particularly appetizing, but because I would kill for my kid to eat like that.
 To wit: As a girl, Edith Wharton adored oyster sauce, turtle, stewed celery, cooked tomatoes, and lima beans in cream. Mark Twain fondly remembered eating succotash, string beans, squirrels, and rabbits on his uncle's farm. And during her childhood, Veit writes, Elizabeth Cady Stanton "happily ate vegetables, hickory nuts, and cold jellied brain."
 If these don't sound like typical "kid foods," that's because they aren't, and weren't. "Kid food," as a category, is a recent invention.


Read the full article.
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The Disappointment of Young Trump Voters

Americans under 30 swung to the right in 2024, but they're not getting what they voted for.

by Sarah Longwell

Mon, 16 Feb 2026




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

The past two months have been some of the worst for Donald Trump's approval rating--ever. Polling aggregators have his net approval in the low 40s, with 34 percent approval on the economy and 30 percent on cost of living. In individual polls, his overall approval dips down into the mid 30s. The last time Trump's numbers looked this bad was right after the January 6 attack on the U.S. Capitol. George W. Bush exited the White House with similar ratings.

The slippage is especially drastic with young voters. In the 2024 election, a majority of 18-to-29-year-olds voted for Kamala Harris, but compared with 2020, young voters swung hard toward Trump. According to the Cook Political Report, on March 1, 2025, Trump's net approval rating with these voters was minus 7. Yet by February 1 of this year, it was an astonishing minus 31.8. Now young people are abandoning Trump faster than any other voting bloc.

It's tempting to think that this is all happening because of this administration's blatantly authoritarian and norm-shattering actions: deploying masked ICE agents into American cities, stonewalling on the Epstein files, demolishing the East Wing, capturing Venezuela's president, sharing racist videos on social media. All of those actions matter, and are slowly chipping away at Trump's base of support.

But they're not the whole story--or even the main story--of why Trump is losing young people. I run focus groups with voters every week, and what I've heard from this age group is much simpler: Trump is not doing the things that he told Americans he would do to fix prices and the economy. In the focus groups, young people who voted for Trump have said that they believed him during the campaign when he promised to "build the greatest economy in the history of the world." Now they say they feel duped and let down.

Jean M. Twenge: The myth of the Gen Z red wave

" There are things that are very disappointing and very rough right now," Kim, a Generation Z Trump voter from Virginia, said during a focus group last month. (To protect participants' privacy, we do not identify them by their last name.)

"Overall, I think the job market is really hard right now," Allison, from New York, said.

"I think things are pretty chaotic lately, honestly," said Lizabel, from Florida. "You just see all this stuff on the news, and you see a lot of people are struggling to find jobs. A lot of people are feeling kind of pessimistic about what things are going on."

For these young people to have placed their faith in a con man like Trump might seem naive. But most members of Generation Z were still children when Trump came down the escalator. They don't remember a lot of the chaos and dysfunction of Trump's first run for president, or even his first term. They don't view Trump as sui generis or beyond the pale, because he's been the dominant force in our politics for as long as they've been politically aware.

Now, though, they're young adults entering the workforce. Many of them have student loans, and they're at a particularly cost-sensitive point in their lives. They notice when a politician like Trump promises to lower prices, and then doesn't deliver.

In 2024, Trump overperformed with young voters to a historic degree. Harris beat him by 19 points among 18-to-29-year-olds--which sounds good until you realize that, in 2016, Hillary Clinton won the same cohort by 30 points. And in 2020, Joe Biden won them by 26 points.

Compared with 2020, in 2024 young voters swung to Trump in every key battleground state except Georgia. That includes a 24-point swing in Michigan, an 18-point swing in Pennsylvania, and a 15-point swing in Wisconsin. About 56 percent of young men voted for Trump in 2024, the same share that voted for Biden in 2020. Trump's overall youth support jumped 10 points relative to his performance in 2020.

That shift was observable in real time over the course of the campaign, particularly in red-pilled corners of the internet, the right-leaning spaces where young people get more and more of their political news. Trump popped up on bro podcasts with Joe Rogan, Theo Von, Adin Ross, and Lex Fridman, as well as on shows such as Full Send and All-In. He threw an unhinged Madison Square Garden rally just days before his election, in which one of his supporters called Puerto Rico a "floating island of garbage." The red-Solo-cup energy that sustains MAGA was in full effect, and America's youngest voters--especially young men--were drawn in.

"For our generation right now, it's a lot more acceptable for a guy to just be outright Republican and love Trump," Gabrielle, in Florida, said in a recent focus group. "When you went on social media the day after the election, every single guy was able to just put on their story pictures of Trump winning the election, and like excitement, and all this stuff."

During the Biden years, young people felt burned by the administration's messaging on the economy. Ethan, from North Carolina, said in a February 2025 focus group that there was a constant stream of "Oh, the economy is getting better" sentiment from the Biden administration. "Meanwhile everyone knows that McDonald's now costs $20 for a meal," he said.

Young people like these were receptive when Trump said he would bring down prices and tame inflation, fix America's broken health-care system, make housing affordable, create millions of new jobs, and do away with other economic woes that were plaguing many Americans, but that felt especially acute for young voters just entering the job market. The young people in my focus groups talk about how their student-loan debt is rising, housing is out of reach, and looming AI-powered disruption makes many jobs feel precarious. They're clear-eyed that they might not be as well off as their parents' generation.

Over the past 13 months, though, America's young people have watched as Trump did a whole lot of things that weren't what they elected him to do. Relative to when Trump took office, housing prices are up, job growth is stagnant, inflation has been persistent, college is less affordable, and people are more likely to be uninsured. That, more than anything else, is why young people in the focus groups say they're disappointed.

"They could definitely be going better," Alexandre, from Maryland, said last month, when we asked him how he thought things were going in the country--the "main cause being inflation and economic reasons," he said.

" I do not think we're going super strongly, domestically. My biggest concerns are affordability," said Sam, from Minnesota. "I have a job, but the unemployment rate for youth, and a lot of my friends getting jobs, is really hard."

Derek Thompson: How COVID pushed a generation of young people to the right

" From an economics factor, so many of the things that I would say are not wants, but instead needs, have just absolutely skyrocketed," Joseph, from Michigan, said in September. "And basic families are spending so much on just the cost of living that they don't have a cost to save, or anything like that. There's just no financial way out."

All of this suggests that Trump didn't own the votes of young people who supported him in 2024; he rented them. And many of them are now getting tired of antics that, in their minds, take the focus away from the economy. When we asked a recent group about Trump's threats against Greenland, Mukesh, a Trump voter from California, said: "I think we should just respect it, and leave it, and just focus on what's actually happening inside the nation."

What happens to these young voters now? That's up to Democrats. I'm no policy hand, but I do know something about communications. Based on what I've heard in the focus groups, Democrats have a big opportunity with young people, because they're some of the latest arrivals to Trump's coalition. Democrats need to offer these voters a platform that addresses their concerns, while hammering Trump for his failure to do so.

In a recent focus group, the moderator asked Ruben, a Trump voter in Georgia, what advice he would give Democrats. He said: " I'd say put a larger focus on the economic development. A lot of people these days are really coming of age, like being able to vote. And the younger Generation Z, we care about our finances, being able to pay rent, being able to afford food."

These young people want someone who sees the economic pain they're going through, and promises to actually do something about it. They don't want policy papers. They want hope, good vibes, the red-Solo-cup energy--but directed toward what actually matters to them.
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150 Years Ago in Photos

A collection of images showing events and sights from around the world in 1876--the year the United States celebrated its 100th anniversary with the Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia.

by Alan Taylor

Mon, 16 Feb 2026


People gather at an information booth beneath the colossal torch and part of the arm of the Statue of Liberty, on display at the 1876 Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia. Visitors could view plans for the completed statue and climb a ladder to the torch, and they were asked to donate to a fund to build a massive pedestal. The statue was eventually completed and dedicated 10 years later, in October 1886. (Sepia Times / Universal Images Group / Getty)




La Regatta, Venice, circa 1876 (Giovanni Battista Brusa / The J. Paul Getty Museum)




Original caption: "Panama. Native Women, 1875-1876" (Eadweard J. Muybridge / The J. Paul Getty Museum)




Queen Victoria of Great Britain sits on an ivory throne presented to her by the raja of Travancore, 1876. (W. & D. Downey / Hulton Archive / Getty)




A crew member of the HMS Alert poses beside a speared walrus in the Arctic Circle. He was part of Captain George Nares's British Arctic Expedition of 1875-1876. (Hulton-Deutsch Collection / Corbis / Getty)




The University of Wisconsin class of 1876 poses on the lawn in front of Main Hall (later Bascom Hall), in Madison, Wisconsin. (Andreas Larsen Dahl / Wisconsin Historical Society / Getty)




Photograph of the Grand Canyon, looking east from the Toroweap Overlook in Arizona Territory in 1876. Photograph taken by John K. Hillers during the Powell Survey. (John K. Hillers / Library of Congress)




Original caption: "Pyramid, Sphinx and excavation site, 1876" (Otto Schoefft / The J. Paul Getty Museum)




Left: Original caption: "Na-tu'-ka, Algonquian Family, Piegan tribe, Age 23." Right: Original caption: "Mu-Nahxk-Wai-yo, at 38 the chief of the Great Plains Blackfoot tribe during the late nineteenth century." (Corbis / Getty)




Los Angeles, 1876. Possibly a view looking south, down the street now known as Broadway, seen from near West First Street, in downtown Los Angeles. (Carleton E. Watkins / The Met Museum, Gift of Carole and Irwin Lainoff, Ruth P. Lasser and Joseph R. Lasser, Mr. and Mrs. John T. Marvin, Martin E. and Joan Messinger, Richard L. Yett and Sheri and Paul Siegel)




A detail from a panoramic view of Manhattan, showing the Brooklyn Bridge under construction, in 1876. From the NYPL page: "Joshua H. Beal climbed to the tower of the Brooklyn Bridge while it was still under construction, where he exposed five negatives to create this composite panorama." (Joshua H. Beal / The New York Public Library)




A view of Deadwood, South Dakota, in its heyday, photographed by F. J. Haynes, showing storefronts and groups of men, between 1876-77. (Fotosearch / Getty)




Members of a band pose with their instruments in front of the Braggins Hotel in Masterton, New Zealand, circa 1876. The sign above the door reads "E. Braggins Licensed to sell spirituous liquors." (James Bragge / Imago / Piemags / Reuters)




Onlookers watch as Maria Spelterini, an Italian tightrope walker, walks above Niagara Whirlpool while wearing peach baskets on her feet in July 1876. (George Barker / Sepia Times / Universal Images Group / Getty)




Original caption: "Costumes. Chinese women." Circa 1876. (Attributed to Tung Hing / The J. Paul Getty Museum)




Original title: "Wool Scourers, Shag Valley station, Otago." New Zealand, between 1876-80. (William Hart / Imago / Piemags / Reuters)




Herman Amberg Preus, his wife Caroline Keyser Preus and visitors, seated outside a house in Spring Prairie, Wisconsin, in 1876 (Andreas Larsen Dahl / Wisconsin Historical Society / Getty)




John Milne traveled to Japan in 1876 to study seismology and experienced an earthquake on the evening of his arrival. He and W. K. Burton were professors at the Imperial College of Engineering in Tokyo. (John Milne / Science & Society Picture Library / Getty)




A view of the Kremlin in Moscow, circa 1876 (Sepia Times / Universal Images Group / Getty)




Issued as a stereograph entitled "The Artist," Madison, Wisconsin, 1876. This Wisconsin State Capitol building was erected in 1857 and replaced in 1913. The flag on the side of Andreas Larsen Dahl's wagon is a souvenir of the Philadelphia Centennial International Exhibition of 1876. (Andreas Larsen Dahl / Wisconsin Historical Society / Getty)




A panoramic photo of buildings and ships in the port of Genoa, Italy. Part of a travel album with photos and drawings by Manuel Mayo, from 1876. (Manuel Mayo / Imago / Piemags / Reuters)




Original title: "St. Paul's Cathedral. London, England, about 1862-1879." (Valentine Blanchard / The J. Paul Getty Museum, Gift of Weston J. and Mary M. Naef)




Excavation of Butte des Moulins in Paris, France, circa 1876, part of a much larger renovation project (Sepia Times / Universal Images Group / Getty)




An overview of visitors gathering near the Presidio of San Francisco, during Centennial celebrations. A mock military battle was staged in San Francisco Bay to celebrate the U.S. Centennial. (Carleton Watkins / The J. Paul Getty Museum)
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The Day Jesse Jackson Made Me Cry

I interacted with him, on and off, for 30 years. He was brilliant, at times electrifying, and at times confounding.

by Kevin Merida

Thu, 19 Feb 2026




In 1988, as the Reverend Jesse Jackson was making his second presidential bid, I left the campaign trail, where I was covering the eventual Democratic nominee, Michael Dukakis, to make a personal pilgrimage to Wichita, Kansas. I had come to see my sick grandfather, Ga-Ga, who was comatose in the hospital and seemed barely there.

Day and night, I held his hand hoping he would make it. I knew he had admired Jackson's first presidential bid in 1984 and the courage--some called it audacity--required to run at all. So I told him about the huge, overwhelmingly white crowds Jackson was drawing in places like Iowa and Wisconsin. There was a refrain Jackson had been using in Iowa to convince audiences he really could win this time: "Great days just keep on coming." I was not sure if Ga-Ga could hear me, but I repeated the refrain to him, trying anything I could to uplift him as he struggled to hold on to his life. "Great days just keep on coming." And to my surprise, I glimpsed a thin smile, and he squeezed my hand.

Ga-Ga didn't make it. But Jackson came much closer to winning the Democratic nomination than anyone had expected. He won 11 primaries and caucuses, doubled his 1984 combined-vote total to nearly 7 million, and finished as runner-up to Dukakis. His impact in that hospital room--and he wasn't even there--eliciting a glimmer of life from my dying grandfather, has always stayed with me.

For many years, I watched firsthand how Jackson stirred to joy those "who catch the early bus" to work, as Jackson liked to say--cooks, janitors, housekeepers, construction workers, tenants in housing projects.

We see little of this gift now, the ability to project hope in a fractured country, to instill belief in those who've lost it. Our politics has become coarse and tawdry, and the highest levels of elected office seem no place to turn to for inspiration. Who can be counted on to convert gloom into optimism with a speech?

Adam Serwer: Do not be cynical about Jesse Jackson

Jesse Louis Jackson, who died Tuesday at 84, was one of the most consequential political figures of the 20th century and among the greatest orators America has ever seen. This goes well beyond his credentials as a civil-rights leader who participated in the sit-ins and marches of the 1960s. He was brilliant, voracious, provocative, and persuasive all at once, at times electrifying and at times confounding.

I interacted with Jackson, on and off, for 30 years--on private planes and in late-night phone calls, at diners and Black churches. I once watched Jackson dash to officiate a wedding for a friend between campaign stops.

Black political leaders of varying significance had been discussing running for president ever since Shirley Chisholm's inspiring campaign in 1972, which became a feminist cause to rally around. Those conversations intensified after Harold Washington's 1983 victory to become Chicago's first Black mayor. But none of the likely Black politicians--including, notably, then-Atlanta Mayor Andrew Young--took the leap. Most thought it was a symbolic fool's errand that at best would end in crushing defeat and at worst would damage relationships inside the Democratic Party. Only Jackson had the daring to go for it, urged on during a national voter-registration drive in 1983 by large crowds of supporters who'd chant: "Run, Jesse, run!"

Perhaps the most significant part of Jackson's electoral success in 1984 and 1988 was how his campaigns opened up the Democratic Party to an influx of new field-workers, operatives, and volunteers, many of whom had never before participated in electoral politics. Jackson also pushed through a crucial change in party rules that later benefited Barack Obama's historic candidacy in 2008. Because of Jackson, delegates in Democratic primaries and caucuses are now awarded proportionally according to the results in each state. Previously, some states used a winner-takes-all system. Twenty years later, Obama was able to build an insurmountable lead over his closest rival, Hillary Clinton. He continued to rack up delegates despite her winning nine of the last 16 contests. To say that the first Black president owes a lot to Jesse Jackson is an understatement.

Jackson's mind was not like others'. He used to say, "If you need an alarm clock to wake up, you're already behind." How he managed to do so much, to keep such a vigorous schedule, which would often shift abruptly, was a marvel. I was in the middle of interviewing him once on his private jet headed to Iowa. He paused and said: "Buddy, I'm gonna close my eyes for about 20 minutes. I'll get right back to you." It was like he was taking a commercial break from the interview.

And sure enough, after 20 minutes of shut-eye, he awoke and resumed the interview like he had never left it.

His uncommon ability to create metaphor and imagery left audiences repeating lines and catchphrases, as though he were Kendrick Lamar on tour. "We who are giants must stop having grasshopper complexes and grasshopper dreams," Jackson said during an Atlanta breakfast I attended in 2000. "We are not grasshoppers."

I used to think Jackson was naturally blessed with the talent of combining words, that retention of complex ideas and cadence of delivery were just his superpowers. But I learned that he had a process, like athletes have--a pregame ritual. "I get up early and study," Jackson told me. Sometimes before dawn. "To do what I do does require preparation. That must be the most underrated part of this work. If you ain't on fire, you can't give off heat."

"The only way you can speak with authority," he added, "is if you have command of your material."

Having command of his material served Jackson well, except when it didn't--when he hadn't worked out all of the details and couldn't answer all of the questions.

Peripatetic isn't a big-enough word for Jackson's rolling set of interests: school-board disputes, wars, poverty, voting rights, hostage negotiations, Wall Street, Silicon Valley. Nothing seemed to be off his plate, and thus there sometimes seemed to be too much on his plate. The chance to build a large movement, perhaps even a viable third party, seemed squandered. His promising multiracial National Rainbow Coalition, including farmers, laborers, youth, women's-rights activists, never got organized into a true progressive electoral force. Sustained focus and infrastructure were not Jackson's strengths.

Anyone who happened to be on Jackson's radar--and the focus of that radar changed from year to year, sometimes from month to month--knew to expect a call from him at any time. He knew whom to call for what, whom to enlist and how to enlist them.

Bill Daley, who was the chairperson of Al Gore's 2000 campaign, marveled at the pace Jackson kept. "The only problem," he told me during that run, was that "he stays up too late. He calls in the middle of the night. Fortunately, I learned I had an 'Off' button on my cellphone. Though when I turn it back on in the morning, the first message is usually from Reverend Jackson."

Long before everyone had cellphones, Jackson would call me at home on my landline, typically at 10 or 11 p.m., sometimes midnight. These calls would be more like soliloquies than conversations. Jackson would do all the talking, letting me know about a particular injustice he was concerned about, briefing me on an issue campaign he was about to embark on, or railing about something in the news he thought was not right or fair. He would dish, but also educate.

Clint Smith: Those who try to erase history will fail

One day in February 2015, Jackson showed up in the lobby of The Washington Post and asked to speak with the managing editor. At the time I was one of two managing editors, and the first African American to hold the position in the Post's history. The call from the security desk came to my assistant, who seemed shocked that the Jesse Jackson was downstairs in the lobby unannounced. I was not shocked; I had seen Jackson just show up to places many times, just as he made calls without giving notice.

Though I was busy at the time, I rearranged my schedule, and Jackson was escorted up. He had two or three aides with him. I don't remember exactly what his business was that day--some new cause he was advancing. He seemed pleasantly surprised, and full of pride, that I had a big office and was overseeing daily coverage in the newsroom. We talked for about 20 minutes, and then I ushered him to the elevators and thanked him for dropping by.

About a week or so later, I got a package in the mail. It was a photo of Jackson and Martin Luther King Jr. during their young civil-rights-activism days. It was signed by Jackson with the inscription, "He would be proud of you."

The photo, and an accompanying letter thanking me for adjusting my schedule, caught me off guard. I had never seen Jackson do anything like that.

The notion that King would be proud of me? That brought me to tears. I stared at the picture for a while. It was a reminder of how hard King, Jackson, and many others who are now gone worked to open the doors of opportunity throughout this country--including in newsrooms, where those doors had long been shut to people like me.
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The Longevity Scam

Pouring some cold water on cold plunges

by Jordan D. Metzl

Thu, 19 Feb 2026




The quest to live forever has fascinated humans for millennia. The Epic of Gilgamesh, composed about 4,000 years ago, follows a king who searches the world for a plant that can restore youth, only to lose the plant to a thieving snake. The (likely apocryphal) story of Juan Ponce de Leon, who is said to have embarked on a search for the Fountain of Youth in the early 16th century, refuses to die--unlike its protagonist, who was killed along his journey.

Today's longevity-medicine movement is driven by the same aggressive desire for eternal youth as the mythic stories of old. But whereas in earlier times ideas about wellness could travel only as fast as the people who held them, today just about anyone with an internet connection can use social media and AI-generated graphics to sell medical advice in seconds. Despite a decided shortage of placebo-controlled trials in humans to support that advice, the business of longevity is booming, thanks in large part to sleek direct-to-consumer marketing delivered by health influencers with far more confidence than evidence. By 2030, $8 trillion might be spent annually on longevity-related products.

As a sports-medicine physician, I see the consequences of the modern longevity obsession up close. Patients arrive at my office convinced that the right peptides, cold plunges, or lab tests can meaningfully extend their lives. They're almost certainly headed for disappointment--if not harm.

In many ways, the American people owe a debt of gratitude to the early champions of longevity medicine. Throughout the 20th century, Western physicians focused primarily on treating disease rather than preventing it. But over the past 15 years or so, a new generation of longevity-focused clinicians began emphasizing lifestyle changes such as sleep, exercise, and healthy diet as first-line strategies for disease prevention--not necessarily to extend life, but to improve health. More recently, private investment has poured into the field in pursuit of flashier claims about staving off death. Many longevity-focused clinics and influencers have drifted from prevention toward profit, selling an expanding menu of unvalidated treatments.

Some of the new advice is relatively harmless. Protein loading, for example, is unlikely to meaningfully extend one's lifespan, but it is also unlikely to cause serious harm. Other trends are more concerning. I have seen patients experiment with drugs like rapamycin, an immunosuppressant medication prescribed for those who have undergone organ transplantation. Some health influencers claim, without convincing human-subject data to prove their point, that rapamycin slows cellular aging. Whether true or not, these claims have yet to be validated, but scientists do know that the side-effect profile of rapamycin includes an increased risk of infection and disease.

Read: America has entered late-stage protein

Other longevity enthusiasts are injecting or swallowing peptides, chains of amino acids that have been used in medicine for decades but are now becoming popular in their unregulated form. When prescribed by a physician, FDA-approved peptides such as insulin and GLP-1s can be remarkably effective. But no placebo-controlled human trials support the use of, say, "Wolverine" (scientific name BPC-157), a peptide that some influencers claim ramps up collagen production and aids tendon and ligament healing. Like many of the other non-FDA-approved peptides, anyone can order Wolverine online.

Along with supplements and drugs, excessive testing has become another pillar of the longevity movement. Apps, blood tests, and wearable devices purport to estimate customers' "biological age" using metrics such as heart-rate variability, sleep scores, body composition, and biomarkers in blood. This type of "health score" does not predict how long a person will live, but it can provide a helpful snapshot of one's current state of physiologic health and inspire healthy behaviors.

The bigger issue is more intensive screenings, especially full-body MRI scans, which many longevity clinics have marketed as tools to detect disease early and thereby extend life. Although this sounds like a good idea, the availability of screening has outpaced its clinical relevance. MRI scans routinely reveal anatomical changes that are a normal part of the aging process. Research suggests that the overwhelming majority of adults past middle age have tears or cartilage changes in their knees, or tendon injuries in their shoulders. Similarly, liver and kidney cysts are commonly seen on MRI scans, especially in people over 50, and most are of no clinical significance; they're common enough that researchers have dubbed them incidentalomas. But when such findings show up on an MRI, the risk of unnecessary surgery or other treatment increases drastically. Once a liver lesion is seen on MRI, for example, the patient will likely be advised to get a liver biopsy, a procedure with a 2.4 percent risk of major medical complication.

Read: GLP-1 envy was just the beginning

Recently, I treated a 48-year-old man for a routine sports injury. Almost as an aside, he mentioned that he had undergone a full-body MRI as part of a longevity program. The scan revealed a small lesion in his prostate. His PSA, the validated screening test for prostate cancer, was normal. Still, he was referred to a urologist, who felt compelled to biopsy the lesion because it appeared on the scan. The biopsy was benign, but the procedure left my patient unable to sit comfortably for weeks. "I wish I'd never done the MRI," he told me.

The irony is that modern medicine has already succeeded at what the modern-day longevity movement claims to offer. Over the past 150 years, human life expectancy around the world has more than doubled, to numbers that Ponce de Leon could hardly have dreamed of. Clean water, sanitation, antibiotics, and vaccines have done more to extend human life than any supplement stack ever could. Cold plunges and red lights may feel empowering, but there is little evidence that today's biohacking tools meaningfully extend the maximum human lifespan.

A better--and more achievable--goal would be to extend healthy longevity, adding life to years instead of years to life. Scientists and doctors, for the most part, already know how to do this. Daily exercise and maintaining skeletal muscle volume as you age are among the most potent forms of preventive health care.

From the January 2025 issue: America needs to radically rethink what it means to be old

After decades of prescribing exercise as medicine to my patients, I tell them this: Move your body every day, and build muscles with weights or bodyweight exercises three times a week. Eat foods that you can recognize in nature. Prioritize sleep. Stay socially connected with community activities. Such a regimen may not enable you to cheat death. But it's free. It's evidence-backed. And it will help you live well right now.
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Name That College Town

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 18 Feb 2026




If you put any stock in the ability of IQ tests to assess intelligence, we humans have spent the past century steadily getting smarter. (And if you don't put any stock in them, well, we humans have steadily gotten better at IQ tests.)

Because IQ is a standardized measure, humankind's average score still sits at 100--but this isn't your granddaddy's 100. IQ tests are regularly recalibrated, and over the past many decades, when new subjects have taken an old test, they have almost always outscored their predecessors' average; Grandpa's generation might have hovered around 100, but the kids are scoring 115 ... which then becomes the new 100.

This phenomenon is called the Flynn effect, and researchers still aren't sure what causes it. Perhaps it's due to more efficient education or better nutrition. The reason could be that modern environments contain more interesting stimuli or that modern gasoline no longer contains lead.

I haven't seen anyone propose that trivia is to thank, but the growing popularity of quizzing tracks with the IQ trend line pretty well too. I think I speak for all of science when I say we shouldn't rule it out quite yet.

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

Wednesday, February 18, 2026

	What name is shared by the city that's home to the oldest continuously operating university in North America and the one that's home to Europe's third-oldest?
 -- From Rose Horowitch's article about elite universities' satellite campuses 
 	All major categories of competition at this year's Winter Olympics feature mixed-gender events, save for what sport considered too dangerous for the combining of men and women?
 -- From Christie Aschwanden's essay on these Olympics' boon to women's sports
 	By what colorful name did Jesse Jackson refer to his vision of Americans of all creeds, races, and backgrounds uniting to overcome inequality?
 -- From Adam Serwer's essay reflecting on Jackson's legacy after his death this week




And by the way, did you know that the University of Bologna is nearly a millennium old? It's the world's oldest university that was founded as such (at least one older university started as a madrasa), and its alumni include Copernicus, Dante, and more than one pope.

Imagine trying to write a halfway-decent poem for an assignment, and your classmate turns in the Divine Comedy. Then again, at least you'd have had a leg up on Copernicus, who probably got marked off plenty for insisting that the Earth actually orbits the sun.

Until tomorrow.



Answers:

	Cambridge. Time was, colleges stuck to the spot where they were built, and globally recognized elite schools mostly still do (see Harvard and Britain's Cambridge staying put). But Rose reports that more and more universities just below that top tier are trying to burnish their reputation by creating a network of fully fledged satellite campuses. Read more.
 	Ice hockey. Aschwanden writes that gender mixing in the Olympics has steadily increased over recent Games and has probably done more to raise female athletes' profiles than events featuring women alone. Read more.
 	The Rainbow Coalition. Adam writes that Jackson's opponents did their best to turn him into "an anti-white, anti-Semitic demagogue" but that this caricature never reflected the actual man, who was steadfastly committed to egalitarianism. It's easy to be cynical about Jackson, Adam writes. Don't be. 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.
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Winter Olympics Photo of the Day: A Golden Smile

The joy of Olympic victory

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 18 Feb 2026




Mikaela Shiffrin of Team USA celebrates her gold-medal win in women's slalom on Day 12 of the Winter Olympics at Tofane Alpine Skiing Centre, on February 18, 2026. On her final opportunity to medal in this Olympics, Shiffrin won by a margin of 1.5 seconds, following numerous disappointments in previous Olympics.

Previously:

	February 17: In Pursuit

	February 16: Snow Jump

	February 15: On Target

	February 14: A Victory Leap

	February 13: Soaring Through the Dark
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The Disappointment of Young Trump Voters

Americans under 30 swung to the right in 2024, but they're not getting what they voted for.

by Sarah Longwell

Mon, 16 Feb 2026




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

The past two months have been some of the worst for Donald Trump's approval rating--ever. Polling aggregators have his net approval in the low 40s, with 34 percent approval on the economy and 30 percent on cost of living. In individual polls, his overall approval dips down into the mid 30s. The last time Trump's numbers looked this bad was right after the January 6 attack on the U.S. Capitol. George W. Bush exited the White House with similar ratings.

The slippage is especially drastic with young voters. In the 2024 election, a majority of 18-to-29-year-olds voted for Kamala Harris, but compared with 2020, young voters swung hard toward Trump. According to the Cook Political Report, on March 1, 2025, Trump's net approval rating with these voters was minus 7. Yet by February 1 of this year, it was an astonishing minus 31.8. Now young people are abandoning Trump faster than any other voting bloc.

It's tempting to think that this is all happening because of this administration's blatantly authoritarian and norm-shattering actions: deploying masked ICE agents into American cities, stonewalling on the Epstein files, demolishing the East Wing, capturing Venezuela's president, sharing racist videos on social media. All of those actions matter, and are slowly chipping away at Trump's base of support.

But they're not the whole story--or even the main story--of why Trump is losing young people. I run focus groups with voters every week, and what I've heard from this age group is much simpler: Trump is not doing the things that he told Americans he would do to fix prices and the economy. In the focus groups, young people who voted for Trump have said that they believed him during the campaign when he promised to "build the greatest economy in the history of the world." Now they say they feel duped and let down.

Jean M. Twenge: The myth of the Gen Z red wave

" There are things that are very disappointing and very rough right now," Kim, a Generation Z Trump voter from Virginia, said during a focus group last month. (To protect participants' privacy, we do not identify them by their last name.)

"Overall, I think the job market is really hard right now," Allison, from New York, said.

"I think things are pretty chaotic lately, honestly," said Lizabel, from Florida. "You just see all this stuff on the news, and you see a lot of people are struggling to find jobs. A lot of people are feeling kind of pessimistic about what things are going on."

For these young people to have placed their faith in a con man like Trump might seem naive. But most members of Generation Z were still children when Trump came down the escalator. They don't remember a lot of the chaos and dysfunction of Trump's first run for president, or even his first term. They don't view Trump as sui generis or beyond the pale, because he's been the dominant force in our politics for as long as they've been politically aware.

Now, though, they're young adults entering the workforce. Many of them have student loans, and they're at a particularly cost-sensitive point in their lives. They notice when a politician like Trump promises to lower prices, and then doesn't deliver.

In 2024, Trump overperformed with young voters to a historic degree. Harris beat him by 19 points among 18-to-29-year-olds--which sounds good until you realize that, in 2016, Hillary Clinton won the same cohort by 30 points. And in 2020, Joe Biden won them by 26 points.

Compared with 2020, in 2024 young voters swung to Trump in every key battleground state except Georgia. That includes a 24-point swing in Michigan, an 18-point swing in Pennsylvania, and a 15-point swing in Wisconsin. About 56 percent of young men voted for Trump in 2024, the same share that voted for Biden in 2020. Trump's overall youth support jumped 10 points relative to his performance in 2020.

That shift was observable in real time over the course of the campaign, particularly in red-pilled corners of the internet, the right-leaning spaces where young people get more and more of their political news. Trump popped up on bro podcasts with Joe Rogan, Theo Von, Adin Ross, and Lex Fridman, as well as on shows such as Full Send and All-In. He threw an unhinged Madison Square Garden rally just days before his election, in which one of his supporters called Puerto Rico a "floating island of garbage." The red-Solo-cup energy that sustains MAGA was in full effect, and America's youngest voters--especially young men--were drawn in.

"For our generation right now, it's a lot more acceptable for a guy to just be outright Republican and love Trump," Gabrielle, in Florida, said in a recent focus group. "When you went on social media the day after the election, every single guy was able to just put on their story pictures of Trump winning the election, and like excitement, and all this stuff."

During the Biden years, young people felt burned by the administration's messaging on the economy. Ethan, from North Carolina, said in a February 2025 focus group that there was a constant stream of "Oh, the economy is getting better" sentiment from the Biden administration. "Meanwhile everyone knows that McDonald's now costs $20 for a meal," he said.

Young people like these were receptive when Trump said he would bring down prices and tame inflation, fix America's broken health-care system, make housing affordable, create millions of new jobs, and do away with other economic woes that were plaguing many Americans, but that felt especially acute for young voters just entering the job market. The young people in my focus groups talk about how their student-loan debt is rising, housing is out of reach, and looming AI-powered disruption makes many jobs feel precarious. They're clear-eyed that they might not be as well off as their parents' generation.

Over the past 13 months, though, America's young people have watched as Trump did a whole lot of things that weren't what they elected him to do. Relative to when Trump took office, housing prices are up, job growth is stagnant, inflation has been persistent, college is less affordable, and people are more likely to be uninsured. That, more than anything else, is why young people in the focus groups say they're disappointed.

"They could definitely be going better," Alexandre, from Maryland, said last month, when we asked him how he thought things were going in the country--the "main cause being inflation and economic reasons," he said.

" I do not think we're going super strongly, domestically. My biggest concerns are affordability," said Sam, from Minnesota. "I have a job, but the unemployment rate for youth, and a lot of my friends getting jobs, is really hard."

Derek Thompson: How COVID pushed a generation of young people to the right

" From an economics factor, so many of the things that I would say are not wants, but instead needs, have just absolutely skyrocketed," Joseph, from Michigan, said in September. "And basic families are spending so much on just the cost of living that they don't have a cost to save, or anything like that. There's just no financial way out."

All of this suggests that Trump didn't own the votes of young people who supported him in 2024; he rented them. And many of them are now getting tired of antics that, in their minds, take the focus away from the economy. When we asked a recent group about Trump's threats against Greenland, Mukesh, a Trump voter from California, said: "I think we should just respect it, and leave it, and just focus on what's actually happening inside the nation."

What happens to these young voters now? That's up to Democrats. I'm no policy hand, but I do know something about communications. Based on what I've heard in the focus groups, Democrats have a big opportunity with young people, because they're some of the latest arrivals to Trump's coalition. Democrats need to offer these voters a platform that addresses their concerns, while hammering Trump for his failure to do so.

In a recent focus group, the moderator asked Ruben, a Trump voter in Georgia, what advice he would give Democrats. He said: " I'd say put a larger focus on the economic development. A lot of people these days are really coming of age, like being able to vote. And the younger Generation Z, we care about our finances, being able to pay rent, being able to afford food."

These young people want someone who sees the economic pain they're going through, and promises to actually do something about it. They don't want policy papers. They want hope, good vibes, the red-Solo-cup energy--but directed toward what actually matters to them.
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Kristi Noem's Audience of One

The DHS secretary is suddenly talking about more than just mass deportations.

by Nick Miroff, Yvonne Wingett Sanchez, Michael Scherer

Sat, 14 Feb 2026




Since Alex Pretti's killing three weeks ago, Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem has been trying to distance herself from Minneapolis--politically and geographically. Last week, Noem went to southern Arizona to give a speech about border-wall construction. Yesterday, she was at a warehouse along the border in California, straining to tout the Trump administration's drug-seizure data above the clamor of protesters outside. Noem returned to Arizona today to promote President Trump's proposed election legislation, describing voting in the swing state as "an absolute disaster."

Trump made clear that Noem's approach to carrying out mass deportations had become a liability when he sent Tom Homan, the White House "border czar," to take over in Minnesota. Homan's job was to defuse anger and remediate the political debacle that Noem and her team created when federal agents killed two U.S. citizens, detained young children, and triggered daily scenes of mayhem, corroding Trump's approval ratings on what he has long viewed as his strongest issue.

In public, Trump has continued to praise Noem and shrug off calls for her resignation. But White House officials have privately grown frustrated with her performance, as Republican midterm strategists raise alarms about the political damage. One person familiar with the discussions told us that Noem's position is no longer secure, even though the president has not yet moved against her.

Democrats, angered by the lawlessness of the crackdown and emboldened by Trump's sinking poll numbers, are demanding more concessions on immigration enforcement from the administration. They are poised to shut down DHS this weekend, absent a deal to rein in the conduct of ICE officers.

"President Trump and Secretary Noem have ensured the most secure border in our Nation's history and our homeland is undoubtedly safer today than it was when the President took office last year," White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt told us in a statement. "The President continues to have full confidence in the Secretary."

The shutdown will hinder Noem's efforts to pivot away from Minneapolis. Her team has already canceled her upcoming travel plans to New Orleans, the U.S. Virgin Islands, and other destinations because the travel is not considered mandatory, three officials told us. They, like others we interviewed, spoke on the condition of anonymity for fear of retaliation.

In the short term, Democratic calls for Noem's removal may help her keep the job, if only temporarily, because Trump doesn't want to reward such attacks. The president's loyalty to Corey Lewandowski, Trump's early campaign manager who functions as Noem's de facto chief of staff, is a second reason she has not yet been ousted. Lewandowski is a "special government employee" at DHS with no formal position or salary, and his role running the department on a day-to-day basis has fueled infighting among those tasked with carrying out Trump's immigration crackdown. The structure of Trump's team remains unwieldy, with the policy adviser Stephen Miller issuing directives to Noem and Lewandowski.

Read: Battles are raging inside the Department of Homeland Security 

And yet, since Pretti's killing, Homan, Customs and Border Protection Commissioner Rodney Scott, and other veteran immigration-enforcement officials have gained an upper hand over Noem and Lewandowski for control of Trump's mass-deportation campaign. The DHS spokesperson Tricia McLaughlin told us that Homan is in charge in Minneapolis, citing Trump's social-media posts, but did not say whether he will direct operations elsewhere. On Tuesday, when ICE Acting Director Todd Lyons testified to the House Homeland Security Committee, Democratic Representative Tim Kennedy asked him whether Noem should resign. Lyons didn't defend her. "I'm not going to comment on that, sir," he said.

The Wall Street Journal published a lengthy article yesterday citing anonymous officials who described Noem and Lewandowski's chaotic tenure at DHS, including a long-rumored extramarital affair that both have denied. Noem, among other alleged excesses, attempted to fire a Coast Guard pilot who forgot to bring her blanket aboard a DHS flight, the Journal reported, and has complained to staff that Homan eclipses her in television appearances. Noem and Lewandowski frequently berate staff, dismiss the expertise of career law-enforcement officials, and fly around the country on a luxury jet with a private rear cabin that is supposed to be used for deportations, according to the Journal. A spokesperson for DHS disputed the claims.

As word spread this week that Noem was headed to the Phoenix area for an election-related news conference, state and local election officials, along with the attorneys who represent them, grew apprehensive. Just two weeks ago, FBI agents had seized election material from the 2020 election in Georgia's Fulton County. They worried that something similar could happen in Maricopa County, which was central to Trump's loss in 2020. Online, Republicans who regularly spread misinformation about that defeat raised expectations of a "Georgia-like event." The suspense grew when reporters who wanted to attend the news conference--including one of us--were driven in a convoy of about a dozen unmarked vehicles from an ICE field office in Phoenix to a Homeland Security Investigations office 30 minutes away, racing up the freeway during rush hour at more than 75 miles an hour in SUVs driven by federal authorities wearing tactical gear. (On the way there, a driver said that he was on the lookout for signs that bad actors were following us.)

The news conference did not live up to the hype.

When Noem appeared--40 minutes late--she gave a long and rather dry lecture on one of Trump's favorite themes: questioning the integrity of the nation's elections. She cited rare instances of voting by noncitizens in other states, and spoke in favor of GOP-backed legislation that election experts have said would disenfranchise millions of voters. (Among other things, the SAVE America Act would require people to use birth certificates or passports to prove that they are U.S. citizens when registering to vote in federal elections.) Noem said it was important that the nation's election equipment--which is considered critical infrastructure that her agency is responsible for securing--is reliable and trustworthy.

Read: 'The trust has been totally destroyed'

"I hope that you do recognize that, in the past, your state has been an absolute disaster on elections," she told her Arizona audience. "That your leaders have failed you dramatically by not having systems that work, by disenfranchising Americans who wanted to vote. They had to stand in lines for hours because machines failed or software failed. There's no state that could use more improvement than Arizona." (In 2016, the inadequate number of voting locations in Maricopa County led to long lines, and in 2022, printers that produced ballots failed at dozens of locations around the county.)

As she spoke, Lewandowski stayed mostly hidden, occasionally peeking out from behind a wall.

A DHS shutdown won't make much difference to Trump's mass-deportation campaign. The One Big Beautiful Bill Act that the president signed in July included $170 billion for immigration enforcement, a sum approaching three times the annual DHS budget. ICE alone got $75 billion of supplemental funding, including $30 billion for operations. DHS could essentially remain shut down for the rest of Trump's term, and the agency would still see a net funding increase. But other parts of the department, including the Countering Weapons of Mass Destruction Office and significant parts of the cybersecurity and election-infrastructure offices, face furloughs, according to a person briefed on the plans. Transportation Security Administration officers, who screen passengers at airports, will work without pay.

Lewandowski and Noem have frustrated career officials at DHS with a policy implemented last summer that requires Noem's signature on any contract worth more than $100,000. The requirement has been a source of infighting and finger-pointing. Noem's team blames career DHS officials for moving too slowly, and they say that she's added an unnecessary layer of bureaucracy that has hampered border-wall construction and the expansion of ICE's detention capacity.

Read: Why Trump loves mega-prisons

Although the administration has quietly wrapped up its operation in Minnesota, it is not abandoning its push to increase deportations. Officials in New Hampshire published an ICE memo today that outlines the agency's $38.3 billion plan to construct eight "large-scale detention sites" across the country with capacity for up to 10,000 detainees, along with 16 processing sites. The memo describes a "new detention model" the agency aims to build over the next seven months by converting warehouse sites into windowless mega-jails. According to the memo, ICE plans to phase out contracts with for-profit detention companies in favor of acquiring, renovating, and building its own sites, including some in Democrat-run states with large immigrant populations but relatively little ICE infrastructure.

ICE, which had 39,000 detainees in custody when Trump took office, said that its "detention reengineering initiative" will provide capacity to hold more than 92,000 people in its warehouses.

At today's news conference, we asked Noem whether she was still in charge of Trump's mass-deportation campaign. The secretary smiled before quickly replying, "I'm still in charge of the Department of Homeland Security."
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Europe Has Received the Message

Without America to rely on, the EU is gearing up to be a global power in its own right.

by Joseph de Weck

Tue, 17 Feb 2026




The European Union is finally on its way to becoming a power in its own right. That's not because its member countries have suddenly stopped squabbling or its bureaucratic inertia has melted away. It's because the past four years have produced an unremitting state of crisis. Russia's invasion of Ukraine was the beginning. Now the imperative comes from Donald Trump's repositioning of the United States as something close to an antagonist.

Without the guarantee of American cooperation and NATO protection, the EU is newly vulnerable. And in response, in the past year, it has delivered a series of firsts that amount to a quiet revolution in how it exercises power.

In May, the EU decided, for the first time, to help finance defense spending for its 27 member states by taking on EU-wide debt. This move came from the realization that even serious spending hikes in individual countries--European states have doubled their defense outlays since 2015--would vary widely given the economic disparities. Germany, for instance, plans to invest roughly $77 billion over five years, meaning that by 2030, its defense budget could be the world's third largest. But that kind of spending is not possible for countries that already carry more debt, and confronting Russian President Vladimir Putin, potentially without U.S. backing, will require the rearmament of all. To this end, the EU has now established an extraordinary instrument, called Security Action for Europe, or SAFE, that is prepared to fund up to $178 billion in upgrades to the continent's capacity to produce and procure arms.

Shane Harris: Europe is answering Putin's challenge

For the first time, Europe will essentially protect its defense industry. "European preference" was long dismissed as a French fantasy. But that was when buying U.S. weapons was a premium that allies paid for American protection. Now Trump has signaled that the deal is off: He talks with Putin over the heads of the Europeans and has suggested that America's NATO commitments are a fiction. So European states that use SAFE funding will be required to procure more European-made weapons and parts than not. That priority has also been written into Europe's recently agreed-on $107 billion debt-financed Ukraine package, which restricts Kyiv to purchasing European-made arms to the extent possible.

In general, European countries are making a point of reducing their dependence on the United States. Germany currently plans to spend only 8 percent of its rearmament budget on U.S. arms. It is even developing its own satellite-communications network to replace Starlink. Most striking, European capitals for the first time seek to address the core of Europe's dependence: the American nuclear umbrella. Germany and Sweden are in talks with France and the United Kingdom on a potential European nuclear deterrent. Poland and the Netherlands have expressed an interest in joining.

Europe is benefiting economically from all of these changes in defense posture. In equity markets, homegrown defense firms outperformed the top seven U.S. tech stocks last year. And the defense firms are productive: Germany's Rheinmetall will soon be able to produce more artillery shells than the entire U.S. defense industry. And EU leaders are currently considering applying the "buy European" provisions that have helped boost arms manufacturing to other industries, such as digital services and green technologies.

The EU once defined itself as a champion of open markets. Today it's reassessing that commitment in light of its need for self-reliance. Berlin is planning to exclude Chinese suppliers from its 6G network and is testing an open-source alternative to Microsoft. The French government has replaced Zoom with a domestic video-conferencing platform. Together with reducing its dependence on the United States and China, Brussels is cultivating other relationships. In recent weeks it has concluded far-reaching free-trade agreements with members of the Mercosur trade bloc (Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay, and Paraguay) and India.

The way that Europe makes decisions is changing to meet the moment, and these changes are perhaps the most crucial of all the "firsts." In the past, EU members had to unanimously agree before Brussels could adopt policies on matters of particular sensitivity. Former German Chancellor Angela Merkel fiercely defended this rule. But today's leaders have come to accept that abandoning it is the price of geopolitical relevance. In December, the EU invoked an emergency legal provision to bypass the unanimity requirement in order to freeze Russian assets indefinitely. That same month, the EU approved its debt-financed Ukraine package, also without unanimous approval: Hungary, Slovakia, and Czechia were pushed to opt out rather than veto it.

Anne Applebaum: Trump's 'American dominance' may leave us with nothing

Europe is not yet a fully autonomous power, and it won't become one tomorrow. But thanks to Trump, a transformation is under way. With each new first, others become thinkable. The decisive question is whether Europe can stay this course. A super-election year looms in 2027, when France, Italy, Spain, and Poland will all hold votes. Victories by the far right--especially in France and Poland--could derail the current trajectory.

Or not: EU approval is at 74 percent, a record high. Young far-right politicians may well understand that returning to the nation-state means choosing powerlessness.

This may be the outcome that leaders in Washington, Moscow, and Beijing prefer. But in their effort to fragment Europe into pliable nation-states, they are instead galvanizing its slow-motion march toward self-determination.
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No, It's Not Back to Business as Usual

Marco Rubio was more civil than J. D. Vance had been, but the message to longtime allies was the same.

by Anne Applebaum

Tue, 17 Feb 2026




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

Just like last year, I watched the most important American speech at the Munich Security Conference in the overflow room, sitting on the floor, underneath the speakers. This is the best place both to hear the speech (otherwise the room is too noisy) and to watch the faces of people gathered around the screens. The prime ministers and presidents sit in the main hall, but plenty of other people attend the conference: security analysts, lieutenant colonels, drone engineers, deputy defense ministers, legislators, and hundreds of other people whose professional lives are dedicated to ending the war in Ukraine, bringing peace to Europe, and projecting security in the world.

Just like last year, this group was hoping to hear how the U.S. administration is planning to contribute to these projects. And, just like last year, audience members were disappointed.

U.S. Secretary of State Marco Rubio, Saturday's key speaker, was more civil than Vice President J. D. Vance, who in 2025 attacked and insulted many of the European governments represented in the room. But Rubio's speech had many of the same goals. He did not mention the war, or imply that America would help Europe win it. He did not express the belief that Russia can be defeated. He did not refer to the democratic values and the shared belief in freedom that once motivated the NATO alliance, and that still motivate its European members. Instead, he offered a vision of unity based on a misty idea of inherited "Western civilization"--Dante, Shakespeare, the Sistine Chapel, the Beatles--which would fight against the real enemies: not Russia, not China, but rather migration, the "climate cult," and other forms of modern degeneracy.

Read: Marco Rubio doesn't get it

The speech worked like a Rorschach test. If you wanted to hear some positive news, you might have been satisfied by the emotive expressions of unity. But one of my German friends clearly heard a "dog whistle" to the German far right. I spoke with a couple of Poles who noticed that the list of great men and great artworks failed to include anyone or anything from their half of the European continent. An Indian colleague was alarmed by the praise for colonialism. In Rubio's repeated references to Christianity, a lot of Americans heard a shout-out to Christian nationalists. And many, many people noticed the oddity of the attack on migration, coming from a son of migrants.

In the hours and days afterward, I did not meet a single person of any nationality who thinks that the American-European relationship is returning to business as usual. Rubio did not say that, and obviously did not want anyone to believe it. Neither did Elbridge Colby, the U.S. undersecretary of defense for policy, who also appeared in Munich. Colby, speaking at a public event, instead promoted the emergence of a "Europeanized NATO" that can defend itself, by itself, with America perhaps offering a theoretical nuclear umbrella. He dismissed the "cloud-castle abstraction of the rules-based international order." He said that no one should "base alliances on sentiment alone." This is the message that the Trump administration has been sending all year, and it has not changed.

That message comes with some profound contradictions. Just after Munich, Rubio flew to Bratislava and Budapest, where he heaped praise upon Viktor Orban, the Hungarian prime minister. President Trump, he told Orban, is "deeply committed to your success," a clear reference to upcoming Hungarian elections that Orban is on course to lose, if the vote is conducted fairly. Many have noted that Orban has a record of corruption and electoral manipulation, that he puts pressure on judges and independent journalists (hardly any of the latter are left in Hungary), and that Rubio himself signed a letter denouncing the Hungarian prime minister for "democratic erosion" back in 2019.

But in the light of the American message delivered in Munich, the visit was also inconsistent. Orban, like the far-right leaders in Germany and France who have close ties to Vance and the MAGA establishment, opposes European rearmament. Orban is not merely seeking to block the emergence of a "Europeanized NATO"; he operates as a de facto spokesperson for Russia inside the European Union.

Robert Kagan: America vs. the world

In practice, Orban's Hungary creates a major security headache for everybody else. Russians are waging a horrific, damaging, costly war on Ukraine. They have sent drones into Europe, staged regular cyberattacks, and cut undersea cables in the Baltic Sea. Does the United States really want Europe to unite and fight these threats together? If so, why is the Trump administration supporting someone who opposes this project? Europeans can't help but wonder if the American goal is rather to encourage a divided Europe that can't defend itself against anyone.

Plenty of people heard the open messages and the subtle ones, with some unexpected results. Yesterday morning, Politico's Brussels Playbook newsletter reported that finance ministers from six European states were meeting in Brussels to discuss the integration of the continent's financial systems into a capital-markets union. The goal is to jump-start the economy. But as a German friend of mine likes to say, nobody likes capital, nobody likes markets, and nobody likes unions, which is one of the reasons why this long-discussed idea has never created much popular enthusiasm. Some smaller financial institutions might lose out, and they have never been shy about saying so, either.

The Trump administration has changed the nature of this discussion. If Europe is to emancipate itself from the United States, and if Europe is to be prepared to defeat Russia, then European defense and technology companies need to grow much faster and raise much more money than they can right now. Instead of investing in America, Europeans will have to keep more of their money at home. In Munich I heard a lot of determination to pursue this goal. None of that is business as usual either.
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Marco Rubio Doesn't Get It

The Trump administration continues to lambaste friends and empower foes.

by Thomas Wright

Sun, 15 Feb 2026




Marco Rubio offered a more supportive message to Europe at the Munich Security Conference yesterday than J. D. Vance did a year ago. Wolfgang Ischinger, the chair of the conference, thanked him for the message of reassurance, adding, "I'm not sure you heard the sigh of relief in this hall." This despite the fact that Rubio, like Vance, clearly misunderstands Europe and is in denial about the threats facing the United States and the transatlantic alliance.

In 2025, Vance said that the threat he worried the most about for Europe is not Russia, China, or any other external actor. It was the "threat from within," particularly perceived restrictions on free speech. Vance's attack landed like a bombshell in Europe. In the weeks that followed, Vance's role in the Oval Office showdown with Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky and the Signalgate leak (in which he wrote "I just hate bailing Europe out again") reinforced his reputation as Europe's strongest critic in the Trump administration.

Serving as the administration's more diplomatic good cop, Rubio used his time at Munich to emphasize ties between Europe and the United States. He told the audience: "We want allies who are proud of their culture and of their heritage, who understand that we are heirs to the same great and noble civilization, and who, together with us, are willing and able to defend it." Further emphasizing unity and shared purpose, he added, "We will always be a child of Europe."

Robert Kagan: America vs. the World

Rubio also tried to contextualize President Trump's "direct" approach as part of the noble "task of renewal and restoration," essential for both the alliance and for Europeans themselves. "We in America have no interest in being polite and orderly caretakers of the West's managed decline," Rubio declared. Europe, he explained, had too much faith in open borders and international institutions when the only true defense of the world order is hard power--and the military investment that demands.

This story about Trump rescuing Europe from its short-sighted pacifism and general malaise is one you hear regularly, including from Europeans such as NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte, but it's not true. Consider the following.

On defense, Europe has been rearming rapidly over the past decade. Non-U.S. NATO members increased their defense spending by $70 billion a year during the first Trump administration, then by $190 billion in the Biden administration. The steep rise was largely in response to the growing threat from Russia, but it indicates that Europeans were seriously investing in their own defense well before Trump's reelection.

It would be similarly wrong to claim that Europeans have outsourced Ukraine's defense to the United States, given that Europe has been the biggest provider of aid to the country, allocating more than 132 billion euros from January 2022 to December 2024, compared with 114 billion euros from the U.S., according to the Kiel Institute for the World Economy. Europe's contribution has grown since Trump took office again, and U.S. aid flatlined.

Even before Trump returned to power, the European Union's asylum policy had shifted toward tighter border controls, faster processing, and a growing effort to assess asylum claims before allowing migrants in. The EU had also begun "de-risking" the economies of member nations by limiting Chinese investment, backing American export controls on advanced chip-making equipment to China, and reducing dependence on Chinese supply chains.

But the real problem was not what Rubio got wrong about Europe. It was what he chose not to say at all.

Read: Why Europe Is Talking About Nukes

The big geopolitical story of this moment, other than Trump, is the increasing alignment and cooperation between Russia, China, and North Korea. Beijing and Pyongyang are now actively involved in a major war in Europe. China is helping Russia reconstitute its military and North Korea has sent weapons and troops. Russia has returned the favor by offering valuable military technology and know-how to both countries. Senior U.S. military and political officials have told me that they are particularly worried about North Korea's cooperation with Russia and what it means for peace on the Korean peninsula.

This authoritarian alignment is the most profound threat that the United States and its allies, in Europe and the Indo-Pacific, face. Yet there was no mention of Russia or China in Rubio's speech. He touched on both in the questions and answers but did not characterize them as strategic competitors or a threat to the alliance. This seems to be part of a pattern for the administration. In January, Undersecretary of Defense for Policy Elbridge Colby gave a major speech in South Korea without ever mentioning North Korea. It's like something out of Harry Potter--the threat cannot be named.

More perniciously, the Trump administration wants to readmit Russia to the G7 and has asked Russia and China to join Trump's Board of Peace (Russian leader Vladimir Putin said yes, China said no). Meanwhile, Trump officials have seemed keen to alienate the EU and dismiss the "rules-based order" as nothing more than "cloud castle abstractions," despite the fact that these are the very allies and ideals that the U.S. needs to compete with China and contain Russia.

Before arriving in Munich, Rubio told the press that "the old world is gone" and that "we live in a new era in geopolitics." He is right, but he misunderstands why. The old order is fraying not because Europe is weak or complacent or guilelessly reliant on diplomatic institutions, but because authoritarian powers are increasingly willing to work together to forcefully reshape the world order. In this landscape, cohesive alliances, military deterrence, and economic resilience are essential.

By devoting his speech to the perceived shortcomings of America's friends instead of the threats posed by the country's adversaries, Rubio revealed not only the Trump administration's flawed diagnosis of this geopolitical moment but its dangerously naive strategy for managing what is becoming--thanks largely to Trump--a treacherously multipolar world.
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Putin Didn't Know How Good He Had It

The Russian leader has gotten the world he wished for--and it's threatening to crush him.

by Thomas Graham, Alan Cullison

Fri, 13 Feb 2026




For decades, Russian President Vladimir Putin railed against the world that the United States built after the Cold War. In his account, an international order run by a single power would hinder Russia and produce needless conflict, especially when that power was as self-serving and duplicitous as America.

Now Donald Trump is dismantling the order that Putin had so long abhorred, and a new multipolar world is emerging in its place. Putin had thought he could rise to the top of such a system, in which raw economic and military might outweigh diplomacy and alliances. But he was mistaken: The norms and institutions of the postwar order actually masked Russia's vulnerabilities. Putin has gotten the world he wished for--and it's threatening to crush him.

Moscow had assumed that its immense nuclear arsenal, unparalleled natural resources, and extensive territory in the heart of Eurasia would keep Russia competitive with China and the United States. But these assets have been unable to slow its rapid decline. Russia's economy is at best one-quarter the size of China's and America's, and the gap is growing. Meanwhile, it risks becoming an afterthought in the race for technological supremacy in artificial intelligence, biotechnology, and quantum computing. The country's economy and technology base are even slowly losing ground to India's.

To make the case that his power is still secure, Putin has touted a wide-ranging strategic partnership with China, which Russia has tried to strengthen particularly since 2022. But the relationship has fallen short of his expectations. Bilateral trade increased at first, but it now appears to have plateaued. China has invested little in Russia's economy, and nowhere near the amount that the West withdrew after Putin's full-scale invasion of Ukraine. Because Russia has few other major trading partners, China seems empowered to drive hard bargains: Negotiations on energy deals--one, called Power of Siberia 2, would bring Russian natural gas to China--have stalled because Moscow hasn't been able to get Beijing to cover enough of the costs.

Read: Putin and Xi are holding the West together

The war in Ukraine has only deepened Russia's disadvantages. Before February 2022, some observers thought Russia was one of the world's premier military powers--an assessment that Ukraine quickly upended. The conflict has now dragged on longer than the Soviet Union's campaign against Nazi Germany, and it has resulted in more than 1 million Russian casualties, exacerbating the country's chronic demographic crisis. Even if Putin is able to seize additional territory, most of it will be shelled-out cities and deserted land. Reconstructing it would require billions of dollars that Russia does not have and is unlikely to receive from others.

As Putin continues to pour resources into the war, he is hemorrhaging international support and influence. Russia's long-standing partners in Syria and Venezuela have been swept out of power. Meanwhile, former Soviet states have reoriented away from Moscow and toward Western countries. Armenia and Azerbaijan turned to Trump to resolve a simmering dispute over a transportation corridor. Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan are strengthening their ties with Washington. Moldova has accelerated its political shift toward Europe. Putin believed that the end of the U.S.-led order would help him consolidate power in the former Soviet space. But Russia has been too weak and ineffective to take advantage.

Putin also assumed that a multipolar world would free him from American interference. And indeed, Trump has accommodated Moscow in some ways. His conciliation does not, however, extend to Russia's energy sector, the foundation of its economy: Last fall, Trump levied wide-ranging sanctions against Rosneft and Lukoil, the country's two largest oil producers. The U.S. has also ramped up enforcement against shadow tankers, threatening a primary channel that Russia has used to sidestep sanctions on its oil sales. Trump's plans to revive Venezuela's petroleum sector might likewise hurt Russia. Executing those plans may prove more complicated than Trump anticipates, but they could drive Russia's oil prices below what its federal budget can sustain.

Read: A high-seas gambit humiliates Putin

Moscow is at the mercy of an American president who circumvents traditional channels of power and obliterates the constraints that once regulated their use. For example, Trump could attempt to use his recently constituted Board of Peace to bypass the United Nations Security Council--and Russia's veto--and muscle through his preferred policy in the Middle East, eroding Moscow's influence in the region. Thanks to decisions by both Trump and Putin, moreover, the two powers no longer have any functional arms-control agreements. Without these, Trump could choose to accelerate his "Golden Dome" missile-defense program, which Russia fears could undermine its own nuclear deterrence.

Trump's disdain for international alliances and norms has also begun to reshape Europe in a way that may exacerbate Russia's weakness. As U.S. security assurances wane, European countries are developing their hard-power capabilities. Germany has committed 100 billion euros to modernize its military, and Poland is building up its armed forces with a goal of amassing 300,000 troops. Putin has long wanted to split the U.S. and Europe. But he might soon find that the continent--which collectively dwarfs Russia in population and wealth--poses a significant challenge even if it doesn't belong to a U.S.-dominated alliance.

Shortly before becoming president in 2000, Putin issued a manifesto explaining how Russia could keep from falling into the second or third rank of world powers. He insisted that America's global leadership was holding Moscow back. In reality, he didn't know how good he had it.
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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 partition--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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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




Updated at 12:18 p.m. ET on February 14, 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 in the mid-1980s. 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 taken in the mid-1980s (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 originally misstated the approximate date that a photo of the Assad family was taken.
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AI Agents Are Taking America by Storm

The post-chatbot era has begun.

by Lila Shroff

Tue, 17 Feb 2026




Americans are living in parallel AI universes. For much of the country, AI has come to mean ChatGPT, Google's AI overviews, and the slop that now clogs social-media feeds. Meanwhile, tech hobbyists are becoming radicalized by bots that can work for hours on end, collapsing months of work into weeks, or weeks into an afternoon.



Recently, more people have started to play around with tools such as Claude Code. The product, made by the start-up Anthropic, is "agentic," meaning it can do all sorts of work a human might do on a computer. Some academics are testing Claude Code's ability to autonomously generate papers; others are using agents for biology research. Journalists have been experimenting with Claude Code to write data-driven articles from scratch, and earlier this month, a pair used the bot to create a mock competitor to Monday.com, a public software company worth billions. In under an hour, they had a working prototype. Although the actual quality of all of these AI-generated papers and analyses remains unclear, the progress is both stunning and alarming. "Once a computer can use computers, you're off to the races," Dean Ball, a senior fellow at the Foundation for American Innovation, told me.



Even as AI has advanced, the most sophisticated bots have yet to go fully mainstream. Unlike ChatGPT, which has a free tier, agentic tools such as Claude Code or OpenAI's Codex typically cost money, and can be intimidating to set up. I run Claude Code out of my computer's terminal, an app traditionally reserved for programmers, and which looks like something a hacker uses in movies. It's also not always obvious how best to prompt agentic bots: A sophisticated user might set up teams of agents that message one another as they work, whereas a newbie might not realize such capabilities even exist.

The tech industry is now rushing to develop more accessible versions of these products for the masses. Last month, Anthropic released a new paid version of Claude Code designed for nontechnical users; today the start-up debuted a new model to all users, which offers, among other things, "human-level capability in tasks like navigating a complex spreadsheet." Meanwhile, OpenAI recently announced a new version of Codex, which the company claims can do nearly anything "professionals can do on a computer." As these products have gained visibility, people seem to be realizing all at once that AI does a lot more than draft marketing copy and offer friendly conversation. The post-chatbot era is here.

Read: Move over, ChatGPT

Tools such as ChatGPT and Gemini may already feel powerful enough in their own right. Indeed, chatbots have assumed all kinds of fancy new features over the past few years. They now have memory, which lets them reference previous conversations, and use a technique called reasoning to produce more sophisticated responses. Whereas older chatbots could ingest a few thousand words at a time, today they can analyze book-length files, as well as process and produce images, video, and audio.



But all of this pales in comparison to the rise of agentic tools. Consider software engineering, where they have proven to be particularly transformative. It's now common for engineers to essentially hand over instructions to a bot such as Claude Code or Codex, and let them do the rest. Because bots aren't constrained in the way humans are, a programmer might have several sessions running simultaneously, all working on different aspects of a project. "In general, it is now clear that for most projects, writing the code yourself is no longer sensible," the computer programmer Salvatore Sanfilippo wrote in a recent viral essay. In just a few hours, Sanfilippo noted, he had completed several tasks that previously would have taken weeks. Microsoft's CEO has said that as much as 30 percent of code is now written by AI, and the company's chief technical officer expects that figure to hit 95 percent industry-wide by the end of the decade. Anthropic already reports that up to 90 percent of the company's code is AI generated.



Some programmers have started to warn that similar advances could cannibalize all kinds of knowledge work. Last week, Matt Shumer, the CEO of an AI company, compared the current moment in AI to the early days of COVID, when most Americans were still oblivious to the imminent pandemic. "Making AI great at coding was the strategy that unlocks everything else," wrote Shumer. "The experience that tech workers have had over the past year, of watching AI go from 'helpful tool' to 'does my job better than I do', is the experience everyone else is about to have." (His essay, which has upwards of 80 million views, was partially AI generated.)



Tech executives have a strong incentive to suggest that similar advances will soon come for other forms of work. Last week, Microsoft's AI chief predicted that AI will automate "most, if not all" white-collar work tasks within 18 months. (This led to a series of social-media posts like the following: "CEO of Hot Pockets TM says that 'most, if not all' meals will be fully replaced with Hot Pockets TM within the next 12 to 18 months.")

It's not yet clear how easily the progress in agentic tools will translate to other fields. Programming is well suited to automation: Software programs either work or they don't. Determining what counts as a good essay, for example, is a far messier task, and one that requires much more human discernment. Though agentic tools often excel at complicated work, such as synthesizing unfathomable reams of text, they struggle to do something as simple as copy and paste text from Google Docs into Substack. And because they are so powerful, they can also be dangerous: When one venture capitalist recently asked Claude Cowork--Anthropic's new, more accessible agentic tool--for help organizing his wife's desktop, the bot subsequently deleted 15 years of family photos. "I need to stop and be honest with you about something important," the bot told him. "I made a mistake."

Read: The AI industry is radicalizing

Even if AI isn't yet a world-class financial analyst or architect, coding bots have progressed to the point where they are already able to assist with all kinds of knowledge work. Since Claude Code took off, I've watched people I know start using the bot for all sorts of tasks, realizing just how much more capable agentic tools are than traditional chatbots. In my own job, I've found agents particularly adept at research. When I recently asked Claude Code for a report on trends in Gen Z political views, I fired off a brief query and my team of bots got to work: One scoured the web for information, while another performed data analysis, and a third wrote up the findings in a briefing for me to review. (Like other kinds of AI, Claude Code can hallucinate: When using the tool for research, I still carefully verify information against original sources before referencing it in my own writing, which--to be clear--I do myself.)



The industry is hopeful that agentic tools will continue to improve. The AI-coding boom is boosting tech companies' abilities to improve their own products, as engineers use agentic tools to write software. But Silicon Valley has long dreamed of building AI models that can improve themselves, each new generation of AI models able to spawn its successor. On a recent call with reporters, I asked Sam Altman, OpenAI's CEO, what it would take to get there: Such progress would require models capable of both producing "new scientific insight and writing a lot of complex code," he told me. "The models are starting to be able to do both of those things." Still, he cautioned, we're not yet at a moment of runaway AI progress. (The Atlantic has a corporate partnership with OpenAI.) Last month, Boris Cherny, the Anthropic employee who created Claude Code, told me that "Claude is starting to come up with its own ideas and it's proposing what to build."



Without inside access to these companies, it's difficult to know what to make of these claims. And as impressive as agentic tools already are, it could still take quite a long time for them to become safe and reliable enough for widespread use. Even if technology capabilities continue to progress rapidly, the real world is messy and complicated. Silicon Valley sometimes mistakes "clear vision with short distance," the Stanford computer scientist Fei-Fei Li said earlier this month. "But the journey is going to be long."



Tech companies have done a tremendous job of persuading investors to pour cash into their businesses, but the industry has done a much worse job at selling the public on its vision. Instead of focusing on tangible benefits of AI agents, Silicon Valley has spent years hype-washing the technology with business briefs that read like science fiction. In one influential essay, Dario Amodei, Anthropic's CEO, writes that powerful AI could soon eliminate most cancer and nearly all infectious diseases. In another, a team of researchers warns that within the decade, rogue AI might release biological weapons, wiping out nearly all of humanity. Bots that can handle spreadsheet work and automate coding might not amount to superintelligence, but they are still immensely powerful. To the extent that normies remain confused about AI's true capabilities, Silicon Valley has only itself to blame.
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Words Without Consequence

What does it mean to have speech without a speaker?

by Deb Roy

Sun, 15 Feb 2026

For the first time, speech has been decoupled from consequence. We now live alongside AI systems that converse knowledgeably and persuasively--deploying claims about the world, explanations, advice, encouragement, apologies, and promises--while bearing no vulnerability for what they say. Millions of people already rely on chatbots powered by large language models, and have integrated these synthetic interlocutors into their personal and professional lives. An LLM's words shape our beliefs, decisions, and actions, yet no speaker stands behind them.

This dynamic is already familiar in everyday use. A chatbot gets something wrong. When corrected, it apologizes and changes its answer. When corrected again, it apologizes again--sometimes reversing its position entirely. What unsettles users is not just that the system lacks beliefs but that it keeps apologizing as if it had any. The words sound responsible, yet they are empty.

This interaction exposes the conditions that make it possible to hold one another to our words. When language that sounds intentional, personal, and binding can be produced at scale by a speaker who bears no consequence, the expectations listeners are entitled to hold of a speaker begin to erode. Promises lose force. Apologies become performative. Advice carries authority without liability. Over time, we are trained--quietly but pervasively--to accept words without ownership and meaning without accountability. When fluent speech without responsibility becomes normal, it does not merely change how language is produced; it changes what it means to be human.

This is not just a technical novelty but a shift in the moral structure of language. People have always used words to deceive, manipulate, and harm. What is new is the routine production of speech that carries the form of intention and commitment without any corresponding agent who can be held to account. This erodes the conditions of human dignity, and this shift is arriving faster than our capacity to understand it, outpacing the norms that ordinarily govern meaningful speech--personal, communal, organizational, and institutional.

Language has always been more than the transmission of information. When humans speak, our words commit us in an implicit social contract. They expose us to judgment, retaliation, shame, and responsibility. To mean what we say is to risk something.

The AI researcher Andrej Karpathy has likened LLMs to human ghosts. They are software that can be copied, forked, merged, and deleted. They are not individuated. The ordinary forces that tether speech to consequence--social sanction, legal penalty, reputational loss--presuppose a continuous agent whose future can be made worse by what they say. With LLMs, there is no such locus. No body that can be confined or restrained; no social or institutional standing to revoke; no reputation to damage. They cannot, in any meaningful sense, bear loss for their words. When the speaker is an LLM, the human stakes that ordinarily anchor speech have nowhere to attach.

I came to understand this gap most clearly through my own work on language learning and development. For years, including during my doctoral research and time as an assistant professor, I worked to build robotic systems that learned word meanings by grounding language in sensory and motor experience. I also developed computational models of child language learning and applied them to my own son's early development, predicting which words he would learn first from the visual structure of his everyday world. That work was driven by a single aim: to understand how words come to mean something in relation to the world.

Looking back, my work overlooked something. Grounding words in bodies and environments captures only a thin slice of meaning. It misses the moral dimension of language--the fact that speakers are vulnerable, dependent, and answerable; that words bind because they are spoken by agents who can be hurt and held to account. That became impossible to ignore as my son grew--not as a word-learner to be modeled but as a fragile human being whose words mattered because his life did. Meaning arises not from fluency or embodiment alone, but from the social and moral stakes we enter into when we speak. And even if AI reaches the point where it is infallible--and there's no reason to believe it will, even as accuracy improves--the fundamental problem is that no amount of truthfulness, alignment, or behavioral tuning can resolve the issues that accompany a system that speaks without anyone being responsible for what it says.

Another way to think about all of this is through the relationship between language and dignity. Dignity depends on whether words carry real stakes. When language is mediated by LLMs, several ordinary conditions for dignity begin to fail. Dignity depends, first, on speaking in one's own voice--not merely being heard, but recognizing oneself in what one says. Dignity also depends on continuity. Human speech accumulates across a life. A person's character accrues through the things they say and do over time. We cannot reset our histories or escape the aftermath of our promises, apologies, or other pronouncements. These acts matter because the speaker remains present to bear what follows.

Closely tied to dignity is responsibility. In human speech, responsibility is not a single obligation but one's accountability to a multitude of obligations that accumulate gradually. To speak is simultaneously to invite moral judgment, to incur social and sometimes legal consequences, to take responsibility for truth, and to enter into obligations that persist within ongoing relationships. These dimensions normally cohere in the speaker, which binds a person to their words.

These ordinary conditions make it possible to hold one another to our words: that speech is owned, that it exposes the speaker to loss, and that it accumulates across a continuous life.

LLMs disrupt all of these assumptions. They enable speech that succeeds procedurally while responsibility fails to attach in any clear way. There is no speaker who can be blamed or praised, no individual agent who can repair or repent. Causal chains grow opaque. Liability diffuses. Epistemic authority is performed without obligation. Relational commitments are simulated without persistence.

The result is not merely confusion about who is responsible but a gradual weakening of the expectations that make responsibility meaningful at all.

Pioneers in early automation anticipated all of this during the emergence of artificial intelligence. In the aftermath of World War II, the mathematician and MIT professor Norbert Wiener, the founder of cybernetics, became deeply concerned with the moral consequences of self-directed machines. Wiener had helped design feedback-controlled antiaircraft missiles, machines capable of tracking targets by adjusting their behavior autonomously. These were among the first machines whose actions appeared purposeful to an observer. They did not merely move; they pursued goals. And they killed people.

From this work, Wiener drew two warnings that now read as prophecy. The first was that increasing machine capability would displace human responsibility. As systems act more autonomously and with greater speed, humans would be tempted to abdicate decision making in order to leverage their power. The second warning was subtler and more disturbing: that efficiency itself would erode human dignity. As automated systems optimize for speed, scale, and precision, humans would be pressured to adapt themselves to the machine--to become inputs, operators, or supervisors of processes whose logic they no longer control, and to be subjected to decisions made about their lives by machines.

In his 1950 book, The Human Use of Human Beings, Wiener foresaw learning machines whose internal values would become opaque even to their creators, leading to what today we call the "AI alignment problem." To surrender responsibility to such systems, he wrote, was "to cast it to the winds and find it coming back seated on the whirlwind." He understood that the danger was not simply that machines might act wrongly but that humans would abdicate judgment in the name of efficiency--and, in doing so, diminish themselves.

What makes such systems morally destabilizing is not that they malfunction but that they can function exactly as intended while evading responsibility for their actions. As AI capability increases and human oversight recedes, outcomes can be produced for which no one stands fully answerable. The machine performs. The result happens. But obligation does not clearly land anywhere.

The danger that Wiener identified did not depend on weapons. It arose from a deeper feature of cybernetic systems: the use of feedback from a machine's environment to optimize behavior without human judgment at each step. That same optimization logic--learn from error, improve performance, repeat--now animates systems that speak.

While the appearance of autonomous agency is new, the large-scale transformation of speech is not. Modern history is full of media technologies that have altered how speech circulates: the printing press, radio, television, social media. But each of these lacked properties that today's AI systems possess simultaneously. They did not converse. They did not, in real time, generate personalized, open-ended content. And they did not convincingly appear to understand. LLMs do all three.

The psychological vulnerability this creates was encountered decades ago in a far humbler system. In 1966, the MIT professor Joseph Weizenbaum built the world's first chatbot, a simple program called ELIZA. It had no understanding of language at all, and relied instead on simple pattern matching to trigger scripted responses. Yet when Weizenbaum's secretary began interacting with it, she soon asked him to leave the room. She wanted privacy. She felt like she was speaking to something that understood her.

Weizenbaum was alarmed. He realized that people were not merely impressed by ELIZA's fluency; they were projecting meaning, intention, and accountability onto the machine. They assumed the machine both understood what it was saying and stood behind its words. This was false on both counts. But the illusion was enough.

Using words meaningfully requires two things. The first is linguistic competence: understanding how words relate to one another and to the world, how to sequence them to form utterances, and how to deploy them to make statements, requests, promises, apologies, claims, and myriad other expressions. Philosophers call these "speech acts." The second is accountability. ELIZA had neither understanding nor accountability, yet users projected both.

Large language models now exhibit extraordinary linguistic competence while remaining wholly incapable of accountability. That asymmetry makes the projection that Weizenbaum observed not weaker but stronger: Fluent speech reliably triggers the expectation of responsibility, even when no answerability exists.

One can reasonably debate what genuine understanding consists in, and LLMs are obviously constructed differently from human minds. But the question here is not whether these systems understand as humans do. Airplanes really fly, even though they do not flap their wings like birds; what matters is not how flight is achieved but that it is achieved. Likewise, LLMs now demonstrably achieve forms of linguistic competence that match or exceed human performance across many domains. Dismissing them as mere "stochastic parrots" or as just "next-word prediction" mistakes mechanism for emergent function and fails to reckon with what is actually happening: fluent language use at a level that reliably elicits social, moral, and interpersonal expectations.

Why this matters becomes clear in the work of the philosopher J. L. Austin, who argued that to use language is to act. Every meaningful utterance does something: It asserts a belief, makes a claim, issues a request, offers a promise, and so on. Saying "I do" in a wedding ceremony brings into being the act of marriage. In such cases, the act is not carried out by words and then described; it is performed in the act of saying the words under the appropriate conditions.

Austin then drew a crucial distinction about how speech acts can fail. Some utterances are misfires: The act never occurs because the conditions or procedures are broken--as when someone says "I do" not at a wedding. Others are abuses: The act succeeds but is hollow--performed without sincerity, intention, or follow-through. LLMs give rise to this type of failure often. Chatbots do not fail to apologize, advise, persuade, or reassure. They do these things fluently, appropriately, and convincingly. The failure is moral, not procedural. These models systematically produce successful speech acts detached from obligation.

A common counterargument is to insist that chatbots clearly disclose that they are not human. But this misunderstands the nature of the problem. In practice, fluent dialogue quickly overwhelms reflective distance. As with ELIZA, users know they are interacting with a machine, yet they find themselves responding as if a speaker stands behind the words. What has changed is not human susceptibility but machine competence. Today's models demonstrate linguistic fluency, contextual awareness, and knowledge at a level that is difficult to distinguish from human interlocutors, and in many settings exceeds it. As these systems are paired with ever more realistic animated avatars--faces, voices, and gestures rendered in real time--the projection of agency will only intensify. Under these conditions, reminders of nonhumanness cannot reliably prevent the attribution of understanding, intention, and accountability. The ELIZA effect is not mitigated by disclosure; it is amplified by fluency.


Illustration by Talia Cotton



What once required effort, time, and personal investment can now be produced instantly, privately, and endlessly. When a system can draft an essay, apologize for a mistake, offer emotional reassurance, or generate persuasive arguments faster and better than a human can, the temptation to delegate grows strong. Responsibility slips quietly from the user to the tool.

This erosion is already visible. A presenter uses a chatbot to generate slides moments before presenting them, then asks their audience to attend to words the presenter has not fully scrutinized or owned. An instructor delivers feedback on a student's work generated by an AI system rather than formed through understanding. A junior employee is instructed to use AI to produce work faster, despite knowing the result is inferior to what they could author themselves. In each case, the output may be effective. The loss is not accuracy but dignity.

In private use, the erosion is subtler but no less consequential. Young people describe using chatbots to write messages they feel guilty sending, to outsource thinking they believe they should do themselves, to receive reassurance without exposure, to rehearse apologies that cost them nothing. A chatbot says "I'm sorry" flawlessly yet has no capacity for regret, repair, or change. It admits mistakes without loss. It expresses care without losing anything. It uses the language of care without having anything at risk. These utterances are fluent. And they train users to accept moral language divorced from consequence. The result is a quiet recalibration of norms. Apologies become costless. Responsibility becomes theatrical. Care becomes simulation.

Some argue that accountability can be externalized: to companies, regulations, markets. But responsibility diffuses across developers, deployers, and users, and interaction loops remain private and unobservable. The user bears the consequences; the machine does not.

This is not unlike the ethical problem posed by autonomous weapons. In 2007, the philosopher Robert Sparrow argued that such weapons violate the just-war principle, that when harm is inflicted, someone must be answerable for the decision to inflict it. The programmer is insulated by design, having deliberately built a system whose behavior is meant to unfold without direct control. The commander who deploys the weapon is likewise insulated, unable to govern the weapon's specific actions once set in motion, and confined to roles designed for its use. And the weapon itself cannot be held responsible, because it lacks any moral standing as an agent. Modern autonomous weapons thus create lethal outcomes for which no responsible party can be meaningfully identified. LLMs operate differently, but the moral logic is the same: They act where humans cannot fully supervise, and responsibility dissolves in the gap.

Speech without enforceable consequence undermines the social contract. Trust, cooperation, and democratic deliberation all rely on the assumption that speakers are bound by what they say.

The response cannot be to abandon these tools. They are powerful and genuinely valuable when used with care. Nor can the response be to pursue ever greater machine capability alone. We need structures that reanchor responsibility: constraints that limit the use of AI in various contexts such as schools and workplaces, and preserve authorship, traceability, and clear liability. Efficiency must be constrained where it corrodes dignity.

As the idea of AI "avatars" enters the public imagination, it is often cast as a democratic advance: systems that know us well enough to speak in our voice, deliberate on our behalf, and spare us the burdens of constant participation. It is easy to imagine this hardening into what might be called an "avatar state"--a polity in which artificial representatives debate, negotiate, and decide for us, efficiently and at scale. But what such a vision forgets is that democracy is not merely the aggregation of preferences. It is a practice of speaking in the open. To speak politically is to risk being wrong, to be answerable, to live with the consequences of what one has said. An avatar state--fluent, tireless, and perfectly malleable--would simulate deliberation but without consequence. It would look, from a distance, like self-government. Up close, it would be something else entirely: responsibility rendered optional, and with it, the dignity of having to stand behind one's words made obsolete.

Wiener understood that the whirlwind would come not from malevolent machines but from human abdication. Capability displaces responsibility. Efficiency erodes dignity. If we fail to recognize that shift in time, responsibility will return to us only after the damage is done--seated, as Wiener warned, on the whirlwind.
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This Is What It Looks Like When Nothing Matters

Welcome to the internet's nihilism crisis.

by Charlie Warzel

Sat, 14 Feb 2026




More and more, it seems, I pull to refresh a feed or open up a new browser tab and encounter something that makes me feel as if I've sustained a head injury.



Recently, the culprit has often been the federal government. The Department of Homeland Security is putting out white-nationalist dog whistles on X. President Trump posted a video depicting Barack and Michelle Obama as apes. The subtext of every egregious shitpost from the administration is the same: These people are in charge now, and the old rules don't matter.



A great deal of what I find myself scrolling past exudes a threatening, almost anarchical aura. Just before New Year's, my timeline offered murmurings of a livestreamer who appeared to have run a person over with his Cybertruck. A week later I would come to know this man as the 20 year-old "looksmaxxer" who goes by the name Clavicular. He hits his face with a hammer to strengthen his jawline and pals around with the white-supremacist streamer Nick Fuentes. Last month, the men were recorded in a club--with other charming manosphere personalities, such as the alleged sex trafficker Andrew Tate--enjoying Ye's song "Heil Hitler." (Tate has denied the allegations against him.)



Read: Why MAGA likes Andrew Tate



This was trolling, but it also sent a message: "We have enough status and influence to literally get them to play fucking the most--like you can't even find the song on a single platform," Clavicular said on a stream after the fact. Brazen displays of status and influence are, of course, what influencers have always been about, but something different is happening with Clav, with Trump and DHS, and with so many other, nonpolitical accounts on social media today. "The reason for the tariffs is the same reason Clavicular hits his face with a hammer," Aidan Walker, an online-culture researcher, told me recently. "It's to get attention. It's to mobilize the base; it's to prove a point that there's no rules anymore."



Social-media platforms--and especially X--have loosened their grip on moderation at the same time that AI tools have allowed for the easy proliferation of slop; never before has there been so much cynical, cruel content and trolling. When Clavicular records himself breaking his body, spouting the N-word, and reveling in anti-Semitism, he's participating in what Walker dubs "nihilism by default," an ideology where "the only sources of purpose or profit are the self and the social media machine."



Listen: The manosphere breaks containment



This dynamic is everywhere now. It exists in political memes and propaganda. It drives broad swaths of popular culture. A kind of post-ironic fatalism that was once endemic to seedy message boards has bled into the broader culture, changing how people communicate. Nihilism is now the lingua franca of the internet.

Not so long ago, the most toxic elements of the internet bubbled up on 4chan, a forum that was filled with self-consciously transgressive posts and media including revenge porn, offensive cartoons, and lots and lots of slurs. As Dale Beran wrote in his 2017 history of the site, "4chan defined itself by being insensitive to suffering in that way only people who have never really suffered can--that is to say, young people, mostly young men, protected by a cloak of anonymity."



Beran further explored the topic in his book, It Came From Something Awful, pinpointing how trolling became a game for disaffected kids with nothing better to do than kill time online. 4chan mutated from a site called Something Awful, which launched just before the turn of the millennium: "90s nihilism endured well into the 2000s, longer than most youth cultures," Beran wrote. "Like wine turned into vinegar, it could decay no further. Both culture and counter-culture taught new generations to be so wary of being deceived and manipulated, it was best to hold nothing in your heart at all."



In the mid-2010s, Steve Bannon, then the chairman of Breitbart News, began to see these people as a viable political constituency. The trolls weren't just telling bad jokes; through Gamergate, they began to understand that they could attract mainstream attention, generate outrage, and mobilize like-minded people. Their preferred version of reality could be foisted onto anyone. "You can activate that army," Bannon told the journalist Joshua Green in 2017. "They come in through Gamergate or whatever and then get turned onto politics and Trump."



Read: "All we wanted to do was play video games"



This culture didn't care about old norms and institutions, obviously--in fact, it actively tore them down. Understanding this is essential to understanding the MAGA political project: You can see it in DOGE's attempts to strip bare the federal government, for instance. But it is also key to understanding other elements of chaos in our culture: This same logic drove the "memestock" moment back in 2021, when Redditors banded together to inflate GameStop's stock price and manipulate hedge funds into bad positions. (One fund was forced to take a $2.75 billion bailout to survive.)



Today, you can feel the same thing throughout online culture. You can see it in the way that 9/11 memes have become normalized. This week, I saw an altered version of a famous image from that day--an agent whispering into President George W. Bush's ear about the attacks--captioned with the words "Sir, a second frat leader has brutally frame mogged Clavicular" (a reference, I explain with deep regret, to a viral clip of a jacked Arizona State University student stepping into Clav's shot on stream).



The process of abstracting huge news events into memes has become much faster. In July 2024, when Trump was shot in the ear, ironic memes popped up just minutes later. (One of the first ones showed a photo of him bloodied, surrounded by his security detail, with the caption "do NOT get your ears pierced at Claire's.") Similarly, moments after Charlie Kirk was assassinated at Utah Valley University, an eyewitness recorded and posted a TikTok video that went instantly viral. "It's your boy, Elder TikTok!" he shouted. "Shots fired!" Before signing off, he asked viewers to subscribe to his page. His knee-jerk reaction--to use the shooting of Kirk for content-creation purposes--was a sign of what would come. Within days, memes featuring Kirk's face were plastered everywhere in photos--onto celebrities, rap albums, the World Trade Center on 9/11, video-game characters, FBI Director Kash Patel, the faces of random people. The process became known as "Kirkification."



Arguably, peak Kirkification came in November, when people on social media discovered "We Are Charlie Kirk," a song--possibly AI-generated--by the artist Spalexma. The over-the-top ballad was paired with countless AI edits and lip syncs on TikTok, Instagram, and X. One of the most popular videos featured an AI-rendered J. D. Vance belting the song to a packed concert hall. By mid-November, the song had hit No. 1 on Spotify's viral-songs chart, both in the U.S. and globally.



Ironic nihilism appears also to have motivated Kirk's suspected assassin to etch a bunch of niche memes onto the casings of his bullets. In the days after Kirk's death, politicians, law enforcement, and many media outlets tried to parse the meaning of the assassin's inscriptions--to find a motive or assign blame. But there was little meaning to be found. Kirk's suspected shooter, like many other modern killers, was performing for an imagined audience. Shortly after the shooting, he allegedly texted his partner, "The fuckin messages are mostly a big meme, if I see 'notices bulge uwu' on fox new I might have a stroke."



Read: Something is very wrong online



This is what I mean when I use the word nihilism to describe this phenomenon: Memes flatten any event, shrinking it down and making it indistinguishable from the rest of the slop and ephemeral content in a person's feed, and they also become their own motivation for action. The 4chan logic that turned even the most hideous news and ideas into empty entertainment pervades everything on the internet now--more proof that lol, nothing matters.

This, of course, brings us directly to the Epstein files. On January 30, the Department of Justice released the latest tranche--millions of pages of searchable documents devoid of context or explanation. A constellation of screenshots spread via journalists, influencers, and random accounts. Also, ample fakery: For every genuine Elon Musk email I saw in the files, I saw another that had been fabricated to appear more damning than the originals. On X, Infowars' Alex Jones posted an AI-generated image purporting to show New York City Mayor Zohran Mamdani and his mother hanging out with Jeffrey Epstein when Mamdani was a child. (The photo was obviously fake; Mamdani's mother, the filmmaker Mira Nair, was mentioned in one email in the Epstein files, which suggested that she had attended a party at the townhouse of Ghislaine Maxwell.)



Like Kirk, Epstein has become an all-consuming meme across platforms. Long AI-slop videos of Epstein show him as a kind of conspiracy-theory Forrest Gump, influencing every bit of recent world history. In one clip, Epstein is visited in his jail cell by ... Charlie Kirk, who gives him a Monster energy drink, which causes him to enter a portal to a snowy fantasy realm. In all of the renderings, Epstein is depicted as more handsome than he was in reality--a typical AI glow-up--and some edgelord types seem to have become enamored with him. "I'm tired of pretending he didn't have aura," one alt-right Groyper account posted on X recently.



If the Epstein files were intended as an act of government transparency and accountability, then it seems that they have mostly been a failure. Extensive redactions and scattershot releases have not shed much light on the most heinous of Epstein's crimes, and the files have not resulted in any arrests or legal consequences here in the United States. Nor have Epstein's victims gotten the justice they deserve.



Read: The most #### administration ever



What's happened instead is even more corrosive: The public has gotten just enough of a look into Epstein's life to see that he remained influential, connected, and even seemingly respected long after becoming a sex offender. The world has gotten a glimpse of the fawning, skeezy shamelessness of his famous hangers-on, but not enough to criminally implicate them. The files have become yet another data point suggesting a deep rot inside of many American institutions. The result again is a pervasive nihilism, where the truth of what's being discussed matters less than the fact that it is being turned into content, the reaction to which will also become content.



The memes, the trolling, and the Epstein video slop are all a cultural defense mechanism amid a crisis of impunity. The files are more proof that elites of all persuasions seem plenty comfortable saying the quiet part out loud or engaging in egregious, shameless behavior, banking on a culture that has given up on demanding consequences. When faced with evidence of the worst kind of sexual deviancy and conspiracy and no consequences, who could blame a bystander for choosing to hold nothing in their heart at all?

A convincing argument I've seen for the prevalence of nihilism, especially politically, is that younger generations have mostly known only political and economic dysfunction.



Five years out from the GameStop ordeal, you can see a similar dynamic shot through the economy, in cryptocurrency speculation and graft, in vapid meme coins and an obsession with gambling and prediction markets. These elements--described as financial nihilism--are especially prevalent in younger generations, who feel that the path of predictable progress (homeownership, access to a thriving job market out of college) no longer exists. "Faced with that reality, taking a gamble on Fartcoin or betting how many times Elon Musk tweets in a week can feel strangely rational," the Gen Z economic writer Kyla Scanlon wrote in The Wall Street Journal.



Scanlon further argues that this kind of nihilism is "an attempt to find personal agency in a system that's increasingly denied it to them." Online, young people wrap their humor in so many layers of irony that figuring out what they're talking about can seem like a wild goose chase. The posters want people to research and agonize--it only serves to drive more attention to the joke. And so you get nonsensical memes ("six-seven") and brain rot as Oxford University Press's word of the year in 2024. The president of the publishing house's dictionary division justified the choice by noting, "There's a sense that we are drowning in mediocre experiences as digital lives get clogged."



Read: The case for brain rot



American politics has been a nightmare since before the youngest voters were even conscious of politics. The youngest members of Gen Z were 3 years old when Trump came down the golden escalator to announce his run for president. "Why is Gen Z so obsessed with looks? With wealth? With online virality/attention?" the writer Jasmine Sun posted recently on X. "These values were learned & inherited from the literal most powerful man in the world." Sun also argued that the broken, sclerotic nature of American political institutions means that the very concept of saving or restoring democracy can feel almost foreign. "Gen Z didn't experience what there was left to save," she wrote.



It's a tidy explanation, but also somewhat believable. Trump's rise was a signal to many that shamelessness is a market inefficiency in the 21st century--a superpower. That logic was adopted by opportunistic influencers and shock jocks in the initial Trump years. Platforms rewarded it handsomely with attention, money, and power. Many people have grown up and internalized that lesson.



This is not to say that influencers such as Clavicular deserve no blame for their choices--only that they have come of age in a media environment where fealty to an audience and online performance seem so second nature that they adopt the logic of the attention economy by default. Making content becomes one's only belief structure. The Claviculars of the world are outliers, sideshow performers, which helps explain their (often fleeting) popularity. But this type of nihilism is contagious, and it leads only to destruction: Clavicular breaks his body, while the Trump administration breaks the norms of democracy.



Our culture hasn't yet been fully subsumed by nihilism, but you can also see it everywhere in different forms: in the mass shooters who seem to care about nothing other than performing for others online. In the influencers Photoshopping themselves into Epstein-file photos to get likes or promote their SoundCloud account. In the overnight viral sensations who become brands and try to hawk a predatory meme coin. In the Super Bowl ads for gambling apps. In a culture of AI slop and brain rot, and in an administration that prioritizes propaganda and graft over governing. It threatens to rip us apart for good if we let it.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/02/internet-nihilism-crisis/686010/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Drink Whole Milk, Eat Red Meat, and Use ChatGPT

What Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s "AI revolution" really looks like

by Matteo Wong, Nicholas Florko

Fri, 13 Feb 2026




Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is an AI guy. Last week, during a stop in Nashville on his Take Back Your Health tour, the Health and Human Services secretary brought up the technology between condemning ultra-processed foods and urging Americans to eat protein. "My agency is now leading the federal government in driving AI into all of our activities," he declared. An army of bots, Kennedy said, will transform medicine, eliminate fraud, and put a virtual doctor in everyone's pocket.



RFK Jr. has talked up the promise of infusing his department with AI for months. "The AI revolution has arrived," he told Congress in May. The next month, the FDA launched Elsa, a custom AI tool designed to expedite drug reviews and assist with agency work. In December, HHS issued an "AI Strategy" outlining how it intends to use the technology to modernize the department, aid scientific research, and advance Kennedy's Make America Healthy Again campaign. One CDC staffer showed us a recent email sent to all agency employees encouraging them to start experimenting with tools such as ChatGPT, Gemini, and Claude. (We agreed to withhold the names of several HHS officials we spoke with for this story so they could talk freely without fear of professional repercussions.)



But the full extent to which the federal health agencies are going all in on AI is only now becoming clear. Late last month, HHS published an inventory of roughly 400 ways in which it is using the technology. At face value, the applications do not seem to amount to an "AI revolution." The agency is turning to or developing chatbots to generate social-media posts, redact public-records requests, and write "justifications for personnel actions." One usage of the technology that the agency points to is simply "AI in Slack," a reference to the workplace-communication platform. A chatbot on RealFood.gov, the new government website that lays out Kennedy's vision of the American diet, promises "real answers about real food" but just opens up xAI's chatbot, Grok, in a new window. Many applications seem, frankly, mundane: managing electronic-health records, reviewing grants, summarizing swaths of scientific literature, pulling insights from messy data. There are multiple IT-support bots and AI search tools.



The number of back-office applications suggest the agency may be turning to AI in an attempt to compensate for the many thousands of HHS staff who have been fired or taken a voluntary buyout over the past year: For example, the database points to a "staffing shortage" as the reason why the agency's Office of Civil Rights is piloting ChatGPT to identify patterns in court rulings involving Medicaid.



There are many ways this might go wrong. AI tools continue to make unpredictable errors; it's very easy to imagine a tool intended to eliminate "fraud" accidentally cutting off someone's Medicaid, or a tool intended to help ICU physicians recommending the wrong medication or dosage. In May, the agency released its landmark Make Our Children Healthy Again Report, which suggested that the government use AI to analyze trends in chronic-disease rates, including that of autism. The report was riddled with fake citations that appeared to be hallucinated by AI, which the White House attributed to formatting errors; HHS then corrected the report by removing the false citations and swapping in new references.

Read: The two sides of America's health secretary

Several HHS employees told us that new AI tools in the department indeed make frequent errors and do not always fit into existing workflows. Despite the big claims that the administration has made about Elsa, the chatbot is "quite bad and fails at half the tasks you ask it for," a FDA employee told us. In one instance, the staffer asked Elsa to look up the meaning of a three-digit product code in the FDA's public database. The chatbot spit out the wrong answer. According to the same staffer, an internal website highlighting potential uses of Elsa includes relatively run-of-the-mill tasks such as creating data visualizations and summarizing emails, but because of hallucinations, "most people would rather just read the document themselves." Another official said that he tried to use Elsa to evaluate a food-safety report. "It processed for a moment and then said 'yeah, all good,' when I knew it wasn't," the employee told us.



Some staffers we spoke with did have a more positive take. One CDC official said that his team is "constantly reporting on efficiencies that they are gaining using AI," even if those use cases are routine, like summarizing documents. Many of the tools HHS is using seem well intentioned. A tool used by federal and local health departments, for example, allows officials to analyze grocery-store receipts gathered from people suffering from suspected foodborne illnesses around the country to search for commonalities in the foods they ate. In an email, Andrew Nixon, an HHS spokesperson, told us that "a small number of disgruntled employees" have had problems with the agency's AI tools. Many staffers, he said, "report that it improves their efficiency in carrying out their work." Nixon added that even with staff shortages, the agency is "fully equipped to fulfill its duties."



If anything, Kennedy is following the kinds of automations that are already being applied across health care. Medicine has become one of the biggest sources of hype for AI, with many ongoing attempts to both streamline the convoluted world of health care and produce life-saving research. Just as one example: Doctors can spend more than a third of their days writing notes, reviewing charts, and working through insurance claims in electronic-health-records systems. If AI products can automate just a bit of that work, health-care workers--which the U.S. has a chronic shortage of--will have more time to spend with patients. HHS is piloting AI tools that can streamline health records, as are many hospital networks around the country. Start-ups are working on building all sorts of AI health tools; both OpenAI and Anthropic recently launched health-care products.



The greatest promises of AI for health care are much flashier: curing cancer, discovering novel vaccines, treating previously incurable conditions. And there are, in the department's approach to AI, some signs of an emerging technological paradigm shift. The HHS AI inventory reports a number of more ambitious projects, including using the technology to more quickly identify drug-safety concerns and study the genome of malaria parasites. These are AI tools that could genuinely change the kind of work doctors, epidemiologists, and medical researchers can do. AlphaFold--a protein-folding algorithm whose creators at Google DeepMind recently won a Nobel prize--is now used by researchers worldwide to advance drug discovery, including those at HHS.

Read: A virtual cell is a 'holy grail' of science. It's getting closer.

Still, generative AI is not going to instantly supercharge the inner workings of HHS. (Even something as proven as AlphaFold only accelerates one slice of a very long drug-discovery process.) This is probably a good thing--the technology has come a long way, but also isn't ready to totally remake one of the most influential public-health bodies in the world. If HHS continues to stick with an incremental approach to AI adoption, it could yield substantial improvements that are simply invisible to most.



But RFK Jr. may not be interested in stopping there. Many use cases are still being deployed or piloted, and the agency's AI database is filled with jargon and platitudes that, in many instances, can be interpreted in multiple ways. When the administration says AI is or could be used for "Reviewing Global Influenza Vaccine Literature" or analyzing data in the Vaccine Adverse Event Reporting System, the end results could be innocuous--or not. When Kennedy talks about using AI to eliminate fraud, he might mean using the technology to fire another 10,000 employees crucial to the nation's public-health infrastructure. The inventory outlines means rather than motivations. In at least one listed use case, though, the design is openly political: HHS is deploying AI to identify positions in violation of President Trump's executive orders on "Ending Radical and Wasteful Government DEI Programs" and "Defending Women From Gender Ideology Extremism."



Generative AI is undoubtedly a tool for bureaucratic efficiency and scientific research. But the more pressing question than what the technology is capable of is what ends it will be used to achieve.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/2026/02/rfk-jr-hhs-ai-chatbots/686007/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



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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The Rise of Stephen Miller

Panelists joined to discuss the senior Trump aide--and how he's become the enforcer of some of the president's most controversial policies.

by The Editors

Sat, 14 Feb 2026




Since Donald Trump's first term, Stephen Miller has risen into an architect and enforcer of some of the president's most controversial policies. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists joined to discuss the senior aide's rise, and how he's become one of the most powerful figures in the Trump administration.

Miller "has always believed that there is a role for provocation and performance in politics," Atlantic staff writer McKay Coppins, who has previously written about how Miller's childhood and college experience influenced his work, argued last night.

Between Trump's first and second terms, Miller's "ideology has been rather consistent. It's that he's more visible, more powerful, in this second term," Zolan Kanno-Youngs, a White House correspondent at The New York Times, continued. But whereas Miller was once limited to "being the architect in overseeing immigration policy in the Department of Homeland Security," Young said, he is now "trying to change the perception in the nation toward immigrants ... and there's more of a tolerance for the policies he's trying to implement."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Leigh Ann Caldwell, the chief Washington correspondent at Puck; McKay Coppins, a staff writer at The Atlantic; Zolan Kanno-Youngs, a White House correspondent at The New York Times; and Ashley Parker, a staff writer at The Atlantic.

Watch the full episode here.
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The Longevity Scam

Pouring some cold water on cold plunges

by Jordan D. Metzl

Thu, 19 Feb 2026




The quest to live forever has fascinated humans for millennia. The Epic of Gilgamesh, composed about 4,000 years ago, follows a king who searches the world for a plant that can restore youth, only to lose the plant to a thieving snake. The (likely apocryphal) story of Juan Ponce de Leon, who is said to have embarked on a search for the Fountain of Youth in the early 16th century, refuses to die--unlike its protagonist, who was killed along his journey.

Today's longevity-medicine movement is driven by the same aggressive desire for eternal youth as the mythic stories of old. But whereas in earlier times ideas about wellness could travel only as fast as the people who held them, today just about anyone with an internet connection can use social media and AI-generated graphics to sell medical advice in seconds. Despite a decided shortage of placebo-controlled trials in humans to support that advice, the business of longevity is booming, thanks in large part to sleek direct-to-consumer marketing delivered by health influencers with far more confidence than evidence. By 2030, $8 trillion might be spent annually on longevity-related products.

As a sports-medicine physician, I see the consequences of the modern longevity obsession up close. Patients arrive at my office convinced that the right peptides, cold plunges, or lab tests can meaningfully extend their lives. They're almost certainly headed for disappointment--if not harm.

In many ways, the American people owe a debt of gratitude to the early champions of longevity medicine. Throughout the 20th century, Western physicians focused primarily on treating disease rather than preventing it. But over the past 15 years or so, a new generation of longevity-focused clinicians began emphasizing lifestyle changes such as sleep, exercise, and healthy diet as first-line strategies for disease prevention--not necessarily to extend life, but to improve health. More recently, private investment has poured into the field in pursuit of flashier claims about staving off death. Many longevity-focused clinics and influencers have drifted from prevention toward profit, selling an expanding menu of unvalidated treatments.

Some of the new advice is relatively harmless. Protein loading, for example, is unlikely to meaningfully extend one's lifespan, but it is also unlikely to cause serious harm. Other trends are more concerning. I have seen patients experiment with drugs like rapamycin, an immunosuppressant medication prescribed for those who have undergone organ transplantation. Some health influencers claim, without convincing human-subject data to prove their point, that rapamycin slows cellular aging. Whether true or not, these claims have yet to be validated, but scientists do know that the side-effect profile of rapamycin includes an increased risk of infection and disease.

Read: America has entered late-stage protein

Other longevity enthusiasts are injecting or swallowing peptides, chains of amino acids that have been used in medicine for decades but are now becoming popular in their unregulated form. When prescribed by a physician, FDA-approved peptides such as insulin and GLP-1s can be remarkably effective. But no placebo-controlled human trials support the use of, say, "Wolverine" (scientific name BPC-157), a peptide that some influencers claim ramps up collagen production and aids tendon and ligament healing. Like many of the other non-FDA-approved peptides, anyone can order Wolverine online.

Along with supplements and drugs, excessive testing has become another pillar of the longevity movement. Apps, blood tests, and wearable devices purport to estimate customers' "biological age" using metrics such as heart-rate variability, sleep scores, body composition, and biomarkers in blood. This type of "health score" does not predict how long a person will live, but it can provide a helpful snapshot of one's current state of physiologic health and inspire healthy behaviors.

The bigger issue is more intensive screenings, especially full-body MRI scans, which many longevity clinics have marketed as tools to detect disease early and thereby extend life. Although this sounds like a good idea, the availability of screening has outpaced its clinical relevance. MRI scans routinely reveal anatomical changes that are a normal part of the aging process. Research suggests that the overwhelming majority of adults past middle age have tears or cartilage changes in their knees, or tendon injuries in their shoulders. Similarly, liver and kidney cysts are commonly seen on MRI scans, especially in people over 50, and most are of no clinical significance; they're common enough that researchers have dubbed them incidentalomas. But when such findings show up on an MRI, the risk of unnecessary surgery or other treatment increases drastically. Once a liver lesion is seen on MRI, for example, the patient will likely be advised to get a liver biopsy, a procedure with a 2.4 percent risk of major medical complication.

Read: GLP-1 envy was just the beginning

Recently, I treated a 48-year-old man for a routine sports injury. Almost as an aside, he mentioned that he had undergone a full-body MRI as part of a longevity program. The scan revealed a small lesion in his prostate. His PSA, the validated screening test for prostate cancer, was normal. Still, he was referred to a urologist, who felt compelled to biopsy the lesion because it appeared on the scan. The biopsy was benign, but the procedure left my patient unable to sit comfortably for weeks. "I wish I'd never done the MRI," he told me.

The irony is that modern medicine has already succeeded at what the modern-day longevity movement claims to offer. Over the past 150 years, human life expectancy around the world has more than doubled, to numbers that Ponce de Leon could hardly have dreamed of. Clean water, sanitation, antibiotics, and vaccines have done more to extend human life than any supplement stack ever could. Cold plunges and red lights may feel empowering, but there is little evidence that today's biohacking tools meaningfully extend the maximum human lifespan.

A better--and more achievable--goal would be to extend healthy longevity, adding life to years instead of years to life. Scientists and doctors, for the most part, already know how to do this. Daily exercise and maintaining skeletal muscle volume as you age are among the most potent forms of preventive health care.

From the January 2025 issue: America needs to radically rethink what it means to be old

After decades of prescribing exercise as medicine to my patients, I tell them this: Move your body every day, and build muscles with weights or bodyweight exercises three times a week. Eat foods that you can recognize in nature. Prioritize sleep. Stay socially connected with community activities. Such a regimen may not enable you to cheat death. But it's free. It's evidence-backed. And it will help you live well right now.
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An Olympic Trend That Defies Tradition

At Milan Cortina, every major sport category but ice hockey features men and women competing together.

by Christie Aschwanden

Tue, 17 Feb 2026




Olympic skimo is a spectacle. Appearing at the Games for the first time, skimo, short for ski mountaineering, grew from a long tradition of scaling mountains on skis--sometimes for hours on end--for the reward of gliding down, preferably through untracked powder. But at the Olympics, it will involve sprints of approximately three and a half minutes. First, athletes ascend a steep slope on skis outfitted with special fabric strips called "skins," which prevent them from sliding backwards down the hill. Then they throw their skis on their back and hike in ski boots, put their skis back on for a final ascent, and finally peel off their skins to race downhill.
 
 The events will include a mixed-gender skimo relay--"contrived for the Olympic field," Sarah Cookler, the head of sport for USA Skimo, the sport's American governing body, told me. Each team will include one man and one woman, each of whom will run the course twice. Anna Gibson and Cam Smith, both making their Olympic debuts, will represent Team USA.

It's only fitting that such a new sport should debut on the world stage with a format that's newly popular. Mixed-gender events, in which each team consists of a set number of men and women, have long had a place at the Olympics: Mixed-pairs figure skating and tennis were each introduced to the Games more than a century ago. But recently, such events have been growing in number as part of a deliberate effort to bring more attention to women's sports. At Milan Cortina, every major sport category but ice hockey features mixed-gender events.

Women participated in the first Winter Olympics, in Chamonix in 1924, but only in figure skating. Women's speed-skating exhibitions were included in the 1932 Olympics, but no medals were awarded. In 1936, women competed in alpine skiing, but they weren't allowed in cross-country until 1952. Since then, the Winter Olympics have slowly been approaching a sort of parity, with women participating in an ever-growing number of events once considered too difficult, dangerous, or scandalous for them.

The International Olympic Committee is advertising the 2026 Games as "the most gender-balanced Olympic Winter Games in history." That's based on the fact that women will represent 47 percent of athletes participating and compete in 53 percent of all events; this Olympics is also the first where male and female cross-country skiers are competing at the same distances. But in terms of viewership and publicity, the many mixed-gender events may do more to raise the profile of female athletes than women's events alone.

Women's sports, including skimo, tend to attract far fewer spectators than men's sports do. The mixed-gender relay can help bridge this gap, Smith told me, because in events that feature both men and women, viewers are positioned to watch everyone compete. And if the mixed-gender events allow spectators to get to know more female athletes, that could translate into more people watching the women's stand-alone events. The IOC is leaning into these events: The Los Angeles Games in 2028 will feature 25 mixed-gender events, including new ones in golf, rowing, and artistic gymnastics.

Gibson told me she's grown accustomed to elite sport spaces separating men and women as much as possible in the name of equity. She's also a world-class trail runner and accomplished gravel-bike racer, and in those sports, "the talk has been all about giving women their own start in order to elevate women's competition rather than having women be buried in the men's field," she said. Separate men's and women's fields have long been the default in most sports, and for good reason: If women had to compete directly with men, they would rarely have a chance to win. But bringing women and men together in competitions that include both gives women their own space and attention while including all the sport's athletes within one community. It creates "a lot of camaraderie," Gibson said, and in her experience, adds to the excitement among spectators.

Women, of course, face many obstacles in sport that cannot be solved by the addition of a few mixed-gender Olympic events. Across sports, male athletes are generally paid more than their female counterparts. In skimo, prize money is equal at the sport's World Cup, but some other races still have unequal payouts, Cookler said. (Gibson said she avoids those.) Women athletes are still sometimes subjected to sexual harassment and abuse, even on the Olympic level. The Winter Olympics still include one event in which women are not allowed to compete at all--Nordic combined, which consists of ski jumping and cross-country skiing. (The IOC is already considering dropping Nordic combined altogether because of low participation and spectator interest; an IOC spokesperson told me the event "will undergo a full evaluation" following this year's Olympics, and reiterated the committee's commitment to gender equality.)

And mixed-gender formats can still be subject to unequal dynamics. Biathlon, a Winter Olympics event that combines cross-country skiing and target shooting, has used the mixed-gender relay format since the 2014 Olympics in Sochi. (Biathlon and luge were the first sports to introduce a mixed-gender format to the Winter Games since figure skating and ice dancing in the 20th century.) But "women always went first in our mixed-gender relays, and people felt it was unfair that a woman could never be the anchor," Joanne Reid, a three-time Olympian who competed for Team USA last week, told me. In 2019, the sport's governing body restructured the order of the competition so that the gender of the anchor rotates.

Even as mixed-gender events become more common, skimo's inclusion in future Olympics is not assured. It's in the 2026 Olympics because the organizers of this year's Games proposed it; to continue competing, skimo athletes will need organizers at the next venues to propose its inclusion too. Skimo enthusiasts expect this to happen and hope future Olympics will include events that are longer and more representative of the sport's origins. "Nobody got into skimo to do the sprint relay," Smith said. But as he began training for the event, he enjoyed it more than he expected. "It's really fun because we are accountable to each other," he said. "I'm racing all out because I know that she's doing the same for me."
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Their Mutated Genes Were Supposed to Be Harmless

"Carriers" of certain genetic diseases, who have just one affected gene, can have symptoms too.

by Roxanne Khamsi

Sun, 15 Feb 2026




Back when he was 17 and in high school, Eric Sid fainted. In the emergency room, he was diagnosed with anemia, which can cause fainting spells, and for years he thought that was the end of the story. About a decade later, in the early 2010s, he came down with pneumonia and had blood work done. He took a peek at the results and saw markers of anemia, as he expected. But the report also mentioned that his red blood cells were smaller than normal.



Sid was in medical school at the time, and he immediately thought of a few genetic conditions that could explain this result. One was thalassemia, which causes low levels of hemoglobin, leading to anemia and other related problems. A laboratory test showed that he had this inherited illness. And this meant that he had a gene mutation. Finally, he thought, he had an explanation for symptoms he had been experiencing for years.



Except there was a catch. In the most common forms of thalassemia, people who show symptoms have mutations in both copies of the related genes. Those born with the most severe forms of thalassemia require transfusions for life to get enough healthy red blood cells, and if the condition is not diagnosed soon enough it can be fatal in early childhood. But Sid's lab results suggested that only one copy was affected, so he was considered a carrier of the illness, who could pass it on to his children but didn't have it himself. According to conventional wisdom at the time, carriers were asymptomatic, and compared with someone suffering from the disease's worst manifestations, he seemed fine.



Sid now works on a rare-disease program within the National Institutes of Health. Since he first found out that he was a carrier for thalassemia, he told me, research has shown that people like him can experience health consequences. These include lethargy and fainting--symptoms that hardly capture the disease's classic presentation but still have real consequences. And thalassemia is not unique. There are hundreds upon hundreds of known disorders for which carriers were thought to be safe; for a growing number of those diseases, doctors and scientists now believe that being a carrier can come with health problems. Plenty of patients have guessed all along that being a carrier could explain mysteries about their health, Sid said. "It took a while for the science to basically catch up to that suspicion."



In these types of "recessive" conditions, the people who show the classical manifestation of the disease have a pair of mutated genes. Our 23 chromosomes come in pairs that are essentially near duplicates of each other (with the exception of XY pairs). A person with just one nonworking version of a gene was supposed to be protected by the functioning second copy on the matching chromosome, which would provide cover against any disease. Inheriting two mutated copies of a gene is statistically rare, so many families with carriers may not include members with the full-blown version of a disease. As a result, the mutation can be unknowingly passed down from generation to generation, without carriers being aware of the real consequences.



In October, researchers in Louisiana reported on a case involving a college football player who had heart palpitations during practice. The athlete was a carrier for the blood disorder sickle-cell disease--one of the most common genetic disorders in America. Up to 10 percent of Black Americans are carriers for sickle cell. As far back as the 1970s, scientists noted blood and heart complications in carriers following physical exercise, and a lawsuit following the sudden death of a college football player two decades ago led to widespread screening for the sickle-cell trait in university athletics. However, experts are still trying to understand the risks to carriers.



The Louisiana man survived, but researchers noted that he had a dangerously irregular heartbeat during training and would need cardiac surgery. The authors of the October paper stress that coaches and players need more education about the possible hazards for carriers of the sickle-cell trait.



Experts who study cystic fibrosis, which is caused by mutations in the CFTR gene, also want more attention on the health complications that carriers can experience. As many as one in 25 Americans of European descent is a carrier for cystic fibrosis, but many are not aware of their status. For this disease, reports of symptoms in carriers go back at least several decades. Take, for example, infertility. Almost all men who have two mutated copies of the CFTR gene lack vas deferens, and without these tubes, sperm have no path out of the testes. In the mid-'90s, scientists found a handful of cystic-fibrosis carriers who lacked vas deferens, despite only one of their CFTR copies being mutated.



Carriers of cystic fibrosis can face other real health issues--dramatic sinus problems requiring multiple surgeries, pancreatitis, and possibly pancreatic cancer, which researchers have documented in papers over the past several years. "We've always said being a carrier of a single cystic-fibrosis mutation doesn't usually lead to health issues. And usually it doesn't," Michael Boyle, the president and CEO of the Cystic Fibrosis Foundation, told me. "However, we do know, and probably have a greater appreciation than ever, that being a carrier can lead to health issues for some." There are about 10 million cystic-fibrosis carriers in the United States alone, so if even a fraction of them have some degree of symptoms, that amounts to many people with manifestations of the disease.



Questions about carriers' health problems go beyond well-known diseases such as sickle cell and cystic fibrosis. Consider xeroderma pigmentosum: People with two mutated gene copies are up to 2,000 times more likely to develop melanoma than the average person; a 2023 analysis found strong evidence that some carriers of the disease were also more likely to develop skin cancer. Up to 3 percent of carriers of hereditary hemochromatosis show symptoms such as iron overload in their organs. Carriers of Gaucher disease Type 1 are at increased risk of Parkinson's. Carriers of LIG4 syndrome experience a version of the immunodeficiency that, in the fully expressed syndrome, causes life-threatening illness.



For many of these diseases, having two mutated copies of the related gene generally means that the disease will come for you. Having one copy can still mean nothing: Plenty of carriers of recessive genetic diseases seem none the worse for it. An estimated one in 20 people is, like Sid, a carrier for thalassemia, but not all people with a copy of the mutation experience anemia and fainting like he did. Why some carriers of genetic illnesses might be affected and others remain free from symptoms is not clear. But "people who are thought to be just carriers but show some symptoms of that disease may sometimes have a second hard-to-discover mutation," Edward Neilan, the chief medical and scientific officer of the National Organization for Rare Disorders, told me. "They may actually have two mutations."



Being a carrier can have benefits. One theory of why genetic diseases spread widely is that having one copy of a mutated gene has some advantage. It's well understood, for example, that being a carrier for sickle-cell disease offers some protection against malaria. And some have theorized that being a carrier for cystic fibrosis can defend against severe cholera, although the evidence for this theory is more scant. A 2023 analysis discovered that although two variant copies of the SCN5A gene elevates a person's risk of severe heart-rhythm problems, just one copy actually might lower a person's risk of heart-rhythm irregularities compared with the general population.



Even when being a carrier of a particular disease isn't itself beneficial, knowing that you are a carrier can be. Carriers of certain variants of xeroderma pigmentosum, for example, might want to go to extra lengths to avoid excessive sun exposure; some carriers of Alpha-1 antitrypsin deficiency, who appear to have a heightened risk of lung issues, might decide not to smoke. And people with the sickle-cell trait might be well-advised to acclimatize before doing sports at high altitudes.



Knowing you're a carrier for cystic fibrosis might help guide your family-planning decisions, for instance. (Even without vas deferens, a person could still become a father using sperm extraction and in vitro fertilization--which some carriers of cystic fibrosis opt for anyway, to avoid passing on the disease.) But there are limits: The science is still out on whether Trikafta, a relatively new medication that has transformed the disease for many people, would help with sinus or pancreatic issues in carriers. The medication isn't approved for carriers, either.



For Sid, knowing that he had a thalassemia mutation--which can cause dizziness--has made him feel less bad about his difficulty with intensive physical training, for example. And he is comforted to know what likely caused his high-school fainting episode. Finding out about the mutation in his genome gave him a fuller picture of his health. "Personally," he said, "that's kind of how I saw it--this kind of gave me some more understanding."
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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




Updated at 11:25 a.m. ET on February 18, 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. Measles cases have trended upward for years, even before 2025, and meningococcal disease is rising as well.

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 originally implied that tuberculosis was among the diseases covered by the national vaccine schedule for which cases are surging. In fact, the United States does not routinely vaccinate for tuberculosis. This article appears in the March 2026 print edition with the headline "How America Got So Sick."
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The West's Winter Has Been a Slow-Moving Catastrophe

Without snow in the mountains, the places that depend on the West's rivers will hurt for water.

by Rebecca Boyle

Wed, 18 Feb 2026




If you are reading this on the East Coast, congratulations on the warmer weather you're finally getting this week. It was cold and snowy for a while there. Here in the West, we wish we'd been in your shoes. Spare a thought for the tens of millions of us who live on the other side of the continent, where a catastrophe is unfolding.



In Colorado, where I live and grew up, this winter has been especially warm and dry. Last year closed with the warmest December in the history of recordkeeping. It was 8.9 degrees warmer than the average from 1991 to 2020, and the warmest of all in a record that goes back to the late 19th century. Over this past weekend, my neighbors and my family walked with our dogs and our kids in T-shirts and shorts, because it was in the mid-60s in Colorado Springs. About 60 miles north, my family in Denver saw a new record high of 68 degrees--on February 15.



But temperatures are not the only reason this winter is a catastrophe. This year, our snowpack is among the lowest ever measured, which means it won't be enough to fill the rivers that are born in our mountains, which feed  reservoirs and water farms from here to Los Angeles. Snow is finally coming to the mountains this week, but we still cannot avoid one of the worst water years in modern history. The West is already experiencing the worst drought we have seen in 1,200 years, as our junior senator, John Hickenlooper, reminded me in an email over the weekend. Colorado politicians have to be attuned to these dynamics: "The snowpack is pretty much as large as all of our reservoirs combined. That's why winters like this one are so terrifying," he wrote. Drought can mean economic disaster.



Hickenlooper, who was also the state's governor and the mayor of Denver, is not a man given to hyperbole. It really is that dire. Unless a lot of snow falls soon, Colorado's environment and economy will take a huge hit. Ski resorts are losing money now. In the spring, rivers that usually offer waist-high whitewater rapids and fishing pools will instead be a trickle; in the summer, farmers will lose peach crops. Hydrologists, fire scientists, and climate researchers are bracing for summer too; their spectrum of worry ranges from concern to actual panic.



"It's as bad as you think it is," Russ Schumacher, the Colorado state climatologist, told me. On top of the ongoing, decades-long drought in the region, all of Colorado is in a snow drought too. The amount of water stored in the snowpack is the lowest it's been at this point in winter since at least 1987, when comprehensive measurements began, he said. Going back to older records, some of which date from the Dust Bowl, the 2025-26 water year is the third-worst ever measured. In the two worse years, snowpack measured about 40 to 42 percent of average at this point in winter; this year, Colorado is sitting around 58 percent of median overall, and lower in some areas.



Climatologists say that a weak La Nina pattern in the Pacific is partly to blame, parking a high-pressure "heartbreak ridge" farther east than usual, which continually pushes moisture away from the mountains. But the abysmal snowpack is also causing a bad feedback loop, allowing the mountains to warm more than usual. The pattern could finally break this week, and "we definitely have time to make up ground," Allie Mazurek, a climatologist at the Colorado Climate Center, told me. But she also cautioned that "at this stage, it is looking almost impossible for us to get back to an average snowpack."



Schumacher's predecessor, the longtime state climatologist Nolan Doesken, used to say that Colorado's snowmelt is well behaved. Rain comes in a flash and is gone just as quickly, but we know where snow falls, where it will lie in wait, and which rivers it will feed months later. Flakes accumulate on cold ground, and when the Rockies stay cold the way they should, the snow remains for many months. And the surrounding air stays colder with snowpack than without it. This winter, temperatures are soaring 10 to 12 degrees above normal in northwestern Colorado--temperatures that region would not be seeing if the ground were covered in snow, Mazurek said.



Western water monitors use a metric called snow water equivalent, which is just what it sounds like, to estimate how much water will flow into rivers when the snow melts. Since 1987, the Snowpack Telemetry Network, SNOTEL, has measured snowpack by weighing the snow that falls at hundreds of stations across the West, including more than 100 currently active ones in Colorado. Other measurements are taken by hikers who snowshoe up to designated spots and measure the snowpack by hand. Climate scientists have been doing this for decades. Last week, the snow water equivalent in the Colorado River basin was tied for the lowest ever recorded, according to Brad Udall, a senior water scientist at Colorado State University and an expert on the Colorado River.



That snowpack forms the headwaters of rivers including the Colorado, the Rio Grande, and the Arkansas. And the Colorado River feeds the two largest reservoirs in the United States: Lake Powell and Lake Mead. Both reservoirs are critically low and have been for years: Powell is about 25 percent full, and Mead is at about 34 percent. If Powell's water level drops another 40 or so feet, which it could this year, there won't be enough water to generate hydroelectric power at Glen Canyon Dam. Water managers are starting to worry about "dead pool" too, in which the lake will get too low to let water flow through Glen Canyon toward Lake Mead; they are likely to reduce water flow out of Powell this year to avoid it.



In most of the Colorado River's upper basin--in Colorado, Utah, New Mexico, and Wyoming--water is not collected in many reservoirs; instead, it is diverted out to thousands of small locations, from streams to irrigation ditches. And "this year, there just isn't going to be any water in these rivers. Or there will be water, but instead of 12 weeks or 16 weeks of water, it will be four weeks of water," Udall told me. "Under western water law, people can basically completely dry these rivers up."



This is bad timing, because Colorado and the other basin states are currently failing to renegotiate key parts of the more-than-century-old Colorado River Compact, which expire later this year. Along with seven states, the river-management agreement includes the federal Bureau of Reclamation, 30 tribal nations, and Mexico, and controls how the river flows into and out of Lakes Powell and Mead. The states missed a major deadline on February 14, which means that the Bureau of Reclamation will instead impose its own plan--one that none of the states are likely to be happy with. In Colorado, at least, some residents are concerned that the Trump administration will punish the solidly blue state by simply giving more water to, say, Arizona, which Donald Trump won in 2024. This is far from an irrational worry. In late December, Trump vetoed funding for a pipeline, already under construction with bipartisan support, that would bring water from a reservoir to rural communities in southeastern Colorado. The fight over the Colorado River could shape up in similar fashion, pitting state against state. (In response to a request for comment, a Department of the Interior spokesperson pointed me to a press release in which Secretary Doug Burgum said that the department had "listened to every state's perspective" and that a "fair compromise with shared responsibility remains within reach.")



Further in the future, the effects of water reductions will spill through the western economy. Agriculture, water recreation such as fishing and river rafting, and entire mountain ecosystems--both environmental and economic--will falter. For now, though, we are worrying about our trees budding six weeks too early, and pouring buckets of water around their trunks to keep them hydrated in the warmth. We are updating our fire checklists and go bags during red-flag warnings: One went up yesterday as I was working on this story. Winter fire watches are abnormal, but we are growing all too accustomed to them. And we are checking the snow forecast every day.
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How Many Wolves Is Enough?

Now that thousands live in the United States, some people would like to kill more of them.

by Katherine J. Wu

Mon, 16 Feb 2026




Updated at 10:02 a.m. ET on February 16, 2026

The wolves arrived in May of last year, just days after Paul Roen had driven his cattle back up to their summer pasture in Northern California's Sierra Valley. He started finding the bleeding bodies of calves--some still alive, so badly paralyzed that they'd need to be shot. After weeks of this, Roen finally saw a kill himself. "One wolf grabbed a cow and spun her around, while another grabbed a calf," he told me. "He tore it into three pieces in 30 seconds."



Every night, Roen would go out in his pickup truck and try to keep the wolves away from his animals, until exhaustion drove him to bed in the hours before dawn. He came to dread the sound of his cows bawling for their lost calves. By June, Roen, who is also a Sierra County supervisor, and his fellow ranchers had persuaded the state to intervene: A team started to patrol the Sierra Valley rangeland, harassing wolves with rubber bullets, sirens, and eventually drones. At one point, Roen said, officials even tried piling frozen beavers outside the wolves' den to sate their hunger. But still, the kills continued.



What Roen and other ranchers wanted, really, was for the state to kill the wolves. But gray wolves, which were exterminated from California roughly a century ago, are still listed as endangered there, making it illegal to kill, harm, or harass them. By the fall, the same pack of wolves had taken down roughly 50 of Roen's cattle, he estimates--more than he'd ever lost to mountain lions or any other predators, and a major proportion of the roughly 90 livestock killed or injured in the region. The state's Department of Fish and Wildlife determined that this was "far outside any comparable experience across the state or the West," and sanctioned the first wolf killings since the animals had returned to California in 2011. In October, officials tranquilized three adult wolves from a helicopter, then injected them with chemical euthanasia. They also shot a fourth wolf--a six-month-old pup--who'd been mistaken for a similar-looking adult.



The consequences of killing wolves are not what they might have been 50 years ago, when just hundreds of them were left in the contiguous United States and the federal government first declared the species endangered. Nowadays, thousands prowl the landscape--a fraction of the millions that may have once lived here, but still constituting one of the most successfully recovered species in the country. At this point, "I don't think you can shoot and trap wolves out of existence," Diane K. Boyd, a wildlife biologist who has extensively researched wolves, told me.



Some Americans are hoping that killing wolves could again become a national norm. Already a few western states are actively working to reduce their gray-wolf populations through annual hunts. When I asked Richard Egan, another California rancher, how many wolves should be in the state, he told me there was no correct answer other than zero. The country's official stance is that gray wolves should live here. Americans are still deciding how many they can tolerate.



The tensions between today's wolves and humans are, essentially, the same as they were in the 1800s. As expanding agriculture sent wild populations of deer and elk into decline, wolves began to prey instead on livestock--prompting people, in turn, to kill wolves. By the middle of the 20th century, decades of aggressive hunting, trapping, and mass poisoning had pushed the Lower 48's gray wolves to the point of near extermination.



After decades of monitoring and intervention, some imperiled species are still barely staving off extinction; wolves' evolutionary grit, meanwhile, has surprised even conservationists. Human initiatives have undoubtedly helped--particularly, the reintroduction of wolves to Yellowstone National Park and Idaho in 1995, which was driven by the Nez Perce Tribe. But on their own, gray wolves trickled across the Canadian border, back into Montana; after expanding throughout the Mountain West and Northwest, they wandered down into California. In 2021, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service moved to take gray wolves off the federal endangered-species list, though that decision has been under contention since.



With the return of gray wolves has come the return of gray-wolf problems. The wolves are facing greater pressures than they once did to find food in a country filled out with cities and people; naturally, they are again preying on livestock. Ranching, too, has become more challenging and less stable in recent years, amid droughts and rising feed costs. In California, in particular, where elk remain relatively scarce, and deer populations have been in prolonged decline, "there's nothing to sustain these wolves but cattle," Roen told me. One recent analysis found that a single wolf can cost a rancher up to $162,000. But ranchers remain limited in how much they can intervene. "If they killed every one of my cattle, I'd just have to sit and watch unless they threatened me personally," Egan, whose cattle losses have roughly quadrupled since wolves arrived in his county, said.



In Oregon, too, where gray wolves have been established for longer, ranchers feel hamstrung. Kimberlee Kerns's family has lost hundreds of sheep and cattle to wolves since 2009; the animals that survive tend to gain less weight and conceive fewer lambs and calves. To keep the sheep safe, her team has been herding them into pens every night, which raises the animals' stress levels and makes it easier for them to get one another sick. And after being repeatedly vexed by wolves, Kerns told me, her cattle "want to fight the herding dogs"--which, although domesticated, are still technically the same species.



Ranchers and wolf advocates have been able to deter wolves from feasting on livestock on some properties, Karin Vardaman, who's part of a group trying to minimize wolf-human conflict, told me. Ranchers can fly brightly colored streamers to spook wolves, and try to keep animals off terrain that might make hunting easier; they can dispatch horseback patrols on their property. But Egan and Roen said that they've seen those tactics fail, too--perhaps because the wolves quickly learn that flashy repellents pose no genuine threat. "They're desensitizing the wolves to the point where they're emboldened," Egan said.



These gentler efforts, Egan and Roen argue, might carry more weight if local wolves understood that humans might kill them, too. And, of course, the more wolves die in these harvests, the fewer might trouble livestock.



Around the end of 2008, the year before Montana opened its first gray wolf-hunting season, animus against the predators reached a boiling point. A series of tougher-than-average winters had squeezed the local wildlife; hunters were driving into town with less to show for their efforts. "The hunters that year saw not as much deer, and wolf tracks everywhere," Kent Laudon, a wildlife biologist who worked as a wolf specialist in Montana's wildlife department for more than a decade, told me. Locals began to protest outside of his department's office, calling for wolves to be purged. That winter, Laudon recalled driving across town and counting the bumper stickers, which were emblazoned with the silhouette of a wolf head and read Smoke a pack a day.



The next year, Montana's quota for wolf kills debuted at 75. That number has grown steadily over the past couple of decades to more than 400. Quentin Kujala, the chief of conservation policy at Montana's Department of Fish, Wildlife, and Parks, told me that the number of lethal wolf removals that officials have had to conduct due to livestock conflicts has decreased in that same time frame. But livestock conflicts--and complaints about them--also plateaued in the 2010s, and have stayed at roughly that level ever since. The state's wolf population, too, has held rather steady at about 1,100 for several years. "We seem to have arrived at an equilibrium," Kujala said.



For years, Montana's official policy has said that the state must maintain at least 15 breeding pairs of wolves to keep them off the state's endangered-species list. (Because of wolves' complex social structure, researchers have disagreed on the size of the wolf population necessary to maintain that many breeding pairs--but according to Kujala, the state now relies on a very conservative estimate of about 450 wolves.) But locals and politicians disagree vehemently about how many wolves above that threshold they'd like to support. In 2021, the state government passed a law that called for reducing the wolf population to a "sustainable" level.



Apart from specifying that the number of wolves had to exceed the state's endangerment cutoff, legislators never defined what such a sustainable level might be. Mike Phillips, a former Democratic member of Montana's state Senate, told me that if the goal is to actually recover the species, humans should set their sights higher than just barely exceeding the threshold at which the animals might snuff out. Paul Fielder, a Republican member of the state's House of Representatives and a longtime advocate for more aggressive wolf management, told me he sees little reason for the state to maintain more wolves than the bare minimum. "They're four-legged terrorists," Fielder said. "How many terrorists are okay in your neighborhood?"



Across the rest of the country, too, opinions about how to manage wolves tend to break along partisan lines--to the point where reminding people of their political identity can amplify their positive or negative feelings toward the animals. And although most Americans remain in favor of protecting gray wolves, only a very small minority of people in the U.S. regularly interact with the animals--primarily in rural regions. A few ranchers told me they were frustrated that so much of the wolves' fate was being determined by people who wouldn't have to live through the direct consequences.



Wolves do have a way of riling peoples' emotions, Alma Sanchez, a carnivore biologist with the Nez Perce Tribe, told me--perhaps, she and others said, because conflicts over their future put into relief so many fault lines of American life, between urban and rural existence, between conservatives and liberals, between trust in government and a desire for individual sovereignty. Some researchers hoped that a few wolf killings might mollify ranchers, but recent studies have suggested that this approach can instead reinforce anti-wolf sentiment. In one infamous case in Wyoming--where wolves have been delisted since 2017 and can be hunted and trapped year-round in most of the state--a man was arrested in 2024 after he allegedly ran over a wolf with his snowmobile, then paraded her injured body around a bar before shooting her. (He has pleaded not guilty to the charge.)



And as Montana has found, the math of "fewer wolves, fewer problems" doesn't always work out. Killing a wolf can destabilize its pack to the point where the remaining members become more likely to go after livestock. And although wolves do naturally prey on wild deer and elk, support for the notion that the predators are cratering wild game populations is mixed at best, several experts told me. In several cases, researchers have found that wolves' effect on those species pales in comparison to the impact of  factors such as disease, environmental conditions, habitat loss, and other predators. The benefits to livestock, too, may be quite modest: One recent study found that, across states, killing one wolf saves, on average, less than 10 percent of a single cow. For those reasons and more, several wolf researchers told me they remain skeptical that ever-increasing wolf killings will chart the path to coexistence. "If it's not going to reduce conflict, or make you feel better about wolves, why do you want to kill wolves?" Naomi Louchouarn, a conservation ecologist with Humane World for Animals, told me.



Although some advocates for increased wolf harvests can point to an ideal--and low--number of wolves they'd like to aim for, the conservationists I spoke with didn't feel comfortable identifying a "correct" number of wolves for the country. The answer, Sanchez told me, depends less on what the landscape can support and more on what Americans' attitudes will. But people who want more wolves and people who want fewer both argue that the other side is letting their feelings about wolves get in the way of rational thinking. Fielder, while making the case that Montana needed fewer wolves, repeatedly told me that the worst way to approach wolf management was "entirely through emotion." Days earlier, while advocating for the animals, Boyd, the wildlife biologist, had told me exactly the same.

This article has been updated to reflect which other predators have killed Paul Roen's cattle.
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The Blind Spot at the Top of the World

Slashing Arctic climate science will limit how clearly the U.S. can understand the region.

by Brett Simpson

Fri, 13 Feb 2026






Last week, Thomas E. Dans, the recently appointed chair of the U.S. Arctic Research Commission, showed up unexpectedly in Tromso, Norway, at an annual conference about the Arctic's future. He had flown in from Mar-a-Lago and, he told me, was there to observe. The next day, he watched as Asa Rennermalm, a Rutgers University professor who studies polar regions, sat onstage with European foreign ministers and spoke out against cuts to U.S. science funding.



"A leading US Arctic scientist is on stage absolutely ripping her country to the delight of the audience," Dans wrote on X. "Embarrassing." He punctuated his post with an American-flag emoji.



When I asked him at the conference about his plans in his new job--the commission's main function is advising the federal government on what Arctic science to pursue--he said that future research will put America first and focus on the economic opportunities of the north. In a later email, he emphasized investments in Arctic military and energy security. "Under President Trump, our expansive Arctic research enterprise, across the entirety of the U.S. government enterprise, is increasing not decreasing," he wrote.



But his comments were also consistent with the Trump administration's posture toward Arctic climate research in particular: The United States has been doing too much of it. The Trump administration's choices are leading to an odd predicament, in that the more the U.S. takes a geopolitical interest in the Arctic, the less it's contributing to the world's basic understanding of the region. By slashing any science related to climate change, the U.S. is willfully remaining ignorant about the place key to the world's future.







In the past year, the government's own scientists, as well as scientists who depended on federal funding, have had to leave the region in droves, while thousands of federal data sets have vanished without warning, including many key to climate research. One day last May, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration announced that the Sea Ice Index, a nearly half-century-long archive kept by one of its centers, would no longer be maintained or updated. In December, when NOAA quietly published its 20th-anniversary Arctic Report Card, it not only detailed record-high temperatures and record-low winter sea-ice cover, but also indexed the report's own at-risk projects, threatened by U.S. staffing and budget cuts--including, for instance, a sea-ice-monitoring satellite system already scheduled for decommission.



Not long ago, the U.S. was the world's greatest public funder of Arctic research, and the most frequent research-project initiator, according to an analysis by UArctic, a network of universities and research institutions studying the high north. "Frighteningly, a lot of the world's critical climate data is being stored in data centers in the U.S.," Morven Muilwijk, an oceanographer at the Norwegian Polar Institute who studies sea ice, told me. Scientists around the world have been scrambling to fill in gaps and make space on their servers for American data sets, before more of them suddenly disappear.



Polar peace, and the scientific collaboration it's enabled, is a relatively recent idea; the eight Arctic nations created the Arctic Monitoring and Assessment Programme (AMAP) in 1991, at the Cold War's end. More than a decade later, AMAP published the first ever international and multidisciplinary report on Arctic climate change and its driving role in planetary warming. At its height, AMAP grew to a network involving more than 800 global scientists and experts.



Arctic research always required diplomacy, and even before Donald Trump took office, it had been in a rough stretch. In March 2022, one week after Russia's full-scale invasion of Ukraine, Western nations started issuing sanctions against Russia that limited cross-border science and data-sharing, effectively wiping half of the geographical Arctic from climate models. The Arctic Council, the diplomatic forum that directs AMAP, paused its work. Practically overnight, hundreds of projects were halted, and once-daily contact among colleagues ceased. Scientists co-signed editorials pleading with their governments to end the sanctions for the sake of tracking planetary change. Only in mid-2024 did AMAP shakily open conversations about how to resume data-sharing.



Rolf Rodven, AMAP's executive secretary, told me that today he's optimistic and that the "intentions are there on both sides" to reopen the data channels. Still, he noted that, in recent years, attitudes toward data-sharing have changed. All environmental data shared across borders have the potential to be used for civilian technology or for military purposes. For example, high-resolution permafrost maps are key to understanding Arctic changes, but also reveal strategic details about a country's terrain. In 2024, a Newsweek investigation found that a Chinese atmospheric station on Svalbard was using instruments owned by a state military-electronics group, which is also known for developing radar that can spot submarines and missiles at great distances. Just this week, The Barents Observer reported that a Russian AMAP scientist was arrested in January, accused of state treason by security services who say they found information in his publications on the Arctic environment that could be used by Norwegian intelligence. According to the First Report, a group of Russian human-rights lawyers in exile, the scientist has denied the charges.



Given the Trump administration's aggressive approach to Arctic politics, any wariness about continuing to share data would be unsurprising. But not even American scientists can access the decades-long data sets they've removed, nor is it clear that those data sets exist anymore. To Rodven, "the U.S. situation is much worse" than the 2022 breakdown in Russian science collaboration. Russia is still collecting key data, even if other countries can't currently access the information. The Trump administration has been planning to pull carbon-measuring satellites out of the sky. European institutions are now preparing for a future without American data: The Norwegian Meteorological Institute, for example, has been downloading still-online NOAA and NASA data sets to its own servers; the European Space Agency, Muilwijk said, "is really stepping up" with its satellite data sets. But these efforts may not be enough to patch the holes the U.S. is leaving behind.







Late last year, at the American Geophysical Union's annual conference, Rennermalm, the Rutgers scientist, gave a talk titled "The End of the Golden Era of Polar and Cryosphere Science in the United States?" In it, she raised concerns that the administration's disinvestments could seriously hurt the global understanding of the poles, and discourage an entire generation of young researchers. At the conference, one of the most important gatherings for climate research, she noticed that fewer attendees had come from outside the U.S. than she'd expected, she told me. Scientists from other countries--Muilwijk and his colleagues among them--have started skipping American conferences. They've also stopped submitting to American academic journals, Muilwijk told me, in part because as available American peer reviewers shrink, these journals are running monthslong backlogs. The U.S. continues to pull away from international collaboration, too: In January, the Trump administration formally announced that it would withdraw the United States from the United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, just two years before initial reports from its next comprehensive, meticulous account of planetary changes and forecasts are due to be published.



The impact of losing American involvement in the IPCC report is difficult to quantify. But one consequence is fairly straightforward: The National Center for Atmospheric Research, which the Trump administration wants to dismantle entirely, produces a major model of the Earth system that the report depends on. NCAR has been a leader in improving the accuracy of climate predictions, Muilwijk told me. The science has been moving toward linking Arctic changes to other regions and predicting hyperlocal impacts--future storms, erosion, sea-level rise--with greater specificity. Losing NCAR models and data may make those predictions a lot harder. (The White House did not respond to a request for comment.)



Rennermalm took what she thinks may be her final research trip to Greenland last summer. She's been studying changes to the ice sheet there for two decades, during which it has lost 5,000 billion tons of ice, and at a research station that was once full of American scientists, she saw only two other senior researchers like herself, "there to pack down the science," she told me. At the harbor, she could see naval ships. "This Greenland-occupation rhetoric is now a world issue consuming every conversation," she said, when I called three weeks before the Tromso conference, "when what we should be focusing on is what's happening to our Earth system and our ability to live on this planet."



That's what happened at the conference, too--an exchange between Dans and Aaja Chemnitz, a Greenlandic member of the Danish Parliament, became the talk of the week. Dans had just given an interview to Norwegian national TV, in which he expounded on America's designs on Greenland. Afterward, when his mic was still on, he glibly told Chemnitz that the "check is in the mail." The next night Chemnitz recounted the whole exchange at a talk with, among others, Michael Sfraga, who chaired the U.S. Arctic Research Commission under Joe Biden; he told Chemnitz to "rip the check up." (In his email, Dans told me that he'd encourage people to listen to the full interview, and that "Greenlanders themselves deserve better and they have no greater friend in America.")



When I spoke with Sfraga about the exchange, he said that "it's getting harder to stay measured in my reactions." But he noted that in mid-January, Congress passed a bipartisan bill restoring much of the climate-science funding cut from NOAA, NASA, and the National Science Foundation last year. And even an administration pursuing an "America First" strategy in the Arctic should see some value in investing in polar science. "You can not divorce basic research from national security, homeland security, energy security, community security, or economic security," Sfraga told me. Whatever U.S. leaders might think about climate change, that reality will affect their future plans, too.
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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 Nick Miroff Wins 2025 George Polk Award for Immigration Reporting



Wed, 18 Feb 2026


Illustration by The Atlantic



The Atlantic's staff writer Nick Miroff is the recipient of the 2025 George Polk Award for immigration reporting for his coverage of the wrongful deportation of Kilmar Abrego Garcia. Miroff broke the story in March 2025 that the Trump administration had erroneously deported Abrego Garcia to a Salvadoran prison despite his protected immigration status, and reported on developments before and after Abrego Garcia's return to the United States.

At The Atlantic, Miroff has reported extensively on immigration and President Trump's mass-deportation campaign, including breaking the news last month that Greg Bovino was ousted from his position as Border Patrol "commander at large"; chronicling battles raging inside the Department of Homeland Security; reporting on ICE's status following its withdrawal from Minneapolis; revealing that more than a third of ICE recruits at the agency's training academy in Georgia failed the ICE personal-fitness test; and co-reporting a profile of Stephen Miller, detailing how Miller acts as an accelerant for the president's most incendiary impulses and shapes the lives of individual Americans in nearly every realm.

The George Polk Awards were established in 1949 to commemorate George Polk, a CBS correspondent murdered in 1948 while covering the Greek civil war. The awards place a premium on investigative and enterprising reporting that gains attention and achieves results, and honor special achievement in print, online, or broadcast journalism. An announcement is below from The Atlantic's editor in chief, Jeffrey Goldberg:

Dear everyone,
 Big news this morning: Nick Miroff has been named the winner of the 2025 George Polk Award for immigration reporting. This recognition is greatly deserved, because Nick has owned this beat like no other reporter. Working with his wonderful editor, Jenna Johnson, Nick has not only delivered scoop after scoop, but he has contextualized, deepened, and--this one is particularly important--complicated our understanding of America's current immigration crisis. Though he is winning this award in large part for breaking the news of the wrongful deportation of Kilmar Abrego Garcia (and for his continuing coverage of that case), Nick's stories on the internal workings of ICE and other government bureaucracies deserve equal praise.
 Nick only joined us last year, but he has made himself completely integral to The Atlantic's reporting. As you all know, he also broke the story that Greg Bovino was ousted from his position as the Border Patrol's "commander at large"; he covered the battles raging inside DHS; he revealed that more than a third of ICE recruits at the agency's training academy in Georgia failed the ICE personal-fitness test; and he co-reported our recent excellent profile of Stephen Miller.
 The Polk Awards are among journalism's most prestigious, and I'm so pleased to see Nick--and Jenna, and the whole team--receive this outstanding recognition.
 Best wishes,
 Jeff


Press Contact:
 Anna Bross | The Atlantic
 press@theatlantic.com




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/press-releases/2026/02/nick-miroff-wins-2025-polk-award-immigration/686035/?utm_source=feed
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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Name That College Town

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

by Drew Goins

Wed, 18 Feb 2026




If you put any stock in the ability of IQ tests to assess intelligence, we humans have spent the past century steadily getting smarter. (And if you don't put any stock in them, well, we humans have steadily gotten better at IQ tests.)

Because IQ is a standardized measure, humankind's average score still sits at 100--but this isn't your granddaddy's 100. IQ tests are regularly recalibrated, and over the past many decades, when new subjects have taken an old test, they have almost always outscored their predecessors' average; Grandpa's generation might have hovered around 100, but the kids are scoring 115 ... which then becomes the new 100.

This phenomenon is called the Flynn effect, and researchers still aren't sure what causes it. Perhaps it's due to more efficient education or better nutrition. The reason could be that modern environments contain more interesting stimuli or that modern gasoline no longer contains lead.

I haven't seen anyone propose that trivia is to thank, but the growing popularity of quizzing tracks with the IQ trend line pretty well too. I think I speak for all of science when I say we shouldn't rule it out quite yet.

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

Wednesday, February 18, 2026

	What name is shared by the city that's home to the oldest continuously operating university in North America and the one that's home to Europe's third-oldest?
 -- From Rose Horowitch's article about elite universities' satellite campuses 
 	All major categories of competition at this year's Winter Olympics feature mixed-gender events, save for what sport considered too dangerous for the combining of men and women?
 -- From Christie Aschwanden's essay on these Olympics' boon to women's sports
 	By what colorful name did Jesse Jackson refer to his vision of Americans of all creeds, races, and backgrounds uniting to overcome inequality?
 -- From Adam Serwer's essay reflecting on Jackson's legacy after his death this week




And by the way, did you know that the University of Bologna is nearly a millennium old? It's the world's oldest university that was founded as such (at least one older university started as a madrasa), and its alumni include Copernicus, Dante, and more than one pope.

Imagine trying to write a halfway-decent poem for an assignment, and your classmate turns in the Divine Comedy. Then again, at least you'd have had a leg up on Copernicus, who probably got marked off plenty for insisting that the Earth actually orbits the sun.

Until tomorrow.



Answers:

	Cambridge. Time was, colleges stuck to the spot where they were built, and globally recognized elite schools mostly still do (see Harvard and Britain's Cambridge staying put). But Rose reports that more and more universities just below that top tier are trying to burnish their reputation by creating a network of fully fledged satellite campuses. Read more.
 	Ice hockey. Aschwanden writes that gender mixing in the Olympics has steadily increased over recent Games and has probably done more to raise female athletes' profiles than events featuring women alone. Read more.
 	The Rainbow Coalition. Adam writes that Jackson's opponents did their best to turn him into "an anti-white, anti-Semitic demagogue" but that this caricature never reflected the actual man, who was steadfastly committed to egalitarianism. It's easy to be cynical about Jackson, Adam writes. Don't be. 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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/02/daily-trivia-questions-answers-week-18/686039/?utm_source=feed
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The Latest Ploy to Help Republicans Win Elections

The SAVE Act, which would require that voters prove they are citizens, is a solution to a problem that doesn't exist.

by David A. Graham

Wed, 18 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.

Any legislation titled with a backronym is automatically suspect, and the SAVE America Act--that's Safeguard American Voter Eligibility--is no exception. A version of the bill languished last year, but President Trump is now pressuring Senate Republicans to pass it, among his other attempts to subvert the midterm elections. Although the bill seems unlikely to become a law, it could still create chaos and confusion about the race.

The SAVE Act is relatively simple to understand: It requires that anyone wishing to vote provide documentation to prove they are a U.S. citizen. On an intuitive level, this might make sense, because noncitizens aren't permitted to vote. But the bill is a solution in search of a problem. States already have methods of verifying citizenship, and illegal voting by noncitizens is very rare. The bill also threatens to disenfranchise eligible voters. Although some of the bill's supporters may be sincere, Secretary of Homeland Security Kristi Noem committed a classic Kinsley gaffe on Friday, inadvertently revealing the truth of the administration's push: It's a ploy to help Republicans win elections.

"When it gets to Election Day," she said at an event boosting the bill in Arizona, "we've been proactive to make sure that we have the right people voting, electing the right leaders to lead this country."

Many states have enacted laws that require photo identification for voting. (Most election laws are made at the state level, though Congress has occasionally passed nationwide laws, such as the 2002 Help America Vote Act.) Studies have found that voter-ID laws have a relatively minor effect on turnout; they are generally popular with voters, but they also disproportionately affect older voters, poorer voters, and minority voters. Politicians who support them like to point out that people need ID to board a plane or buy alcohol--but neither of those is a constitutional right, and violations of alcohol laws are very common. The SAVE Act would go a step further, not only by mandating ID at the federal level but by requiring voters to present proof of citizenship, most likely a passport or a birth certificate. Noncitizen voting simply isn't a major threat to election integrity, and it's already punishable under existing laws. The Heritage Foundation, a right-wing think tank that supports the law, maintains a very helpful database of election fraud. The database contains 99 instances of ineligible voting by noncitizens since 1982. For comparison, more than 150 million votes were cast for president in 2024 alone.

Experts warn that requiring proof of citizenship would shut many Americans out of the polls. Only about half of the population holds a passport. Not all Americans have access to their birth certificate, and even that would not be sufficient for, say, a woman who changed her name at marriage, who would also have to produce proof of marriage. The congressional scholar Norm Ornstein argues that given the cost of establishing proof, the SAVE Act is in effect "a poll tax, a parallel to what Jim Crow laws used to suppress black votes, which the Supreme Court ultimately outlawed."

If the law passes, Votebeat's Nathaniel Rakich reports, "there are serious questions about whether it's even practically possible to implement" by the midterms. Among other problems, the law would require cross-checking state voter rolls against a federal database, also called SAVE (though in this case it stands for Systematic Alien Verification for Entitlements). But ProPublica reports that the tool is a mess, often turning up inaccurate results.

All that said, the bill seems unlikely to pass. Republican Susan Collins of Maine last week became the 50th senator to back the bill, but because Democrats will filibuster, passing the bill requires 60 votes, which it doesn't have. Some senators are demanding the end of the filibuster (or the introduction of a "talking filibuster"), but there doesn't appear to be enough GOP support to make that happen.

Yet Trump doesn't seem ready to accept defeat. "There will be Voter I.D. for the Midterm Elections, whether approved by Congress or not!" Trump posted on Truth Social on Friday. The president promised to issue an executive order, but he has no power to mandate voter-ID requirements--indeed, he has no control over elections, and a previous order requiring proof of citizenship to register has been partially blocked by federal courts. Trump insisted, however, that he has "searched the depths of Legal Arguments not yet articulated or vetted on this subject, and will be presenting an irrefutable one in the very near future." (No one seems to know what he's talking about, and keeping expectations low is probably wise. The legal proof will surely be coming right after his health-care plan and Infrastructure Week.)

The president may just be posturing, trying to get Republicans in the Senate to act. But he has shown little interest in stopping where his legal limitations end. And he's testing other methods of subversion: He has tried to tell states when they can accept ballots and dictate what machines they use, and he recently called for Republicans to "nationalize" elections. Many of his actions seem motivated by a cynical calculus: Even if he loses the battle to enact the SAVE Act or put it into effect via executive order, he may be able to sow doubt about the results of the elections, which he can use if his party fares poorly in November. For his purposes of subverting elections, creating uncertainty may be nearly as effective as a real policy change.

Related:

	Donald Trump's plan to subvert the midterms is already under way
 	"The trust has been absolutely destroyed"




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The worst-case future for white-collar workers
 	Europe and Canada are like the kids in an ugly divorce.
 	Hegseth's firing campaign reaches down into the ranks.




Today's News

	At least 12 Democratic lawmakers plan to boycott President Trump's State of the Union address next week and instead attend a "People's State of the Union" rally on the National Mall.
 	Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. named Jay Bhattacharya, the National Institutes of Health director, as acting head of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, according to people familiar with the matter. He will replace Jim O'Neill, who will be reportedly nominated to lead the National Science Foundation.
 	Mark Zuckerberg is testifying in Los Angeles in a landmark trial, in which Meta is accused of designing platforms to be addictive and harm children's mental health. The case is the first of more than 1,500 similar lawsuits; both Meta and YouTube, which is also named in the suit, deny the allegations.




Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



The Harvard of the South ... Of the West?

By Rose Horowitch

Vanderbilt University, in Nashville, is the sort of highly selective institution that jockeys for the unofficial title of Harvard of the South. Recently, the university's chancellor had a new idea: What if Vanderbilt was also in San Francisco? Maybe it could become the Harvard of the West too.
 Last month, Vanderbilt announced that it was acquiring the facilities of the financially insolvent California College of the Arts and would be converting the space into a new campus. Private universities have been experimenting with satellite campuses for decades. Typically, these outposts are either overseas or limited to a graduate program or two. The Vanderbilt expansion, set to open in 2027, will be different: It will include a full-blown, four-year undergraduate college, not in Abu Dhabi but in the San Francisco Design District. This new tactic, pioneered by Northeastern University a few years ago, is taking the satellite-campus concept to its logical extreme: the national-chain model of undergraduate education. If it works for Vanderbilt, other selective institutions are likely to follow--because no one really wants to be the Harvard of the South. Everyone wants to be Harvard. Perhaps the way for excellent regional schools to develop a national reputation is to set up shop around the nation.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The David Frum Show: The end of Reagan-era Republicanism
 	Adam Serwer: Do not be cynical about Jesse Jackson.
 	AI agents are taking America by storm.
 	How many wolves is enough?
 	Words without consequence




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Sources: Lol Crawley / Sundance Institute; Sundance Institute; William Greaves Productions / Sundance Institute.



Watch. Shirley Li recommends 10 standout indie movies to look out for this year.

Read. Unspeakable Things, Brooke Nevils's memoir, is a reckoning with misconceptions about #MeToo, Hillary Kelly 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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Censorship Comes for Stephen Colbert

The latest dustup between the talk-show host and CBS should be concerning for people of any political leaning.

by David A. Graham

Tue, 17 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.

Stephen Colbert's Late Show ends in May, and he's in almost open warfare with his soon-to-be ex-bosses at CBS. Last night, he had planned to broadcast an interview with James Talarico, a member of the Texas state House who is running in a heated Democratic primary for United States Senate. But it was not to be.

At the start of his show, Colbert told viewers that CBS had barred him from airing the interview, citing threats from Brendan Carr, the chair of the Federal Communications Commission. (You may remember Carr as the guy who sounded like a cartoon mobster while trying to get Jimmy Kimmel fired--"We can do this the easy way or the hard way"--drawing a rebuke from Senator Ted Cruz.)

Colbert savaged CBS. He said that the network had told him not to talk about it, which he defied in dramatic fashion. "I want to assure you, ladies and gentlemen--please--I want to assure you, this decision is for purely financial reasons," he joked, a sly reference to the rationale that CBS gave for ending his show. Colbert posted the interview on his show's YouTube channel. CBS said in a statement that The Late Show "was not prohibited by CBS from broadcasting the interview with Rep. James Talarico. The show was provided legal guidance that the broadcast could trigger the FCC equal-time rule for two other candidates, including Rep. Jasmine Crockett, and presented options for how the equal time for other candidates could be fulfilled."

I wrote in July that CBS's leadership had lost the benefit of the doubt, and the network's actions since its parent company's merger with Skydance and the appointment of Bari Weiss as editor in chief of CBS News have reinforced that. CBS deserves plenty of criticism for cowardice. But that doesn't mean it's incorrect to fear FCC action.

Last month, the FCC issued a notice about the equal-time rule, a century-old regulation that says that a broadcast station that provides time to one candidate must provide an equal forum to a rival. The rule has an exemption for "bona fide news"--basically, producers can decide what to cover in their programming, because anything else would constitute government interference in the free press. In 2006, the FCC determined that interviews on The Tonight Show With Jay Leno fit under the exemption even if they are not strictly news programming, a precedent that shows have relied on since.

But the new notice states that "the FCC has not been presented with any evidence that the interview portion of any late night or daytime television talk show program on air presently would qualify for the bona fide news exemption." (Carr has not extended this reasoning to talk radio, which conservatives dominate.) This is not just bluster. Earlier this month, Fox News reported that the FCC was investigating ABC's daytime talk show The View, which has become an important stop for politicians seeking to reach the show's heavily female audience, for violating the equal-time rule. The reported object of Carr's ire? An interview with one James Talarico.

The Talarico dustups are among several incidents in the past few days that show the Trump administration's enthusiasm for censoring speech by both the press and ordinary citizens. One year ago, I wrote that Donald Trump and his allies were free-speech phonies who, having campaigned against censorship, were eager to impose it. The threat to First Amendment rights has gotten worse since then.

Earlier this month, The Washington Post's John Woodrow Cox reported on a retiree who used a publicly available email address to encourage an attorney at the Department of Homeland Security to have mercy on an asylum seeker. In response, DHS sent federal agents to the man's door and demanded access to his Google accounts, using a tool called an administrative subpoena that doesn't require a judge or grand jury to approve. On Friday, The New York Times reported that Google, Reddit, Discord, and Meta in recent months have received "hundreds" of administrative subpoenas from DHS seeking access to information about the accounts of people who have criticized the government. (DHS told both papers that it was acting within its authority but didn't give any detailed response.)

The goals of both DHS and the FCC in these cases are to intimidate critics and stifle dissent. This is staggering hypocrisy. During the presidential campaign, Trump accused the Biden administration of undermining free speech by asking--though not demanding--that social-media companies remove misinformation about COVID. On day one of his administration, Trump issued an executive order that charged, "Over the last 4 years, the previous administration trampled free speech rights by censoring Americans' speech on online platforms, often by exerting substantial coercive pressure on third parties, such as social media companies, to moderate, deplatform, or otherwise suppress speech that the Federal Government did not approve." This is a good description of what Trump's administration is doing now.

Some repression efforts fail. Last week, the federal district-court judge Richard Leon, a President George W. Bush appointee, temporarily blocked Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth from punishing Senator Mark Kelly, a Navy veteran, for a video in which he and other members of Congress remind current service members that they can and should refuse illegal orders. "This Court has all it needs to conclude that Defendants have trampled on Senator Kelly's First Amendment freedoms and threatened the constitutional liberties of millions of military retirees," Leon wrote.

The ruling is a welcome defense of Americans' freedoms, but it can't reverse all of the damage. Kelly is unusually well positioned to fight back and take the administration to court. Not every would-be critic is. And censorship, once established by a president, has ways of spreading its tendrils to other institutions. At one state university in Texas, for example, a philosophy professor was forced to remove passages of Plato from his syllabus because of new policies passed by governor-appointed regents, and an art exhibition critical of ICE was abruptly canceled at another Texas university.

These attacks are clearly partisan: They all target speech by critics of the president, his party, or his policies. But they should be scary even if you feel that Colbert doesn't deserve a news exemption, The View is too liberal, or Kelly was out of line. Crackdowns on speech by prominent figures pave a way for the government to regulate speech more broadly, which should be concerning for people of any political leaning because the party and people in power can change.

During a Senate hearing last week, Senator Ron Johnson, a Wisconsin Republican, accused Minnesota Attorney General Keith Ellison, a Democrat, of being responsible for the deaths of Alex Pretti and Renee Good because he supported protests. Johnson began, "Did you ever encourage people to go out there and exercise the First--"

"I freely admit being in favor of the First Amendment," Ellison shot back. This position is apparently not as common among elected officials as you might hope.

Related:

	The free-speech phonies
 	Is Colbert's ouster really just a "financial decision"?




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Marco Rubio's impressive speech
 	The Republicans made peace with science.
 	For Europe, it's not back to business as usual.




Today's News

	The Reverend Jesse Jackson, a civil-rights leader and two-time Democratic presidential candidate who, in 1984, became the first Black man to mount a nationwide campaign for the White House, died today at 84.
 	Iran's foreign minister said American and Iranian officials made "good progress" during indirect talks in Geneva, and that they had agreed to exchange draft proposals for a potential deal. According to Iranian officials, Iran has indicated that it would be open to limiting its nuclear program in return for sanctions relief.
 	Democrats sent a counteroffer to Republicans and the White House yesterday to fund the Department of Homeland Security as the partial government shutdown entered its third day. President Trump said he will negotiate with Democrats, but Republicans oppose many of the demands to restrict ICE operations.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Rafaela Jinich explores stories that challenge the idea that love is about finding the "right kind" of person.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


John Chillingworth / Hulton Archive / Getty



American Kids Used to Eat Everything

By Olga Khazan

The most striking passages in Picky, a forthcoming book by the historian Helen Zoe Veit, describe the way famous 19th-century American figures ate as children. I found myself gripped with envy as I read--not because the foods were particularly appetizing, but because I would kill for my kid to eat like that.
 To wit: As a girl, Edith Wharton adored oyster sauce, turtle, stewed celery, cooked tomatoes, and lima beans in cream. Mark Twain fondly remembered eating succotash, string beans, squirrels, and rabbits on his uncle's farm. And during her childhood, Veit writes, Elizabeth Cady Stanton "happily ate vegetables, hickory nuts, and cold jellied brain."
 If these don't sound like typical "kid foods," that's because they aren't, and weren't. "Kid food," as a category, is a recent invention.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	AI agents are taking America by storm.
 	An Olympic trend that defies tradition
 	Europe has received the message.
 	The Founders would have opposed "nationalizing" elections.
 	Sarah Longwell on the disappointment of young Trump voters
 	Norway faces up to Trump's demands for the Nobel Peace Prize.




Culture Break


Jill Krementz



Read. In Toni Morrison's novels, she located the missing stories of Black America, Judith Shulevitz writes.

Reminisce. David Sims explores how Robert Duvall could carry a film thunderously, yet also stand out in the subtlest of roles.

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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A Prequel TV Series That Surprises Viewers

<em>A Knight of the Seven Kingdoms</em>, a sports-stadium anthem, and more culture and entertainment recommendations

by Sally Jenkins

Sun, 15 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.

Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition, in which one Atlantic writer or editor reveals what's keeping them entertained. Today's special guest is Sally Jenkins, a staff writer who has reported on the man who broke physics, athletes who keep competing into their 40s, and how to fix the mess of college sports.

Sally was pleasantly surprised by the lighthearted tone of A Knight of the Seven Kingdoms. She also recommends listening to Joni Mitchell's 2000 version of "Both Sides Now," visiting the Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art, and watching I'm Not There for its mosaic-like quality.



-- Stephanie Bai, senior associate editor



The television show I'm most enjoying right now: There is a Hollywood story in David Niven's autobiography Bring on the Empty Horses, in which the screenwriter Charles MacArthur asks Charlie Chaplin how to make the comic pratfall scene of a person slipping on a banana peel new again. Chaplin suggests that MacArthur start with a lady walking down the street and cut to a shot of the banana peel on the sidewalk, which the lady steps over--right before she falls down a manhole.

A Knight of the Seven Kingdoms embodies this precept of good screenwriting. The prequel series illustrates a reversal to innocence after the relentless ruthlessness of Game of Thrones; it's a great example of how to capture viewers who probably thought nothing more could surprise them.

The upcoming entertainment event I'm most looking forward to: Whatever the next season of The Diplomat brings. Smartest-written show in a long time. Also Project Hail Mary, just because there are no bad space movies, just like there are no bad heist movies. [Related: A splashy drama about the diplomacy of marriage]

An actor I would watch in anything: Meryl Streep, of course. There is something athletic about Streep's acting, not physically, but in her refusal to ever give less than her absolute all.

My favorite blockbuster and favorite art movie: Aliens for blockbuster, because it ushered in the female action hero. Without Sigourney Weaver spraying fire, there would be no Uma Thurman in Kill Bill or Charlize Theron as the Imperator Furiosa in Mad Max: Fury Road.

For an art movie, Tar. Does that qualify? If not, then I'm Not There, which I saw about seven times. I loved the mosaic-ness of it.

Best novel I've recently read, and the best work of nonfiction: Best novel is Ian McEwan's What We Can Know. He lures you into a physical and psychological world that is entirely believable even though you know it's total fiction--one that manages to feel prescient and ancient at the same time. To make you believe the most improbable things, he has to credibly write from the character's psychology, and that's so much harder than, say, plot. [Related: The best books of 2025]

As for nonfiction, Sidney Blumenthal's multivolume biography of Abraham Lincoln. Really underrated; you think you've heard everything about Lincoln, and yet Blumenthal comes up with all kinds of small facts about him borne by pure dogged research and an eye for detail.

A poem that I return to: Gerard Manley Hopkins's "God's Grandeur." For the groundbreaking rhythm of the poem ("Generations have trod, have trod, have trod") and the imagery of the sun flaming over the world "like shining from shook foil."

A quiet song that I love, and a loud song that I love: Joni Mitchell's rerecorded orchestral, smoky-breathed, and whiskeyed version of "Both Sides Now," which is a perfect bracket. The first version is about growing up, and the second is about growing old, with an unmatched poignancy. For a loud song, without question: "Mr. Brightside," by the Killers, which has somehow become a sports-stadium anthem; there's nothing like 80,000 middle-aged men all singing with the loudspeakers, "Now I'm falling asleep, and she's calling a cab ..."

The last thing that made me cry: I can't remember the last one, only the most powerful one: the original production of Tom Stoppard's Arcadia on the London stage with Felicity Kendal, Bill Nighy, and Rufus Sewell. Sat shuddering in my seat as the lights drew down.

The last thing that made me snort with laughter: The ludicrous perfection of the hockey bodies on Heated Rivalry.

A sculpture that I cherish: This will sound so obvious, but Michelangelo's David. It's the single best portrayal of an athlete I've ever seen, if you observe it from that perspective as opposed to an artistic one or a biblical one. Look at the dangling hand. Look at the stance. Look at the looseness, the pre-coil of the body. He's getting ready to throw the heat.

The last museum or gallery show that I loved: The Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art's Anselm Kiefer installation, which includes Women of the Revolution, his haunting sea-battle pieces, and Die Schechina (Sefiroth), the glass-encased plaster wedding dress cut with shards. I'd never seen a Kiefer piece until three years ago. My birthday happens to be at the peak of fall season, so I made a trip to Massachusetts to see the colors change. My friends took me to MASS MoCA--and it was the best gift anyone ever gave me.

Something I recently reread: I periodically revisit To Kill a Mockingbird to remind myself how to build mood and apprehension. Sportswriting is often about trying to make the reader feel a sense of anticipation even if they already know the final score. Harper Lee does something remarkable in the opening of her book: Even though the reader knows that this story about children will likely turn out okay for them in the end, Lee seeds dread in the first sentence, making you want to know how it's all going to happen. "When he was nearly thirteen, my brother Jem got his arm badly broken at the elbow." First of all, got his arm badly broken! Somebody did it to him; he didn't fall from a tree. Second, "at the elbow" is an automatic flinch for the reader. It's a master class, that sentence--a cloud passes right across the sun. And she maintains that tension throughout the book.

A piece of journalism that recently changed my perspective on a topic: Anything by Nellie Bowles in her Friday column for The Free Press. I don't always agree, but I usually come away saying, "I hadn't really thought of that," and laughing like hell while I do.

A favorite story I've read in The Atlantic: Isn't William Langewiesche on the Malaysia ghost flight the best piece of modern magazine writing ever?

Something delightful introduced to me by a kid in my life: Not ashamed to say, Taylor Swift. My goddaughter would come over, and it was Radio Free Taylor in our house: all Taylor, all the time. Slowly but surely, the lyrics worked on me, and I realized I was listening to a hell of a writer. I later took great pride in introducing my goddaughter to a Swift song she hadn't heard: "Renegade," a collaboration with Big Red Machine. "Are you really gonna talk about timing in times like these?" Bang.



The Week Ahead

	How to Make A Killing, a comedy thriller (starring Glen Powell) about a disowned heir who will do anything to reclaim his family fortune (in theaters Friday)
 	Season 3 of The Night Agent, about an FBI agent who goes to Istanbul on a mission to track down a Treasury agent (out Thursday on Netflix)
 	The AI Paradox, a book by Virginia Dignum on how AI's limits highlight the uniqueness of human intelligence (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by Blake Cale*



The Multibillion-Dollar Foundation That Controls the Humanities

By Tyler Austin Harper

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."


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	An erotically untamed take on Wuthering Heights
 	What happened to the great American protest concert?
 	The poet laureate of madness
 	The novel as extended op-ed




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	Mark Leibovich: The Democrats aren't built for this.
 	Why the U.S. hasn't yet struck Iran
 	Five basic truths about America's most polarizing policy debate




Photo Album


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 in the women's short-track speed-skating 500-meter race in the Winter Olympics. (Jared C. Tilton / Getty)



At the Winter Olympics on Tuesday, competing short-track racers crashed into one another at the finish line.



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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Trump Administration Announces That We Don't Know Where the Sun Goes at Night

After deciding carbon dioxide does no harm, it was the logical next move.

by Alexandra Petri

Sat, 14 Feb 2026




"President Trump on Thursday announced he was erasing the scientific finding that climate change endangers human health and the environment, ending the federal government's legal authority to control the pollution that is dangerously heating the planet."  -- The New York Times

A new ruling from the Trump administration says that when the sun disappears at night, we don't know where it goes. All remaining top scientists have been taken from their positions and tasked with getting to the bottom of this.

The National Institutes of Health has orders to devote every whiteboard in every conference room to this pressing question. In the Oval Office, under the gold leaf, the president and his advisers are making a big list of possibilities:

The sun might be on the back of a big beetle--a dung beetle, maybe. (The EPA will work to determine what kind of beetle.) Where is the beetle going with it? Will the beetle bring it back?

Or maybe the witches take it. (They are pretty sure in the White House that witches are real.)

Maybe the immigrants steal the sun in the evenings.

Maybe the sun is the yellow scribble in the top corner of the page with sunglasses drawn on it in marker, and it disappears when someone puts it in a drawer. (But who? Emmanuel Macron?)

Maybe the sun is in Greenland. (If so, it is even more important to get control of Greenland.)

Maybe Bad Bunny has taken the sun hostage and is keeping it in his halftime grass. (He must be held to account.)

Maybe the groundhog knows. (Can the groundhog be made to talk?)

Maybe Jerome Powell has put the sun in his office.

Maybe the children have the sun, and we had better warehouse them all in Texas until one of them gives it up.

Maybe a wolf swallows it.

Maybe Mark Kelly and several other dissident members of Congress are hiding the sun in a big bag. (He got the bag when he was in space. Fortunately, soon only billionaires will be allowed to visit space and get the bags for the sun, and they will be required to give the bags to the president directly.)

Maybe Hillary Clinton ate it. (We put nothing past her.)

It's very frightening when the sun goes away, now that we have decided we don't know where it goes at night.

You can just decide that you don't know things, it turns out, even if you do know them. You can simply decide to forget progress. Disease is caused by miasma, insufficient beef tallow, corn syrup, the evil eye. You can simply decide to burn coal and witches and books again.

Be especially sure to burn the books. We must do whatever we can to make light until the sun comes back.

I hope it comes back soon.
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An Enduring Assumption About Love

Focusing only on specific traits or habits misses the point of dating.

by Rafaela Jinich

Sat, 14 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.

For as long as people have been looking for love, many have been convinced that they know exactly what it looks like. We might talk about having a "type": someone with certain traits, habits, beliefs, or quirks that we assume will add up to a successful match. But that certainty is often an illusion, Olga Khazan writes.

Studies suggest that what people say they want in a partner rarely predicts whom they actually fall for--or whom they build a relationship with. Chemistry, timing, shared experiences, and the slow work of falling in love with someone tend to matter far more than the traits that some people screen for on a dating-app profile.

This Valentine's Day, explore stories that challenge the idea that love is about finding the "right kind" of person.



On Love and Choice

Most People Don't Have a 'Type'

By Olga Khazan

Many daters have a list of traits they're looking for in a partner--but can be perfectly happy with someone who has few of them.


Read the article.

The Common Dating Strategy That's Totally Wrong

By Arthur C. Brooks

If you're looking for romance, stop focusing on what you and your date have in common. (From 2022)


Read the article.

Can You Ever Really Escape Your Ex?

By Faith Hill

Your repeated attraction to a certain "type" may come down more to psychological comfort than a mysterious connection. (From 2024)


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	"Nostalgia for a dating experience they've never had": Young people are tired of swiping, Faith Hill wrote in 2024. Now they want serendipity.
 	How to stop dating people who are wrong for you: Focus on the long term. Don't try to replace your ex, Arthur C. Brooks wrote in 2022.




Other Diversions

	First jobs matter more than we think.
 	The multibillion-dollar foundation that controls the humanities
 	Robert F. Worth: Rod Dreher thinks the Enlightenment was a mistake.




PS


Courtesy of Robert C.



My colleague Isabel Fattal recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "This scene is of Split Rock Lighthouse on Lake Champlain in Essex, New York, during an ice fog event. You can also see the Adirondack mountains in the background," Robert C., 64, in Ferrisburgh, Vermont, writes.


We'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Rafaela
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<em>Atlantic </em>Trivia on 'A' Countries and Architecture

And did you know that Britain used to pay its poet laureates in wine?

by Drew Goins

Fri, 13 Feb 2026




Updated with new questions at 4:20 p.m. ET on February 13, 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.

Friday, February 13, 2026

	What 2006 indie film about a dysfunctional family traveling to a children's beauty pageant was launched to global fame by its success at the Sundance Film Festival?
 -- From Shirley Li's article on Sundance's changing sensibilities 
 	The Trump administration recently brokered a peace framework between what two "A" countries in the South Caucasus that have long fought over the disputed Nagorno-Karabakh territory?
 -- From Thomas Graham and Alan Cullison's article about Vladimir Putin's weakness in a newly multipolar world
 	The Catholic Church offered services exclusively in Latin until the reforms of the 1960s collectively known by what name?
 -- From Robert F. Worth's profile on the conservative writer Rod Dreher




And by the way, did you know that at least until 2012, the Vatican was home to an ATM operating in Latin? Connected to the papal bank, the machine offered options like deductio ex pecunia--"cash withdrawal."

The ATM hasn't been reported on since--the pope's bank is not exactly famous for its openness. But maybe an American Express Black cardholder might have luck. After all, it's got a centurion on it.

Have a great holiday weekend!



Answers:

	Little Miss Sunshine. Shirley writes that by the time the movie's filmmakers left the festival, "they were practically rock stars." She says it's hard to imagine that outcome from today's Sundance, which feels much more muted as the indie-film business struggles with high costs and industry uncertainty. Read more.
 	Armenia and Azerbaijan. Putin abhorred the world order with the United States at the very top, Graham and Cullison write, but now that a new order is emerging, it is revealing all the vulnerabilities keeping Russia from rising to the top in America's stead.  The U.S. involvement in the Caucasus--Russia's backyard--is one example of many. Read more.
 	Vatican II. Dreher--widely read and very influential in conservative Christian circles--is set on a goal much more ambitious than returning merely to the 1960s, Worth reports: Dreher, who contends that the Enlightenment was a mistake, wants to persuade the world to join him on a return to the culture of the Middle Ages. 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 12, 2026

	Windsor, Ontario, the main hub of Canada's automotive industry, is closest to what other major city?
 -- From Jonathan Chait's article on the recent, ridiculous fight over the bridge to that city
 	What poet had already become famous for his massive work In Memoriam when Queen Victoria in 1850 made him Britain's poet laureate?
 -- From James Parker's essay on what makes the 19th-century writer feel so modern
 	What emperor and Stoic philosopher who ruled at the end of the Pax Romana led Rome through the pandemic known as the Antonine Plague?
 -- From Vann R. Newkirk II's essay on physical health reflecting democratic health




And by the way, did you know that Britain used to pay its poets laureate mostly in wine? Beginning in 1630, the perk for taking on the job of voice of a nation was a small stipend and a "butt of sherry" from the monarch. In case you are not familiar with butts, they hold around 500 liters of wine, which I imagine really got the poetry flowing.

The 1790 laureate gave up his sherry--boo!--for a higher salary, ending the practice. But in 1984, the laureate Ted Hughes rekindled the tradition, and sherry has been delivered to every officeholder since. Alas, it's now typically spread out over the laureate's 10-year term; 72 bottles a year is nothing to sneeze at, but there's nothing like a butt.



Answers:

	Detroit. Surprise U.S. city! The two auto centers sit on opposite sides of the Detroit River, and only one bridge currently connects them. A second was all ready to open up, Jonathan reports--until the billionaire owner of the first bridge managed to get a word in with the Trump administration. Read more.
 	Alfred, Lord Tennyson. Parker, reviewing a new book about the poet, writes that the Victorians, for all their social constipation, somehow managed to pick the perfect "medicine man" for their era. His encampment "at the outer reaches of the psyche," James writes, allowed him to see into the modern era and shepherd poetry right into it. Read more.
 	Marcus Aurelius. Vann cites research about how the ancient pandemic might have hastened Rome's fall, despite the best efforts of its Stoic in chief. Looking around at a United States once again beset with measles and other preventable diseases, he sees a worrying resemblance, and writes that "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." Read more.




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.



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.




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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Trump Is Suing His Own Government

The president is seeking billions in taxpayer dollars from the IRS. Whether he can do this is perhaps less important than whether he should.

by Will Gottsegen

Fri, 13 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.

Americans don't always know where their tax dollars are going, nor do they always agree with how they're used. President Trump has an unorthodox proposal for where 10 billion of them should go: directly to him.

On January 29, Trump, along with the Trump Organization and his sons Don Jr. and Eric, sued the IRS for mishandling his tax information. The group is claiming improper disclosure--that a contractor leaked the president's and his sons' tax returns to The New York Times and ProPublica during Trump's first term. (As part of his 2023 guilty plea for disclosing tax-return information without authorization, the contractor admitted to leaking Trump's information to the Times.) The president is seeking $10 billion in damages; Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent confirmed last week that all of it would come from the Treasury General Account, which consists entirely of taxpayer dollars.

The suit taps into a real issue: Taxation doesn't work without privacy. In order to fully comply with the system, Americans need to be able to trust that their personal details won't be made public. Anyone can pursue legal action after getting their data leaked; the tax code specifically allows for it. But Trump, who is suing the IRS in a personal capacity, also happens to be the president, which means that his job involves overseeing the agency and its parent, the Treasury Department. This circulation of taxpayer dollars to the president's personal bank accounts by way of litigation would be the first such transfer in U.S. history, experts told me. (Trump also made history when he refused to release his returns despite having previously pledged to do so, thereby breaking the modern tradition of presidents voluntarily showing the American people their tax information.)

The lawsuit itself raises a few big questions. An amicus brief, co-filed by two watchdog organizations and four former government officials, argues that the case could be thrown out because Trump actually missed the date by which he was supposed to file. And the fact that the leaker was a contractor of the IRS at the time of the leaks, not an employee, could potentially get the case tossed on its own.

Then there's the question of the $10 billion--an obscene amount on its face, but not entirely without logic. The tax code allows plaintiffs to sue for $1,000 per each instance of disclosure, or for an unspecified amount of "actual damages." Trump's lawyers are arguing that because his information was "likely seen by tens of millions of viewers"--in what's known as secondary disclosure--and was covered widely in the press, Trump is entitled to "at least" $10 billion in statutory damages. Several courts have already rejected the idea that secondary disclosures count under this particular statute. If the courts opt for actual damages, Trump's lawyers are also arguing that he has suffered at least $10 billion in financial harm. The president has said that if he wins, he will give all of the money to charity (although he hasn't always been faithful to his promises to donate funds).

The suit is just the latest of Trump's legal attacks on both private institutions and his own government. Since his election in 2024, the president has secured $16 million each from settlements with the media companies Paramount and ABC, and almost $60 million total from settlements with the American tech firms Meta, Alphabet, and X. Trump also filed complaints in 2023 and 2024 against another federal agency, the Department of Justice, and has reportedly demanded $230 million in compensation for its past investigations into him--but he did not officially sue. My colleague Quinta Jurecic called it a form of extortion.

Theoretically, an impartial court will adjudicate Trump's IRS case. But the president ultimately controls both parties to the lawsuit. A judge would have to approve a settlement, but Bessent, who works a second job as acting commissioner of the IRS and who reports directly to the president, would oversee the payout. Keith E. Whittington, a professor at Yale Law School, told me that, under the broad theory of executive power that Trump has embraced in the past, he could potentially give direct instructions to either Bessent or the lawyers themselves. Courts may get "pretty nervous about a situation in which, arguably, you've got the same person on both sides of the case," Whittington said. Trump himself has noted the potential conflict of interest: "I'm supposed to work out a settlement with myself," he recently told reporters.

Trump's destruction of presidential norms has been well documented at this point in his second term. But the IRS lawsuit represents something slightly different. Until now, there was no expectation that a president might "put the government in this situation, in which he is trying to extract money from the Treasury to serve his own private interest while he's a sitting president," Whittington explained. "One might characterize that as a question of norms, but I doubt it even occurred to anyone to think about whether or not this is an appropriate thing to do."

What does it say about how Trump understands his role if he is willing to sue his own government to line his pockets? The job is meant to come with trade-offs: In exchange for power over the federal government, a president usually surrenders some ability to prioritize their personal interests--by divesting their holdings from private companies, for example (Trump has not done this, either). With the IRS lawsuit, Trump has discovered yet another way to leverage his office for his own gain. The question of whether he can sue his own agency is perhaps less important than whether he should.

Related:

	Trump to DOJ: Pay up. 
 	Why Meta is paying $25 million to settle a Trump lawsuit (From January 2025)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Read The Atlantic's interview with Volodymyr Zelensky.
 	Why MAGA wants you to think slavery wasn't that bad, by Thomas Chatterton Williams
 	Carrie Prejean Boller is not going quietly.




Today's News

	Funding for the Department of Homeland Security is set to expire tomorrow morning without a deal, which would force many agencies to operate through a shutdown. Immigration enforcement would continue, but airport security, disaster response, and other DHS functions could face strain if the shutdown persists.
 	Two senior aides to Robert F. Kennedy Jr. are set to leave the Department of Health and Human Services as part of a broader leadership shake-up.
 	A federal judge ordered the Trump administration yesterday to provide immigrant detainees near Minneapolis with adequate access to lawyers, saying that the government had "failed to plan for the constitutional rights" of the detainees during the enforcement surge.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: A cherished grudge might make it into a novel--but the best writers avoid creating books that feel one-sided, Boris Kachka writes.
 	The Weekly Planet: Slashing funding for Arctic climate science will limit how clearly the United States can understand the region, Brett Simpson writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Erika Nina Suarez for The Atlantic



Rod Dreher Thinks the Enlightenment Was a Mistake

By Robert F. Worth

On an April evening last year, Rod Dreher sat in the front row of an auditorium at the Heritage Foundation, in Washington, D.C., giddy with pride and happiness. He was there for the screening of a new documentary series based on one of his books, Live Not by Lies, about Christian dissidents from the former Soviet bloc--but first, a special guest was making his way toward the stage. J. D. Vance arrived at the podium to a roar of applause and told the crowd that he would not be the vice president of the United States if not for his friend Rod ...
 Unlike many in the crowd, Dreher, then 58, was not a staunch Donald Trump supporter; he had long criticized the president and came around only at the beginning of his second term, after concluding that Trump's crude energy was needed to defeat progressive ideas. But Dreher has been giving voice to the yearnings and frustrations of religious conservatives for many years--as a magazine blogger with more than 1 million pageviews a month, an author of best-selling books, and a deliriously verbose writer on Substack. In January he joined The Free Press as a regular contributor. More than anyone else I know of, Dreher offers a full-fledged portrait of the cultural despair that haunts our era, a despair that has helped pave a road toward tyranny.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Putin didn't know how good he had it.
 	Galaxy Brain: Is AI ruining music?
 	First jobs matter more than we think.
 	Alexandra Petri: What fabulous timing for Gallup to stop tracking presidential approval!




Culture Break


Mirrorpix / Getty



Think about love. Many daters have a list of traits they're looking for in a partner--but they can be perfectly happy with someone who has few of them, Olga Khazan writes.

Read. Brooke Nevils's memoir is also a reckoning with many misconceptions about #MeToo narratives, Hillary Kelly 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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The Fine Balance Required of an 'Authorial Rant'

A cherished grudge might make it into a novel--but the best writers avoid creating books that feel one-sided.

by Boris Kachka

Fri, 13 Feb 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


Novelists, including great ones, can be a cranky bunch. The crankiest one I've had the pleasure of interviewing was Lionel Shriver, the author of, most famously, We Need to Talk About Kevin. When we met in her South London home for a profile in 2013, she warned me to keep my coat on because she wasn't giving the "price gougers" at the gas company any more money for heat. Her husband, who sat nearby, complained jovially about her habit of yelling at the TV news. Her thoughts on the U.S. budget deficit ate up half an hour of our precious time together. Yet I found her charming because this was all delivered with a wink, a sense of self-awareness that I think explains how someone with an occasional self-professed "loathing of her own species" could create wonderfully complex characters and plots--most of the time.

First, here are three new stories from The Atlantic's books section:

	What Spielberg, Lucas, and Coppola got right
 	The poet laureate of madness
 	Deadlier than Gettysburg


Since I met Shriver, she has become as well known for her opinions as for her novels--she writes columns for The Spectator about the perils of high taxes and unchecked immigration; in 2016, she showed up at a literary festival in a sombrero to mock the concept of cultural appropriation. But as Adelle Waldman writes in The Atlantic's March issue, she has also continued writing books that lend extraordinary sympathy to characters she wouldn't agree with, and "her novels have never been mere vehicles for her politics." The exception, Waldman writes, is Shriver's scathing new book about Biden-era immigration policies, A Better Life. It "fails not because its politics are out of step with progressive opinion," she writes, but because, among other things, it "reads like an op-ed thinly disguised as a novel," and its characters are rendered through "sociology, not psychology."

Has Shriver lost her playful self-awareness and allowed the curmudgeon to overwhelm the literary portraitist? The line between fully developed novel and veiled op-ed is never clear-cut; plenty of excellent fiction accommodates authorial rants. I think of a protagonist's extreme hatred of cats in Freedom, by the illustrious bird advocate Jonathan Franzen. The concept works not just because it reflects Franzen's feelings about pet felines killing and eating billions of songbirds annually, but because it's delivered by a believable and well-rounded character. A much more recent case of visceral opinions intruding on a novel is George Saunders's Vigil. Saunders, who "has for decades critiqued capitalist systems," as Julius Taranto wrote last month in The Atlantic, has published a new novel about a  dying oil magnate who spent his life downplaying climate change for profit. Taranto writes that Saunders can't seem to describe any of his character's "sympathetic attributes" without an addendum pointing to his deep flaws, turning what could have been a fine character study into a simple parable about forgiveness.

This is not to say that novelists can, or should, cast off their politics or pet peeves before they sit down at their desk. As Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, another author who moonlights as an opinion-maker, told Gal Beckerman in The Atlantic last year, "Politics do inform my fiction, but I hope that I never let it either propel or become a hindrance to my writing. I think of my writing as something that's quite separate from my political self."

What strikes me is not that novelists sometimes set down tirades on the page; it is that they are able to transcend their particular beliefs at all. Shriver's many strange enthusiasms have provided her with a wellspring of ideas, which in the past have produced highly topical novels--about school massacres, obesity, religion, and, yes, the national debt. But sociology, as Waldman writes, "is merely a starting point, as a novelist of Shriver's skill certainly knows." The reason those books can't be reduced to political advocacy is their mastery of a greater challenge: They use that knowledge to step into another's shoes. The best authors look outside themselves, thus encouraging readers to do the same.




Illustration by Colin Hunter*



The Novel as Extended Op-Ed

By Adelle Waldman

If anyone could write good fiction about immigration, it would probably be Lionel Shriver. Instead, her latest book goes off the rails.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Perspective(s), by Laurent Binet

Is anything more engaging than a good murder mystery--one that dares you to guess who did it, and why? I devoured this captivating specimen in just a few days. When the novel opens in Florence, in 1557, the body of the painter Jacopo da Pontormo lies in the chapel of San Lorenzo--in front of the frescoes he'd labored over for a decade, with a painter's chisel stuck in his heart. The case becomes political when a lewd painting of Maria de' Medici, the daughter of the Duke of Florence, is found in Pontormo's room. The ensuing story--consisting entirely of letters among artists, courtiers, and religious leaders--is a wild ride through the politics and intrigue of Renaissance Italy that incorporates real historical figures. This epistolary structure is brilliant: The reader can see precisely who tells what to whom--and discern their motives for telling it. Could the killer be Agnolo Bronzino, Pontormo's former student? A political rival of the duke? About the ending, I'll say only that it is funny, smart, and genuinely surprising.  -- Bekah Waalkes

From our list: Seven books to read when you have no time to read





Out Next Week

? Tiny Gardens Everywhere: The Past, Present, and Future of the Self-Provisioning City, by Kate Brown

? Traversal, by Maria Popova


? The Analects: A Contemporary Translation, by Confucius, translated by Erin M. Cline




Your Weekend Read


Michael Buckner / Deadline / Getty



James Van Der Beek's Greatest Trick

By Megan Garber

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.

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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What Fabulous Timing for Gallup to Stop Tracking Presidential Approval!

Why stop with BLS data and jobs reports?

by Alexandra Petri

Fri, 13 Feb 2026




Two men from headquarters walked out to the corral to tell the pollster the news. They were a big man and a little man. They were identically attired, in a dark suit and dark glasses. Both carried a briefcase.

The pollster was leaning against the split-rail fence, looking at the horses. (The horses had started to appear 88 years ago due to a misspelling of Gallup. A new one arrived with each completed poll.)

"It's not because the president's approval rating has been so low," the big man said.

"Oh?" the pollster said, looking at the men. He was old, somewhere from 55 to 80 (with a 99 percent confidence interval), and wore a wide-brimmed hat that looked his same age, or up to three years older than he was (with a 95 percent confidence interval). He looked cross, though not as cross as some cross-tabs that he had considered.

"It has nothing to do with that at all!" the little man said.

"Oh?" the pollster said. "Within what confidence interval?"

"It has nothing to do with the current presidency and how the president bullies people, especially the people responsible for numbers," the big man said. "It's not that he famously believes that his own net worth fluctuates depending on his mood, and that he seems to think other numbers should do the same thing--jobs numbers and poll numbers and vote totals and interest rates--and that if they don't, it is because the numbers have ganged up on him maliciously."

"Of course not!" the little man said. "Please don't draw any imputations."

"I wasn't," the pollster said, "but if anyone could do so accurately, I could."

In the field, Harry Truman's Approval Rating whinnied and tossed its head, and Richard Nixon's Approval Rating flopped on one side and emitted a horrible gurgle.
 
 "I wish we didn't have horse personifications of all the approval ratings," the little man said. "It gives me the creeps."

"Horse-sonifications," the pollster said.

"I strongly dislike," the big man said.

"I'll note it on the Likert scale." The pollster fed Lyndon B. Johnson's Second Term some oats. "But we're Gallup polls, and this is what we do."

"But we could stop at any time," the big man said. "Like, February 2026. Definitely not a time when people want to know accurately how approved of the president is. Maybe they do! Maybe they don't! We can't know!"

"We can know," the pollster said. "We are, in fact, experts. And have been for 88 years."

"A good, long run," the little man said. "A great run. Perfect time to stop."

"Is it?" the pollster asked. "The perfect time?"

(The pollster noted their nonresponse.)

"I hear what you're saying," the big man replied, after a moment. "But do we need to have numbers about it? Maybe we can just do a drawing. That gets the same idea across. A sad face, and people can draw their own conclusions. Numbers are so--"

"What?" the pollster asked.

"Think about it another way," the little man said. "When we go out for the numbers, don't you worry about your crew? When the ratings plummet so steeply, do you ever worry they'll take a pollster down with them?"

The pollster shrugged. "They train for it," he said. "They believe in the value of a good number, even if that number is frightening to behold. They've seen things down in the cross-tabs that would turn your hair white."

"I thought hair color was a discrete variable," the little man said, "not a dependent variable."

"You think they can't handle this? This is exactly when we need good, accurate numbers most. You're oversampling your fear. You should be independent, like one of the variables we measure, not dependent, like other, different, variables we measure."

"It's not because of fear," the little man said. "It's because of 'an evolution in how Gallup focuses its public research and thought leadership.'"

In the field, Barack Obama's First-Term Approval Rating whinnied.

"This change is part of a broader, ongoing effort to align all of Gallup's public work with its mission."

"We look forward to continuing to offer independent research that adheres to the highest standards of social science."

Around them, night was starting to fall, covering the field in shadow.

"This is a strategic shift solely based on Gallup's research goals and priorities," the little man concluded.

"And what goals and priorities are those?" the pollster asked.

"Well," the big man said. He looked uncomfortable. "Look, it's a downer, having to bring these disapproval ratings over and over, month after month. Too many numbers make everyone sad! If you must know, we're thinking of getting more into vibes."

It was fully dark now. Across the field, something started to come toward them. Its horrible whinnying sounded like laughter. In the darkness, they couldn't see what it was.

"What's that?" the little man asked.

The pollster shrugged. "Next month's," he said. "Don't you wish you had a little more data right about now?"
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The 'You Can't Fire Me--I Quit' Presidency

Trump has a pattern of taking radical steps to deal with what he says are serious problems--and then walking away once he encounters pushback.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 12 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.

After the administration announced the expansion of its law-enforcement surge in Minnesota early this year, calling it the "largest DHS operation ever," Donald Trump laid out a series of stinging critiques of the state, which he said had an "incompetent governor," a huge welfare-fraud problem, high crime, and a corrupt voting system. "What a beautiful place, but it's being destroyed," he said.

Today, the White House "border czar" Tom Homan announced the effective end to the mission, promising a "significant drawdown" over the coming week. "I have proposed, and President Trump has concurred, that this surge operation conclude," Homan said. The announcement should be treated skeptically. When Trump ousted the Border Patrol commander Greg Bovino last month, the administration softened its tone but maintained a large and heavy-handed presence in Minneapolis. But Trump has good reasons to back down: The operation has been a political and moral disaster. Officers shot and killed two American citizens, and public opinion has turned against it.

The mission can hardly be said to have succeeded on Trump's terms, either. Tim Walz remains governor, though he is not running for reelection. The state has refused to hand over voter rolls that the Justice Department tried to grab as a condition of a pullout. Minneapolis has seen a significant drop in crime in recent years, but the surge has arguably done more harm than good on that front: As Senator Amy Klobuchar noted last month, two of the city's three January homicides were committed by federal agents. Meanwhile, the federal prosecutor who oversaw the welfare-fraud investigation resigned in protest of Trump-administration decisions (and is now representing a journalist whom the administration charged with dubious crimes).

Trump's initial argument about the situation in Minnesota was that it was so dire, it required uniquely forceful action. Yet he's now ready to pull back without achieving any of the goals he laid out. For another president, sending the agents home could be an acknowledgment of rethinking that calculus or reckoning with mistakes made. But that's not how Trump has framed the decision. "We're pulling out because we've done a great job there," Trump told NBC News last week, going on to insult Minnesota's governor and Minneapolis's mayor. This fits into a pattern of his second term. The president announces a big push; it fails to achieve its goals and is roundly rejected by the people he claims it will benefit; he gives up in a huff. Trump's mantra is You can't fire me--I quit!

When Trump began deploying the National Guard to liberal cities such as Chicago and Portland in Democratic-led states around the country, he insisted that it was necessary to fight crime--even though crime was already dropping sharply, and National Guard troops aren't trained in law enforcement and have limits on what they can do. (The president also said that he wanted to use cities as "training grounds for our military.")

Because state leaders opposed the deployments, Trump had to federalize the National Guard, but the states challenged that in court. In December, the Supreme Court issued a ruling limiting the president's ability to nationalize the National Guard in Illinois, which used the same rationale he'd employed elsewhere. A spokesperson promised that the administration would "continue working day in and day out to safeguard the American public," but apparently Trump decided that didn't require the National Guard after all. Rather than pursue other possible legal avenues, the White House quietly dropped the matter, pulling all federalized troops from cities.

This isn't just about armed federal agents in the streets, though. As I wrote earlier this month, Trump insisted that he had big plans for the Kennedy Center, the capital's premier performing-arts hall, when he embarked on an unprecedented takeover, removing much of the center's board, pushing out its leaders, and slapping his own name on it. But now, with those efforts producing a barren schedule and empty chairs, Trump appears to just be giving up. He has announced that the Kennedy Center will close for two years starting in July, and he's been vague about what will happen during the closure.

These examples capture the haphazard and capricious nature of Trump's presidency. On the one hand, he has insisted in each case that the circumstances are so urgent or dangerous that they require unprecedented action and assertions of federal power. Yet once he encounters pushback, he decides that the problems are not so serious that they require sustained commitment or a real attempt to defend them. Instead, he just walks away.

Trump is no more steadfast in foreign affairs. During the run-up to the 2025 Nobel Peace Prize announcement, Trump portrayed himself as a diplomat par excellence, the man who had ended six--no, seven--no, eight wars. But his frustrations with the difficulty of actually doing diplomacy kept showing through. In spring of last year and then again in the summer, Trump engaged in perfunctory work to broker negotiations between Ukraine and Russia, but as soon as they foundered on Russian intractability, he threw up his hands and said he wouldn't bother.

Now he seems to have abandoned his quest to be seen as a peacemaker altogether. After kidnapping Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro last month, he began demanding control of Greenland. "Considering your Country decided not to give me the Nobel Peace Prize for having stopped 8 Wars PLUS, I no longer feel an obligation to think purely of Peace, although it will always be predominant, but can now think about what is good and proper for the United States of America," Trump ranted to Norwegian Prime Minister Jonas Gahr Store.

For understandable reasons, that approach was not popular with anyone: not with Denmark, of which Greenland is a part; not with Greenlanders; not with European allies; and not with the American people, who remain unconvinced of the need for annexation. So Trump did what came naturally--he gave up, accepted what was effectively already the status quo, and said that it was what he'd wanted all along.

Related:

	It wasn't Democrats who persuaded Trump to change course.
 	Trump made a bad bet on the Kennedy Center.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Zelensky makes his pitch to Trump.
 	Why the U.S. hasn't yet struck Iran
 	This is how a child dies of measles, Elizabeth Bruenig writes.




Today's News

	Senate Democrats blocked a Republican funding bill for the Department of Homeland Security over immigration-enforcement limits, making a shutdown likely to begin on Saturday morning.
 	A federal judge ruled that Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth had unconstitutionally retaliated against Senator Mark Kelly over a video urging service members to refuse illegal orders. The ruling, which followed a grand jury's refusal to indict, blocked the Trump administration's effort to punish the Arizona Democrat.
 	Greenhouse gases will no longer be regulated by the federal government, according to an announcement by President Trump and EPA Administrator Lee Zeldin.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: Jake Lundberg explores a forceful 19th-century essay on the rise of the slaveholding oligarchy that asked: "Where will it end?"


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic. Source: CSA Images / Getty.



The Tide Goes Out on Youth Gender Medicine

By Helen Lewis

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.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Trump has a bridge he wants to sell you.
 	The Epstein emails show how the powerful talk about race.
 	Radio Atlantic: Iran wants him arrested. He's going back anyway.
 	Scientists figured out the problem with Johnson & Johnson's COVID vaccine.


Culture Break


Illustration by Blake Cale*



Explore. Tyler Austin Harper on the multibillion-dollar foundation that controls the humanities.

Reminisce. In a short-lived sitcom, James Van Der Beek gamely mocked his role in Dawson's Creek--and found freedom, Megan Garber 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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A 168-Year-Old Question Still Worth Asking

A forceful 19th-century essay on the rise of the slaveholding oligarchy asked: "Where will it end?"

by Jake Lundberg

Thu, 12 Feb 2026




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

A vivid rumor began circulating in the United States in the middle of the 1850s. It was said that Robert Toombs, the ardently pro-slavery Georgia senator, was going to come to Boston and "call the roll of his slaves at the foot of Bunker Hill." It's not clear where the notion of a southern politician taking enslaved people to a sacred Revolutionary battlefield came from--whether Toombs spread it to troll the high-minded, antislavery Bostonians, or whether the Bostonians themselves conjured it from their own fever dreams. The nightmare never came to pass, but it was the kind of idea--conspiratorial, frightening, plausible--that flourishes in a highly charged political environment.

These were the conditions in which The Atlantic was established: information overload and profound uncertainty. By the end of 1857, no one knew the crack-up of the Union was coming in three years, or that the nation would be in a civil war in four, but the portents were bleak. What did this mean for the new monthly magazine "devoted to literature, art, and politics"? With respect to politics, the mission pledged fealty to "no party or clique," alignment with no "sect of anties"--that is, single-minded reformers. But the crisis over slavery and its encroachments shaped what the magazine's values looked like in practice.

The Atlantic's second issue included a thunderous philippic of some 7,600 words on the relentless encroachments of slavery and the fate of the Republic. Written by Edmund Quincy, "Where Will It End?" voiced the urgency of what was called the "Slave Power conspiracy"--the idea, borne out by national politics in the 1850s, that southern oligarchs and their groveling northern enablers ("doughfaces," in the lingo of the day) had seized control of every level of government to spread slavery to every corner of the country and beyond. Quincy's essay shows a person reckoning with a moment like our own, when our institutions feel like they're on the verge of collapse and a shared understanding of what holds the country together is fraying.

Where will it end? was a sensible question. The U.S.-Mexican War in the 1840s threatened to bring slavery to large new swaths of western territories. High-profile cases in which fugitive slaves were recaptured in the North left Bostonians on alert for "slave hunters" in their midst. Violence erupted in Kansas in 1854, not over fugitive slaves but over the prospect of slavery taking hold there. In 1856, violence came to Washington, too, when a South Carolina congressman brutally caned the Massachusetts Senator Charles Sumner on the floor of the Senate, two days after Sumner delivered a withering antislavery speech. The Supreme Court issued the Dred Scott decision in March 1857, both negating the citizenship of Black Americans and Congress's power to limit the expansion of slavery.

The force of Quincy's essay resided not in rehearsing this full litany of offenses for The Atlantic's readers but in delineating its implications. Slavery had become ever more entrenched in America; this transformation had brought the fringe to the mainstream, made the unthinkable thinkable, the impermissible permissible. "What was once whispered in the secret chamber of council," Quincy wrote, "is now proclaimed on the housetops."

What was once done by indirection and guile is now carried with the high hand, in the face of day, at the mouth of the cannon and by the edge of the sabre of the nation. Doctrines and designs which a few years since could find no mouthpiece out of a bar-room, or the piratical den of a filibuster, are now clothed with power by the authentic response of the bench of our highest judicatory, and obsequiously iterated from the oracular recesses of the National Palace.


As the "Slave Power" was ascending, the Republic was declining. Sycophants had replaced statesmen to do the bidding of a "coarse and sordid oligarchy." Violence and intimidation had overtaken discussion and persuasion. In addition to Brooks's attack on Sumner, Quincy noted that a Tennessee minister had been forced to leave his church after denouncing the beating of an enslaved person, and a Virginia politician had been barred from returning home after attending a northern political convention. The corrosive effects extended well beyond politics. Northern publishers expurgated literary texts for fear of offending slaveholders; antislavery publications were barred from being mailed in the South. "In the blighting shadow of Slavery," Quincy wrote, "letters die and art cannot live."

His essay did not dwell in despair, however. Quincy closed by arguing that the "success of the conspiracy" was not "final and eternal," but instead that its stridency was a response to the strength of a growing opposition. "We discern the confession" of the opposition's might "in the very extravagancies and violences of the Slave Power," Quincy wrote. "It rages, for its time is short."

Quincy's confidence was rooted not in a clique but in a party he didn't name. The Republicans had formed a broad antislavery coalition that mounted a strong showing in the 1856 presidential election, despite suffering a defeat. "The thunder of its protest," Quincy believed, "struck terror into the heart of tyrants." He predicted that the "Slave Power" would end with the Republicans' triumph, and the "ideal of a true republic" would be realized, thus cementing "the great experiment of this Western World" as "a Model, instead of a Warning." Quincy scarcely could have imagined that its triumph would come through a destructive war, or that his question--Where will it end?--would remain open long after that.
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<em>Atlantic </em>Trivia on Super Bowls and Super Ballerinas

And did you know that the Eiffel Tower has been more than a half-dozen different colors?

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.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/02/daily-trivia-questions-answers-week-16/685857/?utm_source=feed
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