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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: What State Is the Union In?

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

by Drew Goins

Tue, 24 Feb 2026




Updated with new questions at 3:05 p.m. ET on February 24, 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.

Tuesday, February 24, 2026

	A year after then-Speaker Nancy Pelosi sarcastically clapped behind President Trump at his 2019 State of the Union address, she again upstaged him by doing what at the end of his 2020 speech?
 -- From Jonathan Lemire's article on the high stakes of this year's presidential address
 	The Fields Medal-winning academic Terence Tao is widely considered to be the world's greatest living practitioner of what discipline?
 -- From Matteo Wong's interview with Tao about what AI can contribute to his field
 	Featuring a scene in which the main character endorses a slime-green-colored credit card, The Moment is a recent mockumentary about the creation and promotion of what real-life 2024 album?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's essay on this recent pivot by the album's creator




And by the way, did you know that the state of the union is strong? Or so has said nearly every president in nearly every State of the Union address since Ronald Reagan first deployed the magic adjective in his 1983 speech. Only George H. W. Bush never directly invoked "strong."

The practice of assigning a descriptor at all to the state of the union goes back only a bit further, to Gerald Ford, who in 1975 was awfully frank with the country: "The state of the union," he said, "is not good." As if the United States had bristled at the pessimism (or perhaps it cleaned up its act?), the next year he revised: "The state of the union is better."

See you tomorrow!



Answers:

	Ripping up her copy of his speech. Pelosi's presence behind Trump was a reminder that Democrats controlled the House and thus subpoena power over the president, Jonathan writes. If Trump wants to avoid a similar fate come his next State of the Union, Jonathan says, this address is the time to steady his teetering tenure. Read more.
 	Mathematics. Matteo has spoken with Tao (who won math's top prize in 2006) a handful of times in the past few years. Each time, Tao sounds a little more bullish on artificial intelligence's mathematical abilities. In his words, AI has evolved from the equivalent of a "mediocre, but not completely incompetent" graduate student to a technology that is meaningfully changing the way humans do pioneering math. Read more.
 	Brat. Spencer recalls how around the release of Charli XCX's album, the musician commented that "music is not important"; he recalls also how he hoped she was joking. But her pursuit since then of what Spencer calls a "mood-board mentality" of endless projects and "moments" with no time allotted for actual excellence suggests that she might have been sincere. Is she also right? 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.



Monday, February 23, 2026

	What candy bar made by the Hershey Company comprises a heap of chewy coconut filling enrobed in dark chocolate?
 -- From Nicholas Florko's article on the vanishing gap between candy and protein bars
 	Of seven major European polls conducted in the summer of 2016, only one correctly predicted what surprise political outcome?
 -- From David Frum's eulogy for Gallup's presidential-approval polling
 	The novel Mother Night, about a man posing as a Nazi, was written by what American author who spent part of World War II imprisoned in a German slaughterhouse?
 -- From Tom Nichols's essay on the Republican Party's Nazi problem




And by the way, did you know that the most venerable polling operation of the early 20th century--which had correctly predicted the 1916, 1920, 1924, 1928, and 1932 elections--got the 1936 election wrong by 38 points?

In one of U.S. history's great polling flops, The Literary Digest forecast that Alf Landon would beat Franklin D. Roosevelt by 14 points in the popular vote; instead, Roosevelt won it by 24--and took every state but two.

The problem? The Digest pulled together its sample from lists of people with registered cars or telephones--things that the people likeliest to vote Democrat didn't typically have in the middle of the Great Depression.



Answers:

	Mounds. Nicholas writes that the coconut-flavored protein bar he begins most days with is a dead ringer for the Hershey product--but certainly far healthier. Right? Well, Nicholas reports that many consumers are living a protein-bar delusion and that even the "good" options aren't nearly as healthful as whole foods. Read more.
 	Brexit. The failure to forecast Brits' decision to leave the European Union presaged polling's accuracy collapse in the 2016 U.S. election, David writes, and the industry hasn't really recovered from the shocks since. He suggests that reliable polling as a whole might be a bygone American institution. Read more.
 	Kurt Vonnegut. Witnessing the way that Nazi language and aesthetics have overtaken swaths of the GOP, Tom quotes a warning from Vonnegut's novel: "We are what we pretend to be, so we must be careful about what we pretend to be." Read more.




Friday, February 20, 2026

	According to legend, the 16th-century Spanish conquistador Juan Ponce de Leon searched the New World for what mythical location?
 -- From Jordan D. Metzl's essay on the dubious science of longevity
 	What Black scholar founded the Tuskegee Institute in 1881 for the education of newly freed African Americans?
 -- From Adam Harris's essay on the radical feel to this year's Black History Month
 	The gym Planet Fitness bans members from wearing what fabric prominently featured in a recent PSA starring an exercising Robert F. Kennedy Jr.?
 -- From Daniel Engber's analysis of a specific, storied subtype of gym-goer 




And by the way, did you know that the world's first sweatpants were introduced in the 1920s by a French designer in search of a way to stretch with ease? Back then, they were made entirely of wool, which, while ostensibly allowable at Planet Fitness, seems rather more uncomfortable than the fabric options you can get today.



Answers:

	The Fountain of Youth. Alas, Ponce de Leon never found it (unsurprising, considering he never actually looked for it), and Metzl writes that the wellness industry's current obsession with longevity hacks will probably be similarly fruitless. He advises people not to buy into the hype and instead focus on adding "life to years" rather than "years to life." Read more.
 	Booker T. Washington. Adam writes that Black history is much more complex than the simple story that critics say Americans no longer need to learn. He gives as an example the legacy of Washington, who for all his greatness was ready to settle for second-class citizenship for his fellow Black Americans and himself. Read more.
 	Denim. Daniel is certain that the explanation for RFK Jr.'s attire in the viral video of him in the sauna, on the pickleball court, and even in the hot tub is that Kennedy is simply a jeans guy. Allow Daniel to explain all the meaning and history that title carries. Read more.




Thursday, February 19, 2026

	A 1934 government inventory of what area tallied 13,500 Eskimo, 3,500 Danes, 8,000 sheep, and the world's largest deposit of the strategic mineral cryolite?
 -- From Timothy W. Ryback's essay on a historical figure's pursuit of the place
 	Prime Minister Inga Ruginiene recently said that what country of hers made a mistake in allowing Taiwan to open a representative office in its capital, Vilnius?
 -- From Simon Shuster and Vivian Salama's article on the countries caught between the United States and China
 	What five-letter word do behavioral scientists use to describe a subtle psychological cue--such as placing healthy food at eye level at the grocery store--that gives people a little push to act a particular way?
 -- From Rob Wolfe's essay on the long shift of systemic responsibilities to the individual




And by the way, did you know that barcode scanning was initially greeted with a huge backlash? The first item ever scanned by barcode was a pack of Wrigley's chewing gum at a supermarket in Troy, Ohio, in June 1974, but by the end of the '70s, only about 1 percent of stores had adopted barcodes.

Consumers were worried that the tech would be used to rip them off. Advocacy groups mounted campaigns against the barcode, and protesters even picketed stores that used scanners. Others swore that the barcode was the biblical "mark of the beast."

Obviously, it eventually caught on, and people got over their fears--though if you ever get rung up at $6.66, maybe offer to round to the next dollar, just in case.



Answers:

	Greenland. And that 1934 government was actually Nazi Germany. Ryback traces what appears to have been Adolf Hitler's lifelong obsession with Greenland--a fixation that led Hitler to pursue Greenland's military and economic resources after his unsuccessful tariffs created a domestic mess in Germany. Read more.
 	Lithuania. Lithuania tacked toward Taiwan (and thus the United States) when Joe Biden was still president, but Simon and Vivian report that the Trump presidency has not been kind to Lithuania and other small countries like it. Rather, they write, the United States' focus on the United States has forced former partners to seek--not always successfully--their own "strategic balance" with China. Read more.
 	Nudge. It seemed for a time during the Barack Obama years, Wolfe writes, that nudge politics were going to save the world, but research has since revealed how ineffective these pushes are (unless they're trying to get people to do the wrong thing, in which case they work much better). Read more.




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.



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.





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 Women Who Transformed Journalism

Two new books demonstrate how Martha Gellhorn, Janet Flanner, and other reporters took journalism in directions that men could not.

by Casey Schwartz

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




This is a dangerous season for journalism. Legendary newspapers are being gutted by careless owners, foreign correspondents fired while still in war zones, local papers shut down entirely. Into the tumult come two new books that focus on some of the most pathbreaking journalists of the 1930s and '40s. These reporters, all women, broke social norms to chronicle the seismic years they were living through. When read together, Mark Braude's The Typewriter and the Guillotine and Julia Cooke's Starry and Restless prompt an obvious question: Why women? In other words, what is the value of looking at the history of journalism through this gendered prism?

For starters: Women were handed nothing. In many cases, when they were interested in doing serious, international stories--say, reporting on a war--they had to tell editors that they happened to be going anyway, Cooke writes, and ask: Should they send some articles? These women's lack of access led to a resourcefulness that animated their subjects as well as their style. They also avoided the insularity of the boys' club from which they were excluded, an inner circle whose chumminess helped breed dangerous misinformation. From 1917 to 1920, for instance, The New York Times proclaimed the imminent collapse of Communism in the newly formed Soviet Union more than 90 times. "Over drinks as often as in briefing rooms, reporters (mostly men) had taken other men's word for it," Cooke writes in Starry and Restless. 

And because female reporters were banned from battlefields, they had to get creative in finding an angle that could illuminate the larger conflict. If they couldn't go to the front lines, they would write about the hospital, or the home front. They had to use their voice, their style, to make the most of those subjects, establishing, Cooke argues, a precedent for the "New Journalism" that men such as Tom Wolfe were credited with having invented in the '60s and '70s.

Braude, in his sharply honed new history, singles out one of these writers in particular. Janet Flanner, also known as Genet, was the subject of a 1989 biography by Brenda Wineapple; here she is seen through a tighter lens, focused on the years leading up to World War II. Braude grounds his narrative in the persistent dilemmas of journalism, especially the question of how to tell the story of a bewildering moment without the benefit of hindsight.

Flanner had escaped from a Midwest upbringing--and her husband. In 1922, she moved to Paris with her lover, Solita Solano. Both women hoped to become novelists. They lived in adjoining rooms at the Hotel Bonaparte, sharing a toilet with everyone else on the hall. Flanner wrote colorful letters about Paris to a friend back home, Jane Grant, who happened to be launching a magazine, called The New Yorker, with her husband, Harold Ross. They encouraged Flanner to keep sending her lively notes from Paris. Ross wanted, his wife wrote to Flanner, "dope on fields of the arts" and "a little on fashion," all with "a definite personality injected."

Read: When Freud meets fMRI

Flanner became The New Yorker's first Paris correspondent, but she wrestled with insecurities in her new role. She was, after all, a woman from Indianapolis, the daughter of a mortician. Could she rise to this beat and capture this majestic capital that represented, as she put it, "Beauty, with a capital B"? She read 10 French newspapers a day. Some of her best sources were the waiters at the Brasserie Lipp, who saved their stories to whisper in her ear. In the early years of her Letter From Paris, her subjects included masked balls, gallery openings, and new additions to the cocktail menu at the Ritz. She evoked a country that many of her readers back home were hungry to hear about.

But as the mood in Europe began to turn, she struggled with how to match it. On a trip to Germany in 1933 with Solano, they saw Jews not welcome signs at the entrance to towns and "the Hitler salute from every passerby," as Solano wrote in a dispatch for D.A.C News. The New Yorker in those days did not tend to weigh in on social or political issues. E. B. White joked that even as late as the mid-'30s, the magazine's only political stance had been to oppose the relocation of the information booth at Penn Station.

Yet Flanner's pieces began to widen in scope; by 1935, in a Europe rapidly darkening under a cloud of fascism, she wanted to address the largest shadow of all: Adolf Hitler. She struggled with how to approach such a daunting assignment. She was allergic to what we would now call "activism." Braude writes that she "thought of her public role as that of a mere witness to the fractures of her time, rather than as one who would use her position to contribute to the deepening of those fractures." She decided to take on Hitler just as she had Queen Mary, and Coco Chanel: He too was a human, and she would write about him as such. She returned to Germany to report, but chose not to pursue a direct interview with him, instead observing him from a distance, amid the enraptured crowds. She herself, Braude suggests, may have been a little too enraptured.

Flanner opened her portrait with a light-hearted observation. "It was odd," Braude paraphrases, "that a man who didn't drink, smoke, eat meat, or apparently, sleep with women, should be 'dictator of a nation devoted to splendid sausages, cigars, beer, and babies.'" She'd worried about being barred from Germany for what she would write. What she didn't expect was the reaction she received: Hitler, she heard, was pleased with the piece, even as many American readers were aghast at her light tone, her banal details, her minimizing of the Jewish plight. Malcolm Cowley, a prominent writer and editor, called Flanner a "fascist." To a New Yorker colleague, Flanner recounted that on a trip to Hollywood she took in 1936, "the Jewish film gentlemen candidly said they thought my Hitler article was not unfriendly enough! No pleasing everybody."

Braude uses the Hitler profile as a case study of Flanner's complications: her courage--to go, to see, to do--as well as her blind spots. In Braude's telling, Flanner is not straightforwardly heroic, but she is always evolving. Less rewarding is Braude's decision to braid into the narrative the story of a German serial killer, Eugen Weidmann, whose 1939 execution by guillotine was covered by Flanner. If writing about Weidmann represented a significant breakthrough in Flanner's career, we don't see proof of that here. A few months after Weidmann's execution, with France now at war, Flanner decided to return to the United States. She ceded her position as The New Yorker's Paris correspondent to A. J. Liebling, handing over her sources at Ross's request.

Read: The woman who would be Steinbeck

In Starry and Restless, Julia Cooke focuses on the practice of journalism in the same era, but broadens the context with a banquet of detail, alongside a portrait of three women who truly broke with the expectations of their day. Her central protagonists are Rebecca West, Martha Gellhorn, and Emily "Mickey" Hahn, the least well remembered of the trio today, though not for lack of color or talent. All three women were extraordinary in their nonconformism, bravery, and style.

According to Cooke, the number of American women working in journalism nearly quadrupled from 1930 to 1960. And although at the start of the century they had mostly been confined to subjects that helped bring in advertising--cooking, decorating, fashion--during World War II 180 worked abroad, comprising 11 percent of all U.S. foreign correspondents. Through these crucial decades, we follow West in the making of her masterpiece about Yugoslavia, Black Lamb and Grey Falcon, in which she ingeniously combined the personal voice with history and reportage. We follow Gellhorn to Spain during the time of its civil war, when she found her voice while writing about "the contrast of domesticity and war, sociability and war, safety and war." Afterward, married to Ernest Hemingway and ensconced in domesticity in Cuba, she felt cut off from what drove her; finally, she returned to Europe, wanting to witness the actual fighting. Famously, Hemingway tried to undercut her, claiming the single accreditation offered by Collier's, the magazine they both wrote for. She went anyway: traveling on a Norwegian freighter, ducking under a fence to escape a nurses' training camp where authorities had hoped to confine her, persuading a Royal Air Force pilot to fly her to Naples with a made-up story about a missing fiance. "I do not want to be good. I wish to be hell on wheels, or dead," Gellhorn once wrote.

All of these women had an infectious "hell on wheels" quality. Hahn, who arrived in Shanghai on a whim in 1935 and stayed for six years, reporting regularly for The New Yorker, wanted her readers to see the China she had come to know and deeply love--based not only on her long tenure in Shanghai but also on her (brief, polygamous) marriage to a prominent Chinese man who introduced her to opium. Having found the reporting of other Americans on China glib, she sent pieces home aiming to deepen American understanding of the layered society she inhabited.

During the Japanese invasion, Hahn was trapped in Hong Kong; a poet there proposed to her, telling her, as she recalled, that "obviously somebody should take care of me." She was indignant. "I'm sort of a genius myself," she thought. "I'm entitled to a nurse or mamma too." She rejected his proposal, and kept writing. (She eventually married someone else.)

These writers got to know one another. They were colleagues in a global endeavor. They sometimes covered the same stories, including the Nuremberg trials, for which both Flanner and West trudged to that freezing, destroyed city where 22 high-ranking Nazi officials stood in the docket--charged, for the first time in history, with crimes against humanity. Each woman would publish her impressions in The New Yorker. Flanner "didn't flinch when describing the evidence of atrocities presented during the trial," Braude writes, including "a child who had been decapitated and several adult heads without bodies." This was a marked evolution from her days of reporting on the cocktail menu at the Ritz. What drove Flanner and West to that ruined place were the same forces that propelled all these women during the war years, when they so decisively honed their craft, and beyond: the need to bear witness, and to do it their own way. Their legacy is still with us, precious and precarious.



*Illustration Sources: FPG / Archive Photos / Getty; Library of Congress / Corbis / VCG / Getty; PA Images / Getty; Kurt Hutton / Picture Post / Hulton Archive / Getty.
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Enough With the Bros

For a decade, the trope has been a reliable--and lazy--way to elevate pet peeves into trends.

by Dan Brooks

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




David Foster Wallace's famously long novel, Infinite Jest, turned 30 this month, and an old specter came back with the anniversary: the lit bro, annoying and probably sexist, smugly reading a book that you didn't. "The book has become shorthand for a certain kind of pretentious, performative, male-coded lit bro," Lit Hub's Literary History newsletter observed. "It's no longer cool, and might even be a red flag." Has there ever been a cleaner distillation of the type? Pretentious: The lit bro thinks he is smart. Performative: The lit bro reads to impress others. Male-coded: The lit bro is not a woman. Red flag: You thought you might want to date him, but you do not.

The lit bro is one in a series of types that have proliferated over the past decade; attaching bro has become a reliable trope, a way to elevate pet peeves to trends. Think of something that annoys you, connect it to masculinity by adding bro, and proceed as though that bro were a category of person. Robinson Meyer produced a seminal early example with "Here Comes the Berniebro," a funny essay that, like Rage Against the Machine, was tarnished when it became a genre. The tech bro, the gym bro, the film bro--these archetypes have given people a way to complain about innocuous things by imagining people who make those things their whole identity.

Don't get me wrong: I love to complain about things that might actually be fine, and I love to make up people and then get mad at them. But the bro construction robs us of the pleasure of these activities by keeping us from thinking deeply about why we don't like innocuous things and imaginary people. It is an obstacle to clarity in hating. I want Instagram posts about why going to the gym is a waste of time, essays about how the tech sector has spent billions to make cities boring, and TikTok videos about Marty Supreme having nine Oscar nominations and three unfinished plots. I want to be intoxicated by negativity in its undiluted form, but instead I get watered-down descriptions of what kind of people like things that the user of bro does not. After more than a decade of bro-ing our resentments into demographics, the time has come to bury the construction, maybe forever.

Read: Social media broke slang. Now we all speak phone.

First, the autopsy: Bro has obvious roots in brother, but not every brother is a bro. Brother can mean sibling, or it can be an honorific title for members of fraternal and religious organizations, and it can be used as a term of address--all predate the specific usage of bro that I am talking about here. This usage is strictly for the third person; bros are other people, and they are bad. Can bro in the third person ever be positive? Not yet. There have been no viral posts about charity bros or listening bros.

The bro is someone who conforms to a type to an irritating degree, but he is also similar to his critics in many ways. Consider the lit bro, defined by his zealous advocacy for certain male authors--Wallace, Jonathan Franzen, Cormac McCarthy--whom he condescendingly tries to get women to read. To recognize the significance of this behavior, you have to know those authors and their valence within the charged field of contemporary literature. In other words, you have to be a lit person yourself. Thus the bro suffix enables the narcissism of small differences: The problem is not literature--or movies, or going to the gym, or Bernie Sanders, or working with computers, which plenty of people like--but the guys who like those things and are bros about it.

And they are guys. While the concept of the female bro is tenable in theory, in practice people are talking about men when they talk about bros, because an essential function of bro is to connect a pet peeve to a feminist critique. On the internet, that critique is often reduced to the idea that men are problematic--see manspreading, a concept that introduced a feminist interpretation of a previously gender-neutral annoyance by connecting it to men. Andrea Dworkin they ain't, but these memes took advantage of the fact that everybody except trad bros agrees the feminist critique is good, and that people generally get the gist of it, even if they haven't exactly done the reading.

Read: Why is everyone talking about getting 'oneshotted'?

This gap in specifics is where bro comes in. Let's say that I find craft beer annoying, which I kind of do, even though I have consumed a lot of it. If I say that hazy IPAs should be stopped, you are likely to demand evidence or at least some kind of argument, which I will not be able to supply. But if I say that I am sick of beer bros, and especially if I fortify my position with concrete details--for instance, they wear sunglasses on the flat bills of their caps and, crucially, condescend to women by lecturing them about brewing standards--suddenly I am doing feminism, kind of. The precise connection between beer and the social subordination of women is not clear, but you can feel it, and that is the kind of feeling no right-thinking person wants to argue against.

In this way, the bro construction exploits the vaguely negative connotations attached to masculinity in order to tar something else with the same brush. Masculinity is not bad per se, but it is suspicious. By connecting it to something else suspicious, such as the tech industry--which is not unequivocally bad but is dominated by men, notoriously unpleasant for many women who work in it, and seemingly dedicated to exploding previously stable elements of society for money--we produce the tech bro, who heaps suspicion on suspicion and therefore gives us probable cause. In the process, discussions of exactly what is objectionable about his industry tend to get lost in expressions of distaste for his type.

The tech bro is a huge problem, by the way. Defined as men who work in tech and are not my friends, such bros are everywhere now, wearing black vests with white sneakers and eating and drinking in the same establishments as me, but in more annoying ways. My friends who learned to code or took jobs as project managers are not like that; they have specific, nontech interests and cool T-shirts from when we were in college, and they're funny, unlike the mass of interchangeable 25-year-olds standing around the falafel place looking at their phones. Were it not for those tech bros, I could probably afford to buy a place in the city, and I definitely would have gotten my falafel faster.

Read: The collapse of feminism

Herein lies the essence of the bros: They are all the same, and they are all in it together against the rest of us. This way of thinking leaves "us" undefined--we are not the bros, but the distinguishing conditions are not clear. The ambiguity appeals to the essential paranoid fantasy of the internet, that a mass of similarly behaving others are conspiring against you, and that you are not one of them even though you do a lot of the same things. Social media and the past 10 years of bro-based trend pieces have delivered an exhaustive supply of such people--infuriatingly familiar in their enthusiasm for certain books, movies, sports, foods, cocktails, musicians, political candidates, and the internet itself, but still obstinately and impenetrably other. They are--at the risk of sounding like an existentialism bro--strangers.

Resenting strangers has been a lifelong hobby for me, and I'm not suggesting that anyone give it up. All I am asking is that we think clearly and specifically about why we resent these bros, given their documented tendency to go to the same places and do the same things as us. So much merits our contempt, out there and probably in ourselves, too. The bro distracts us by turning our minds to whom we condemn--when really, the question should be what, and why.
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When Did Literature Get Less Dirty?

A puritan strain is manifesting in realist novels as a marked absence of straight sex.

by Lily Meyer

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




When Philip Roth published his novel Zuckerman Unbound 45 years ago, The New York Times called it an "act of contrition." The literary critic George Stade read it as an autobiographical account of Roth's experiences as the author of Portnoy's Complaint, the virtuosically neurotic tale of a nice Jewish boy trying to either shake or embrace his sex obsession, which made Roth famous when it came out, in 1969. Portnoy is a tremendous novel: I'm on record in this magazine arguing that it's a great American one. Upon its release, though, it got decidedly mixed reactions. Readers, rabbis, and reviewers accused Roth of anti-Semitism, misogyny, sexual excess, deviance, and creative gimmickry. In Commentary, Irving Howe wittily if wrongly claimed that the "cruelest thing anyone can do with Portnoy's Complaint is to read it twice."

In Zuckerman Unbound, Roth's recurring stand-in, Nathan Zuckerman, seems to regret having written his version of Portnoy's Complaint at all. He accuses himself of betraying every woman who has ever been "bound to him by trust, by sex, by love." His agent urges him to quit "trying to show them up in heaven and over at Commentary"--just in case readers weren't sure this was about Roth and Portnoy--that he's a good guy, but he can't. He's so busy self-flagellating, in fact, that he hardly even has sex, which is highly unusual in a Roth novel. Stade considered it not only an apology but also a concession to the reactionary "custodians of our high literary culture." His review reads as if it were common knowledge, in 1981, that critics and readers were so prudish that Roth had to write a whole other novel wringing his hands over his sex book.

Stade was being dramatic, I think, given how much good literary writing about sex came out in the United States around the same time as Portnoy's Complaint. Erica Jong, James Salter, and John Updike all relied heavily on sex scenes to externalize their characters' inner lives. Nettie Jones's deliriously sexy Fish Tales, which came out in 1984, has recently won a new generation of readers, as has Norman Rush's Mating, first published in 1991. But Stade was right that American book culture has a puritan strain, one that showed in Portnoy's reception and that manifests today as a surprising absence of sex--of straight sex, that is--in literature.

I've been on the lookout for contemporary Portnoys for years--in particular, ones by and about women. I reread Roth's book frequently while working on my second novel, The End of Romance. In part, I was reacting to the overwhelming maleness of Roth's work, but mainly, my search was a response to a growing lack of faith in heterosexuality and in straight romance--and my desire for some optimism about both. Sex scenes in literature struck me as a natural place to go, given that intimacy is a powerful motivator for men and women alike to work through the challenges that ingrained misogyny can create. Instead of exploring this possibility, though, many male authors have shied away from writing about women's bodies, while many female writers have avoided straight sex entirely, or approached it with a mix of shyness, pessimism, and scorn.

These emotions have dominated cultural postures toward straight relationships since #MeToo, if not since the start of what Lora Kelley has referred to in this magazine as the era of the swipe. The internet, with the maelstrom of options it presents, can make sex and dating so confusing and exhausting that giving up on them can seem appealing even to people who want to pursue one or both. Novelists' evasion of sex only adds to that impulse. If literature doesn't contain realistic, hot sex, it suggests that such encounters are unimaginable. In Fear of Flying, Jong writes that women's "big problem was how to make your feminism jibe with your unappeasable hunger for male bodies." Surely giving up the unappeasable hunger can't be the answer.

Sex scenes are not, to be clear, absent from the whole world of books. Romance is booming. (May I remind you about Heated Rivalry?) It has spawned not only television adaptations but also whole subgenres: When I worked at an independent bookstore eight years ago, we didn't stock any "romantasy"--a term that wasn't yet common in publishing. Now big romance displays are de rigeur; Billings, Montana, has a whole bookstore devoted exclusively to romantasy. Fantastical romance's popularity highlights one of the genre's central properties: its relationship to fairy tales and dreams come true. Romance novels end Happily Ever After. It's part of the form.

Literary writers have other demands to satisfy. In general, readers come to their books seeking not an escape from reality but perspective on it. Romance novels can provide this, just as literary novels can have happy endings, but they're still beholden to the fantasy that's part of the genre. Literary writing can explore relationships as they are in the real world, stretching them and unearthing fresh dynamics within them. This is the reason I care so much about sex scenes, and why my novel contains so many. I want to encourage readers to think seriously but not pessimistically about the present and future of straight sex and love by imagining, as Rush once said of Mating, how a couple might "arrange things to a greater moral satisfaction." Doing this, I would argue, requires attention to the sex that a couple has. Many queer writers excel at this, but when straight sex comes up in contemporary literature, authors have a marked tendency to approach it and then, in one way or another, twist away.

Read: The death of the sex scene

Sometimes the dodge is as simple as the end of a scene. Plenty of authors lead up to sexual encounters, then cut ahead in time. Others hide in the cloud of metaphor, emerging only when everybody's got their clothes back on. In evading sex, these writers imply--intentionally or not--that it doesn't matter. In Lily King's Writers & Lovers, the heroine, a writer named Casey, balances her struggle to complete a novel with a string of relationships that King writes with heat and specificity until they get consummated. King is expert at conveying physical longing and highly attuned to her protagonist's body; when Casey's crush stands behind her at a crowded performance, King writes, "I became animal myself: alert, cautious, curious. More people came in and he was pushed in closer and there were long moments when my shoulder blades rested against his chest." Shoulder blades aren't usually considered an erogenous zone, but King changes that. She can be more direct too: After one long make-out scene, Casey reports to the reader, "When I get out of the car I'm so horny I can barely walk up the driveway." And yet there's not one detailed sex scene in Writers & Lovers, which could lead to the assumption that it matters less than desire or even that it isn't integral to the early, exploratory stages of love.

Some writers avoid detail even when they do follow their characters into the bedroom. In Erin Somers's The Ten Year Affair, the protagonist, Cora, engages in imaginary adultery that Somers writes vividly until it becomes real. At that point, the book's sex scenes, though exciting to Cora, become vaguely described and therefore dull. When Cora first sleeps with the man she's been fantasizing about for a decade, Somers writes, "They lay down and he was soft with her, then he was less soft, then he was not soft at all"--a play-by-play without any linguistic fun.

A similar effect appears in Nicole Cuffy's Dances, a close study of a ballerina managing the public scrutiny that comes with being the New York City Ballet's first Black principal, while she also deals with an unexpected pregnancy. Cuffy writes her heroine Cece's body with care and precision, evoking sweat and smells, cellulite and lost toenails. But though the plot, like any pregnancy plot, hinges on sex, when Cece is in bed with her boyfriend, the novel's sensory intensity suddenly vanishes. On the few occasions when Cuffy goes into depth, she attends to Jasper's movements--"He held my wrists above my head as he entered me, his forehead resting against mine"--but not how they feel to Cece. It can seem as if the character's experience of her body is important at all times except during sex.

This is a troubling message for a novel to send. In the 1960s and '70s, consciousness-raising groups aided women in discussing sex so that they might enjoy it more and not blame themselves for what they didn't like. Rosa Campbell writes in her forthcoming biography of the sex educator Shere Hite, who in 1976 released The Hite Report: A Nationwide Study of Female Sexuality, that Hite got thousands of letters from women that all "expressed a similar relief, 'I am so glad to know it is not just me.'"

Read: Who's afraid of women's pleasure?

For novelists to evade sex in books that are meant to mirror or comment on reality curtails the potential for such connections with the reader. It also cuts off character development. So much of Cece's life centers on controlling and perfecting her body. What might Cuffy have shown about her by depicting that body during sex?

Still, novels such as Dances and Writers & Lovers take a real interest in the physical experience of womanhood, when rejecting or ignoring it has grown common. Loneliness and lack of connection--whether brought on by social marginalization, urban precarity, the habit of living online, or all three--are among the main subjects of 21st-century literature. Male writers conjuring these phenomena often focus almost entirely on its intellectual aspects; think of Ben Lerner, whose novels rarely descend from their protagonists' heads to their bodies. Interestingly, though, many female writers express alienation through close attention to characters' disconnection from their physical self.

This has gotten so common that female characters who drift through the world experiencing no pleasure or pain have practically become their own literary trope. In Danzy Senna's New People, the main character would seemingly rather hide under a strange man's bed than get into hers with her boyfriend. Christine Smallwood's The Life of the Mind, meanwhile, follows her protagonist, Dorothy, through a prolonged miscarriage that she treats as dispassionately as possible, at one point dismissing it as "brute and meaningless physiology." Her denial of the body is, of course, a way of dodging grief, but it also reflects her belief that she lives in a blighted historical moment in which "want itself was a thing of the past." Such a conviction, which appears in many more novels than Smallwood's, drains fiction of life.

I've wondered whether this literary anti-wanting is a reaction, in part, to the ubiquity of porn in contemporary culture; maybe writers are responding to the fact that we're oversaturated with graphic depictions of bodies. That would, in and of itself, be worth addressing, as Alan Hollinghurst does in his 2004 novel, The Line of Beauty, which has both excellently written gay sex scenes and a character whose ability to enjoy other men's bodies is severely sapped by his addiction to pornography. More recently, in Moderation, Elaine Castillo writes a character, Girlie, who works as an online-content moderator, a job that exposes her to sexual imagery so brutal and degrading that she can hardly stand the thought of being touched--but then she falls in love in virtual reality. This isn't a cure-all, and the novel does not contain much sex; it does, however, have perhaps the most graphic and well-written sexual fantasy I've encountered in a literary novel. It reads as a rebuttal to the norm of anhedonic women in literature and makes clear that for Castillo, Girlie's disconnection from desire is a problem for the character, not an inherent trait.

Moderation wouldn't have to be a love story for Girlie's physical reawakening to work. It could just be a sex story, like Portnoy's Complaint. Portnoy's conceit is that it is a patient's monologue to his psychoanalyst, a structure that means it's fundamentally a story of self-discovery, told through masturbation and sex. Roth isn't exactly subtle about this; at one point, he has Portnoy say of his tendency to date blue-blooded Protestants, "I don't seem to stick my dick up these girls, as much as I stick it up their backgrounds." Of course this is hardly charming, but psychologically acute writing often is not.

Consider Miranda July's All Fours, much of which revolves around a highly erotic connection that the unnamed narrator--who is married--has with a much younger man she hardly knows. She never has sex with him; instead, she has sex with a woman who has slept with him and is willing to talk about it the whole time. The scene is intentionally unsettling, not least because the narrator thinks unkindly of the woman, whom she views as a "sad character." Still, the encounter leads the protagonist toward a much-needed rediscovery of her desires, nudging her to follow her wants wherever they lead.

All Fours' embrace of sexuality is a welcome change in a cultural landscape full not just of pleasurelessness but also what the scholar Asa Seresin calls "heterofatalism," a phenomenon that almost anyone who's dated, or read about dating, in the past decade will recognize: women making a show of their exhaustion with men. If you've heard a straight or bisexual woman say that she wishes she were a lesbian, then you know about heterofatalism. Seresin sees these declarations as performance, which isn't quite fair; dating can be a hellscape, and sexist expectations don't help. It's tempting, in this context, to take refuge in "book boyfriends"--a common term among romance readers--and decide that having a real one is simply too embarrassing.

But, as Seresin writes, to be "permanently, preemptively disappointed in heterosexuality is to refuse the possibility of changing straight culture for the better." Sex in literature--tangling with what happens between people in bed, whether it occurs once or leads to love, marriage, and a baby in a baby carriage--is one way to imagine a better version of heterosexuality. If novelists won't rise to that challenge, doing so will only get harder for everyone else.



 When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/2026/02/sex-scenes-literature-heterosexual-romance/686148/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump's Favorite Voter-ID Bill Would Probably Backfire

<span>Congressional Republicans are trying to pass a strict "election integrity" law that seems almost custom-designed to disenfranchise their own supporters.</span>

by Marc Novicoff

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




On the surface, the debate over the SAVE America Act is familiar, even predictable. At Donald Trump's urging, Republicans are pushing yet another voter-ID bill, ostensibly to prevent fraud and noncitizen voting. Democrats are opposing the bill on the grounds that voter fraud is negligible and that the law is really meant to disenfranchise their supporters.

But upon closer inspection, something very strange is going on. For decades, the politics of voter-ID battles were based on a simple premise: The voters most likely to be screened out by such restrictions were probably Democrats. In 2024, however, that fact stopped being true. Trump beat Kamala Harris among voters who didn't regularly participate in elections. In the low-turnout, off-cycle elections that have happened since then, Democrats have overperformed dramatically, suggesting that their advantage with the most educated, plugged-in voters remains strong. In other words, the politics of voter ID have not caught up to its new partisan implications. Making voting more difficult would most likely hurt Republicans' chances, yet they're pushing hard to make that happen; meanwhile, Democrats, who insist that Trump and a MAGA Congress are existential threats to American democracy, refuse on principle to help Republicans sabotage themselves.

The world is different from how it used to be, and the electorate is different too. The debate over the SAVE America Act suggests that some of the last people to realize that fact are the people whose job most depends on it.

In the fall of 1998, Democratic volunteers greeted Black churchgoers in New York as they headed into prayer, handing each congregant a leaflet that read, "When We Vote, We Win." The slogan crystallized what had become conventional wisdom: Higher turnout helps Democrats, the party of the downtrodden. The Democratic coalition was disproportionately young, lower-income, less educated, and nonwhite--all demographics that were less likely to vote and more likely to be prevented from doing so if friction was added to the voting process. Republican voters were whiter, older, and richer, and thus more likely to vote and to jump through hoops to do so. This reality motivated Democratic get-out-the-vote efforts for decades. If you were a Democrat, you wanted to get people to vote; it was a civic good that featured a nice bonus of helping your team win.

Republicans, rather than take the position that voting is bad, found a countervailing civic good of their own: election integrity. In 2005, Indiana passed a restrictive voter-ID law, which was upheld by the Supreme Court in 2008. More states soon followed. By all indications, these laws were addressing a fake problem: Voter fraud, in which one person casts a vote on behalf of someone else, almost never happens. Republican officials occasionally let slip that their motivations were not wholly pure. In 2012, for example, a state lawmaker boasted that Pennsylvania's new voter-ID requirements would allow Mitt Romney to win the state. (The law was blocked from taking effect that year and eventually ruled unconstitutional. Pennsylvania went for Barack Obama.)

The basic trend held up year after year. In 2016, according to the Democratic-aligned data firm Catalist, Trump won a majority of voters who had voted in the previous four cycles, but lost with everyone else. He repeated that performance in 2020, although the difference between frequent and infrequent voters became less stark. Kamala Harris, accordingly, held "When we vote, we win" rallies in 2024.

Roge Karma: The strategist who predicted Trump's multiracial coalition

But that November, the pattern flipped. Trump won the popular vote for the first time and, according to multiple analyses, did better with sporadic voters than with consistent voters. Harris won educated voters, rich voters, and well-informed voters, and her coalition was whiter than Joe Biden's had been. Trump got the downtrodden. Some of the biggest shifts in his direction were among young people, Latinos, and immigrants. The Democratic analyst David Shor has found that Democrats dominated in 2024 with voters whose political identity was very important to them. If every eligible voter had voted, Shor concluded, Trump would have won by five points instead of one and a half.

Since 2024, Democrats have run up the score in special elections, when highly engaged voters dominate the electorate. Savvy politics-watchers have started to take note. In August, the liberal Substack author Matt Yglesias wrote a post titled "When People Don't Vote, Democrats Win." Zachary Donnini, the head of data science at VoteHub, told me, "In the ideal world for Democrats, elections are held where you have to drive eight hours across the country on a snowy Wednesday. That's when Democrats do the best." A co-founder of one liberal PAC changed his X bio to "Voter-ID Democrat." Another liberal account posted, "You should need a passport AND a ski lift ticket to vote."

Politicians seem to be further behind. Republicans' current voter-ID push seems almost custom-designed to disenfranchise their own voters. Many versions of the bill have floated around Congress lately, but the one that finally passed the House earlier this month requires not just voter ID to be shown when voting in person (or a copy to be included when voting by mail), but proof of citizenship when registering to vote. This is a high bar. Only half of Americans own a passport, and only five states issue IDs that prove citizenship. Everyone else would need an American birth certificate and a matching ID or a certificate of naturalization. Married women (who broke for Trump in 2024) whose last name no longer matches their documentation (who lean more conservative on average than women who keep their last name) would need to add proof of name change.

And it is a bar that Democratic voters would have a much easier time clearing. One recent YouGov poll showed that 64 percent of Harris voters reported having a valid passport compared with 55 percent of Trump voters. According to an analysis by the voting-rights nonprofit Secure Democracy USA, the 13 states in which people are least likely to have a passport voted for Trump in 2024. Passports are especially rare in rural counties, where Republicans run up the score, Daniel Griffith, the author of the report, told me.

Barring some abrupt realignment between now and November, the bill, if passed, would be likely to drive Republicans away from the polls. Yet elected officials appear to believe the exact opposite. Republican Representative Buddy Carter of Georgia said on the House floor that Democrats "oppose this bill because it chips away at their voting base." During his State of the Union address this week, Trump argued that Democrats don't support the bill, because "their policy is so bad that the only way they can get elected is to cheat." At a news conference hyping the bill, Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem declared, "We've been proactive to make sure that we have the right people voting, electing the right leaders to lead this country."

One possibility is that Republican legislators genuinely don't realize that the law could disenfranchise more of their voters than the other side's. Maybe they think the coalitions haven't changed much since 2016, or perhaps they sincerely believe the Trump-era dogma that illegal immigrants and fraudsters are voting en masse and casting their ballots for Democrats.

Representative Andy Harris of Maryland, the chair of the House Freedom Caucus, told me that his support for the SAVE America Act had nothing to do with "whether it hurts or helps any party." He also noted that voter-ID requirements are popular, and that "we have no idea" how common noncitizen voting or fraud currently is. He has a point: It is theoretically possible that the conservative Heritage Foundation's database of 1,620 incidences of fraud since 1982 is wildly incomplete. Harris is also right that the policy polls well. David Shor's data firm, Blue Rose Research, found last year that requiring IDs and proof of citizenship to vote was one of the most popular policy proposals out of a list of 190 that they polled.

And whether it helps Democrats or Republicans doesn't really matter--because the bill isn't going to be passed. Republicans know that Democrats will filibuster. This allows them to take a public stand that voters agree with and that helps bolster their law-and-order image.

A similar dynamic is playing out on the Democratic side of the aisle, but in reverse. Democrats, accustomed to rallying against efforts to suppress turnout among their voters, have slipped seamlessly back into that familiar groove. "The only hope that Republicans have of holding on to power this November is to rig the election before it even starts," Senator Alex Padilla of California told me. This seems to be the party line. "The act is all about rigging elections for the Republican Party," Senator Jeff Merkley of Oregon told me. Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer has gone so far as to describe the bill as "federalizing Jim Crow."

From the December 2025 issue: Donald Trump's plan to subvert the midterms is already under way 

Democratic rhetoric on voter-ID laws has always been overheated. Academic research tends to find very small effects on turnout, concentrated among those who don't have ID and were unlikely to vote anyway, and with no consistent partisan valence due in part to the mobilization efforts that often emerge in response. New Hampshire and Arizona require proof of citizenship when registering to vote. Election-day voter-ID requirements, even when voting by mail, are in effect in Arkansas and North Carolina. Even if such laws do screen out some less-engaged voters, to say that these states have been "rigged" into Republican rule would be absurd. New Hampshire has voted for a Democrat for president in every election since 2004. Arizona's governor and both of its U.S. senators are Democrats. Now the rhetoric is not merely exaggerated but also, when it comes to the likely electoral consequences of the SAVE America Act, backward.

Of course, Democrats have another reason to oppose the bill: principle. Merkley, for example, told me that it's "very unlikely" the bill would help Democrats, but that, even if it did, he would oppose it because "every citizen should have an appropriate opportunity to participate in elections, regardless of who benefits."

Even at a moment in which Democrats have embraced hyperaggressive partisan gerrymandering, actually supporting legislation that might prevent eligible voters from casting a ballot may be a line they still won't cross. Their party has been focused on expanding access to voting since the civil-rights era. If they go back on that now for a small electoral advantage, what principle is left to stand on?

Moreover, as the recent paradigm shift shows, changes to electoral coalitions can be fast and unpredictable. Democrats won with low-propensity voters until very recently. Members of Congress, who mostly occupy safe seats and came of age during a bygone political era, may feel that any shift toward Republicans will be short-lived.

Some evidence suggests that the least-engaged voters are beginning to drift back to the left. CNN recently reported that people who didn't vote in 2024 said they plan to vote for Democratic congressional candidates by a 16-point margin in the upcoming midterms. The pollster G. Elliott Morris recently published a survey showing that voters who didn't know which party controls the House or Senate--a metric of political disengagement--disapproved of Trump by a margin of 13 points. (Voters who did know the state of partisan politics disapproved of Trump even more.)

The general trend of midterm-year polling shows that Black voters, Latino voters, and young voters, all of whom swung to Trump in 2024, are now swinging away from him. Even so, the Democratic base remains disproportionately well educated and politically engaged. Any change to election procedures that increases this demographic's share of the electorate would likely give Democrats an edge--one that, given the extremely unfavorable realities of the Senate map, they could sorely use. "It'd be a big irony if that was the case," Merkley said. He was talking about the Democrats whipping against a bill that would help their chances while Republicans line up to support it. An even bigger irony is that the very people whose job is to understand the electorate don't seem to understand it at all.
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The Tariffs Loss Is Paradoxically a Win for Trump

The president will need the Court to have a veneer of legitimacy for when it blesses other, more damaging parts of his agenda.

by Rosalind Dixon, David Pozen

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




The Supreme Court's ruling in the tariffs case has been hailed as a devastating blow for President Trump and a triumph for the rule of law. Even though Trump had warned that a loss in this case "would literally destroy the United States of America," the Court broke from its pattern of siding with him. Prominent media outlets have described the decision as a "resounding ... smackdown," a "declaration of independence" by the justices, maybe even "the most important Supreme Court decision this century."

The tariffs ruling is indeed a smackdown. And Trump obviously doesn't like to lose. But his critics' celebrations and his own furious response risk obscuring a deeper dynamic at play: Both the White House and the Court stand to gain from the decision.

To see why, first consider that the tariffs ruling is unlikely to do significant damage to the Trump administration or the Republican Party legally, politically, or otherwise.

As a matter of law, the opinion breaks hardly any new ground. Notwithstanding the decision's "blockbuster" trappings, the holding of the case is simple and surgical: One particular statute (the International Emergency Economic Powers Act), which never uses the word tariffs, cannot be used to impose tariffs. No other issues had to be decided. None was.

A large chunk of the opinion's 170 pages is taken up by a vigorous dispute over the major-questions doctrine, which requires Congress to "speak clearly" if it wishes to delegate broad authority to the executive. This dispute was academic, however, given that the six justices in the majority agreed on the outcome regardless of whether or how the doctrine applied. Difficult questions about remedies were deferred for another day. Outside the obscure realm of IEEPA, the Court's conservative majority can--and almost certainly will--continue to expand presidential power while constricting agencies' regulatory authority.

Jeffrey Rosen: What Justice Gorsuch fears

As a matter of policy, the IEEPA tariffs were both unpopular and ineffective. Many Republican officeholders in the Reaganite mold opposed them, and economists from both parties warned that they were poorly designed to reduce the overall trade deficit. Although they brought in billions to the Treasury, there is little evidence that they helped revitalize domestic manufacturing. And they raised revenue by effectively taxing ordinary American households and the consumption of basic goods.

The IEEPA tariffs were also partially substitutable. By signaling the likely outcome of the case at the initial oral argument and then again at a subsequent oral argument, the justices gave Trump's team plenty of time to prepare. J.P. Morgan has been advising clients for months that it does "not expect a decision revoking IEEPA tariffs to have a material impact on where the level of the effective tariff rate settles." Although IEEPA would have been easier to use, presidents can impose tariffs under other statutes, such as the Trade Act of 1974, which is exactly what Trump is already in the process of doing.

There is a less direct but potentially even more significant reason this loss may prove useful for the administration, whatever the ultimate effects on the economy. Trump is going to need a respected judiciary on his side in future cases, and the Supreme Court has been in desperate need of some victories of its own in the court of public opinion.

In constitutional democracies across the globe, researchers have found that confidence in the judiciary is linked to its perceived independence. The Roberts Court has been learning this lesson firsthand, as the belief that it is in the tank for Trump and the Republican Party has contributed to a dramatic decline in public approval, especially among Democrats and independents. The conservative justices have come to be seen by so many Americans as partisan that legal scholars have begun to speak of a "post-legitimacy Court."

To safeguard its institutional legitimacy, the Court thus needs to rein in Trump once in a while, and not just through relatively "invisible" maneuvers. The tariffs case presented a perfect opportunity to do so on account of its large symbolic value and limited legal stakes.

By showcasing its independence in this way, the Court earns currency that it can spend in subsequent decisions that enable Trump rather than restrain him. Such a dynamic has played out in a number of declining democracies. Courts shore up popular support by vindicating a small set of high-profile claims, even as they allow the executive to undermine core democratic norms.

In Hong Kong, for instance, the Court of Final Appeal has handed down a series of decisions protecting LGBTQ rights at the same time that it has withdrawn from protecting political protest and dissent. The legal scholar Rehan Abeyratne argues that this is no coincidence: The LGBTQ rulings have helped maintain at least some faith in the Hong Kong judiciary as being free from Chinese control. Similarly, the Indian supreme court has decriminalized consensual same-sex conduct and recognized transgender rights while upholding ever more repressive actions by Narendra Modi's government.

In fact, Abeyratne suggests that something similar happened in the United States with cases such as Obergefell v. Hodges. The Obergefell same-sex marriage ruling is now a decade old, though, and its legitimating effects for liberals and centrists have faded. Recent decisions such as Trump v. United States, granting then-former President Trump sweeping immunity from criminal prosecution, are more salient for Americans today.

It is not just the Court that needs to put some short-term distance between itself and Trump to advance its longer-term goals. Perhaps paradoxically, Trump needs the same thing.

The past decade or so has seen the rise of a new model of "stealth authoritarianism" (also known as "autocratic legalism" and "abusive constitutionalism"), in which strongman leaders subvert the substance of constitutional democracy while appearing to comply with its formal requirements. Compared with more overt methods of authoritarian takeover, tactics of this kind have several benefits. For one, they are less likely to provoke criticism from allies and international partners. For another, they are less likely to spook markets and lead to adverse economic effects.

Sympathetic judges play an important role in this model. Through their rulings, they can endorse, entrench, and sanitize dubious expansions of executive power. The rub is that judges can play this role effectively only if they are viewed as independent from the regime. Otherwise, their decisions will be written off as the product of coercion or collusion.

Hungary provides an example. In the early years after Viktor Orban came to power, the Constitutional Court struck down some of his reforms and engaged in "cautious resistance," leading to a perception among segments of the Hungarian public and the international community that the regime maintained a commitment to the rule of law.

This perception unraveled, however, once the court came to be seen as fully captured by Orban. The result was a series of rebukes from the European Union's Court of Justice and the EU itself, and a growing consensus that Hungary had lost its status as a true constitutional democracy. Once that occurred, the fact that the court still intermittently ruled against Orban counted for little. Neither the justices nor the Orban regime could redeem their reputation, and Hungary has lost large sums of European funding as a result.

Sarah Isgur: What the Roberts Court is actually trying to accomplish

The lesson for Trump is clear. Insofar as he wants the Court and the country to back him on issues such as voting restrictions, immigration enforcement, and environmental deregulation, he needs the Court to rule against him in some widely watched cases. He then needs to toe the line. Support for Trump and his policies has been dragged down by the widespread belief that he has been abusing his powers. Complying with a prominent, adverse judgment is one of the most legible ways he can combat that belief.

Granted, Trump's press conference on Friday, after the tariffs ruling came down, was not exactly a model of restraint. And he may well be outraged by the ruling. But beneath the bluster, Trump made clear that he will comply with a decision that he believes is deeply misguided--not at all what a tyrant might be expected to do. The notion that Trump is lawlessness incarnate looks a little shakier today than it did a week ago, which may be just what he needs to pursue the rest of his agenda.

None of this means that the Supreme Court was wrong to strike down Trump's tariffs. The Court's holding is more than justified on statutory and separation-of-powers grounds.

That said, the Court has only diverted, but by no means derailed, one piece of Trump's program that scared Wall Street and split the Republican coalition. Nothing in the opinion heralds a new willingness to push back against Trumpism in other settings. And fundamental democratic norms continue to be under assault. Whether and to what extent the United States continues its slide toward authoritarianism will depend much more, for example, on how the Court responds to Trump's efforts to dismantle independent agencies, quell political dissent, and interfere with the midterm elections.

The tariffs case must therefore be understood as a warm-up act in the fight to preserve the core of American democracy, rather than the main event. And the Roberts Court still stands as a key enabler of Trumpism as well as a check against it, unless and until the justices prove otherwise.
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What the Pentagon Fears in Iran

How can the military build a strategy without an end goal?
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Today, U.S. Special Envoy Steve Witkoff and President Trump's son-in-law Jared Kushner are sitting down with Iran's top negotiator, Abbas Araghchi, for talks in Geneva. Iran arrives knowing that the United States has positioned dozens of warships and military aircraft in the region, evidently ready to strike. The U.S. arrives presumably knowing that although Iran has said it wants a diplomatic end to the stalemate, its leadership is not eager to compromise with the West.

When the U.S. last launched strikes against Iran, in June 2025, the goal was apparent: destroy the country's nuclear facilities. This time around, Trump has named shifting objectives. Is it to go back and really destroy the country's nuclear capacity, which experts say were not in fact obliterated the first time? Is it to protect Iranian protesters? Force a regime change? Earlier this week, even Pentagon leaders began dropping hints that the lack of a clear objective was concerning them. In this episode, we talk to Atlantic staff writer Tom Nichols about the Pentagon's response to that lack of clarity and to Atlantic staff writer Nancy Youssef, who has been tracking the military buildup in the region.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: Today we're talking about a potential war with Iran, which is a fast-shifting situation. We're recording this episode on Wednesday afternoon, a day before the U.S. and Iran are scheduled to hold talks in Geneva.

Ahead of the negotiation, Iranian officials are giving mixed messages, calling [President Donald] Trump's remarks about Iran "big lies," but also saying they hope the two sides can come to an agreement through diplomacy.

U.S. Special Envoy Steve Witkoff and the president's son-in-law Jared Kushner are meeting with Iran's top negotiator, Abbas Araghchi, along with a mediator from Oman.

The backdrop of these talks, meanwhile, includes dozens of U.S. warships and military aircraft recently moved to the region and aimed at Iran, which are possibly a tool to put pressure on Iranian leaders to yield in negotiations, but also, it's a bigger buildup than you would typically use for just that purpose.

[Music]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. President Trump has given many signals lately that he's prepared to go to war with Iran, but very little clarity about what the goal of that war would be.

President Donald Trump: (Applause.) My preference is to solve this problem through diplomacy.


Rosin: His State of the Union this week was just a repeat of what he's said before.

Trump: But one thing is certain, I will never allow the world's No. 1 sponsor of terror, which they are by far, to have a nuclear weapon. Can't let that happen. (Applause.)


Rosin: Earlier this week, there were reports that General Dan Caine, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, had raised concerns to the president about the scale and risks of the operation in Iran.

[Music]

Rosin: Today, we talk to staff writer Tom Nichols about what military leadership might be thinking right now. But first--

Rosin: Ready?
 Nancy Youssef: I'm ready.


Rosin: --staff writer Nancy Youssef, who's been tracking the military buildup in the region.

Nancy, welcome to the show.

Youssef: Great to be with you.

Rosin: What conversations have already happened? What do we know is up for negotiation? What do we expect at the talks?

Youssef: So it kind of depends on who you ask. If you talk to the Americans, they would say that they want the talks to include several sort of categories: first, the future of Iran's nuclear program; second, the future of its ballistic-missile capability; third, the use of its proxies across the region. The Iranians would say that the talks have to focus strictly on their nuclear program, that asking them to limit their ballistic-missile capability goes against their sovereignty and their ability for self-defense. So it depends on who you ask in terms of what specifically has been outlined. The overlap on that Venn diagram, though, is the future of its nuclear program.

Having said that, the U.S. has called for a complete disarmament, which the Iranians have rejected, saying that that would be a threat to them and that they would maintain their program. And so even though we know that they agree that nuclear program is part of the talks, what is an acceptable outcome? We haven't heard publicly, at least, an agreement on what that would look like.

If, for example, the United States agreed to the Iranians limiting their program for the next three to five years, would that be an acceptable outcome for the United States? As the administration's laid it out right now, it would not be.

Rosin: Okay, so help me read between the lines here because you have experience following negotiations like this. Is this typical, or is this a massively wide gulf in which nobody's even agreeing on what they're talking about?

Youssef: I wouldn't describe any of this as typical, because we've built up such a big military force in the region and the threat of force is so imminent.

And then on the specifics of the talks, usually--let's use the agreement from 2015--it's a monthslong process, so it's really deep into the details of their program. So Ernie Moniz, secretary of energy at the time, was at those talks because he's an expert on the topic. And so I think one of the reasons you're seeing this gap is that the talks, as they've been outlined so far, don't appear to be as detailed as I think would be useful to sort of close that gap in terms of working out what's an acceptable outcome.

Rosin: So how do you interpret that? They've given themselves--it sounds like, from what you're saying--less time than they need, and there are a huge number of issues. What does that translate into for you?

Youssef: Because of the lack of details, I don't think it's clear what an acceptable outcome would look like. If the point of these talks ultimately is to avoid the use of military force, to remove threats as the United States sees them, then there should be some understanding of what could get us to that point. And I think--

Rosin: I see.

Youssef: --the lack of clarity on that makes it hard for those of us watching to get a sense of what's the off-ramp.

Rosin: I see. So it hasn't been clear: Okay, if they do this, then we pull back.

Youssef: That's right.

Rosin: We don't know what the this is in that scenario.

Youssef: That's right.

Rosin: Okay. And what about from the Iran side? Have we seen them budge in negotiations like this in the past?

Youssef: So the Iranians have always been pretty firm that they would not give up their program altogether, that that's just an unacceptable line. Having said that, we have heard from them throughout the week that they are interested in a diplomatic solution.

But I think they have shown themselves to be skilled negotiators, both in the details of the agreement, but also in buying time for themselves. Because for them, time is essential if their goal is to avoid U.S. military action.

Rosin: Right, so it sounds like there still could be off-ramps.

Youssef: I think that's the hope. The president, in the State of the Union, said that he wants to see diplomacy first. He said that he doesn't believe that the Iranians have sort of said the right thing, that he thinks they want a deal.

We've heard from inside the Pentagon that there are concerns about some of the second- and third-order effects that could come from military strikes. It is a costly prospect, and frankly speaking, the United States conducted strikes last June, and while the president has said they "obliterated" the nuclear program, Steven Witkoff came out and said that they could pose a threat within a week. And so we have seen from the administration themselves the limitations of these strikes in terms of achieving the outcome, which is an Iran that doesn't pose a nuclear threat.

And so, because of all that, you would think that there would be a hope of finding some pathway in which both sides can feel that they have come out on top, short of what could be a protracted, costly, and consequential military action.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. Let's get into what you just mentioned, because Trump did the same thing. He repeated again in the State of the Union this week that the U.S. "obliterated" the nuclear program and also said they had to go in and make sure Iran had no nuclear weapons. So how do you make sense of that? What does that add up to?

Youssef: That they didn't obliterate the nuclear program. (Laughs.)

Rosin: (Laughs.) Okay. But does it add up to that a military action can't obliterate a nuclear program?

Youssef: Yes.

Rosin: Okay.

Youssef: And I'll unpack that. Look, let's say the president's right and that the strikes completely eliminated those programs, those facilities, their capability, okay? That alone doesn't stop their ambition to have a nuclear program. It doesn't remove all the scientists who can rebuild it. So this is not a problem that can be solved strictly through military action, because military action can't deal with those other two factors.

But also, we know that it didn't happen the way that the president has described it in terms of a total elimination of the program, that while there was damage, we have seen the Iranians through satellite damages rebuilding it.

And so, at face value of the president's statement, you can't call that an obliteration of the program. And if you believe, as the evidence would suggest, that there was damage but not an obliteration, then also military strikes, in and of themselves, don't work.

Rosin: Right, so essentially, these talks are necessary to achieve the goal. If the goal is limited to the nuclear program--we haven't talked about other potential goals--then you need these diplomatic talks to get there.

Youssef: That's right. These programs don't end through strikes alone.

Rosin: Right. And do you get the sense from sources in the Pentagon that they are putting faith in these negotiations to change anything?

Youssef: I get the sense from the Pentagon that they were prepared to send as many resources as possible, in part in the hopes that their presence would serve as a form of leverage, and that they are in the best position possible to defend themselves--roughly 40,000 U.S. troops in the region, in addition to the thousands now on these aircraft carriers, destroyers, and then on the fighter jets. So they, first and foremost, want to defend themselves, carry out whatever objective the president outlines.

But I wouldn't say that they are hopeful, because that's not sort of their job, in a way. Their job is sort of preparedness for multiple outcomes. I think the challenge they're having is the same one the public is having, is there hasn't been a clear articulation of what the U.S. wants to achieve. And without that clear objective, it is harder for the military to make plans, right? Objectives sort of set the agenda for their strike plans.

And so until that is outlined, how long does the United States give the Iranians to reach a deal? How much patience does the president have for talks? If they fail, what are the military options? What is the U.S. hoping to achieve through those military options? That hasn't been, in my mind, clearly articulated such that you see a military planning towards it.

Rosin: Right. So all we know is that, right now, they're preparing for every possible option.

Youssef: Not every, because they don't have enough--for example, we don't have the 170,000 U.S. and allied ground troops that we did in the run-up to the 2003 invasion of Iraq, right? We don't have the capability, for example, to go in and remove the leadership of Iran or put in a regime change such that we are there and able to shape that post outcome.

They're preparing for an outcome where it's the same strikes over targets, potentially nuclear targets, potentially ballistic-missile and other defense targets, I would say, and potentially to go after leadership from the air.

Rosin: Mm. I didn't know that, what you just said, that we don't have those potential troops, because it seems as if we sometimes talk like we do, that every option is possible, that we could accomplish whatever we needed to in Iran.

Youssef: No, it's such a great point. So right now, we have two carriers in the region, more than 120 aircraft and drones, and roughly 40,000 ground troops. In the run-up to the 2003 invasion, we had five carriers, multifold more aircraft, and 170,000 U.S. and allied troops assigned to go in Iraq.

That's the difference in scale. It doesn't mean that this is small; it's one of the largest military buildups we've seen since 2003, but it is not on the same scale of 2003.

Rosin: So one option, of course, is that Trump is using the build-up as a threat to force Iran's hand at the negotiating table. What do you think of that theory?

Youssef: Steven Witkoff said as much. He said in an interview with Fox earlier this week that the president was "curious" that the presence of U.S. military forces near their shores wasn't enough to lead to a capitulation of some kind. So they've said that.

I would argue that that's a fundamental misreading of the Iranians, in that the Iranians see the threat to their program as an existential threat and are prepared to risk war to protect it and are prepared to suffer casualties, arguably more than we are prepared to suffer casualties to dismantle it. So it was revealing to me in terms of how they're revealing the Iranians, if what Steven Witkoff is saying is an accurate description of the president's position.

The other thing I would note is, if the use of force is designed to be leveraged--and let's assume that I'm wrong and they're right and they've read the Iranians correctly--it is a very, very large presence for leverage. I think the accurate way to think about it is that, at one point, it was potentially a form of leverage, but they're also there in place to be ready to go should negotiations fail.

Rosin: A basic question: Why the urgency? Why is this happening now?

Youssef: That is the question. And I don't fully know the answer. There are pieces of it that we know.

You remember, at the end of December 2025, we saw remarkable protests that were happening across Iran in a bid by Iranians to change the leadership within their own country amid real economic hardship. And at that time, the president sent out a social-media post saying that we were coming to help, and the Abraham Lincoln carrier strike group started moving towards the region.

And then protests were put down, frankly, by the Iranians, potentially at great cost--the estimates are anywhere from 3,000 to 30,000 killed in the push to end those protests. And then we started hearing this discussion about needing to strike a deal.

I don't know if it's a scenario where the president started on this path with one goal in mind--thinking that the regime was in trouble and that there was an opportunity for the U.S., with just a little bit of help, could sort of tip the scales in the protesters' favor--and it's expanded to something else. That's one potential one. But there hasn't been an articulation for the urgency now.

Rosin: Okay. Let's say there is a strike. Is the U.S. on their own in this scenario, or do they have backing?

Youssef: Well, that's a great question. So far we haven't heard allied support. We've heard from Gulf partners in the region that they don't want U.S. military jets taking off from bases in their countries, because they're worried about potential retaliatory strikes by the Iranians. We haven't seen an effort by the United States to build a coalition of nations that could help.

Now, could some be doing intelligence sharing? Potentially. That might be one way. But in terms of military assets, this is not like the U.S. campaign against Yemen, where you saw a few allied partners support those strikes. So far, this is a U.S.-only operation in terms of military assets in the region.

Rosin: You and other national-security reporters have essentially been on "war watch" for the past few weeks. So what kind of signals are you going to be tracking while we all wait to see what happens next?

Youssef: So there aren't many. One practical one that comes to mind for me is if we start to see U.S. troops being evacuated or nonessential being moved out of military bases, that's the most tangible signal, then, I can think of, of potential imminent strikes.

That would happen maybe hours before a strike would start, but that's the one tangible that comes to mind that I don't have to depend on public statements, that I can watch that and know that that's a real possibility that we're gonna see strikes soon.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, we talk with Tom Nichols about what the "war watch" might look like inside of the Pentagon.

[Break]

Rosin: Tom, welcome to the show.

Tom Nichols: Thank you, Hanna. Nice to be back.

Rosin: Okay, so let's say you're a general inside the Pentagon right now. What are you thinking at this moment about Iran? What calculations are you making?

Nichols: I think one of the questions that they must have is, aside from all of the operational details, which the Pentagon is very good at: Why are we doing this? What is the goal here? What is the objective?

Because this is how they are trained to think, and rightly so. We are going to apply military force to an enemy regime. What is it, exactly, we want them to do--sign an agreement, agree to sign an agreement? Is it regime change? How many people are we willing to kill? How many people are we willing to lose? What is the end state? What is the outcome, the resolution that tells us when we're done?

Rosin: And why is that an important set of questions? Are those operational questions because we know what weapons and ships we need? Why is that the main calculation? 'Cause it seems like a political question, so why is it a military question?

Nichols: It's a strategic question. It's not a tactical question about how to fight with small groups of planes or men or tanks. It's not an operational question; it's not about how to move large military assets around and achieve objectives in the theater.

It's a strategic question, and that's what generals and admirals are supposed to be thinking about. And working with the secretary of defense and the National Security Council and the State Department and everybody else to give the president good advice and especially to get clarity from the president about what it is we're supposed to be doing. We teach military officers in war colleges: "Ends, ways, means." Strategy is a dance among these things.

What's really worrisome, and again, going back to that notional general or admiral in the Pentagon, they have to be thinking the president hasn't made this case to Congress. He hasn't made it to the people of the United States. I doubt he's made it to his own generals, because he's so mercurial and changes his mind. I think it's really revealing that the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, it leaked out that he had concerns, that he was trying to caution the president about this whole business. But without knowing where you're going, any road gets you there.

Rosin: So here's what was confusing to me about the news about General Dan Caine, which you mentioned. The way he put it was any operations against Iran will face challenges because the U.S. munitions stockpile has been depleted by defense of Israel and support for Ukraine. Can you analyze that for me? That's not about what you just said. That's about something very specific: How much munitions do we have?

Nichols: Well, one of the ways that the senior military communicates to the senior civilian leadership is to talk about constraints. One definition of strategy is choice within constraints because if you think about it, if you have no constraints, you don't need a strategy, right? If you're Superman, you can do anything you want and you don't really have to think about how you're gonna do it; you just kind of use your superpowers and make it happen.

But the issue of munition stocks will come into play depending on how long a war the president is considering. And once again, we don't have any clarity on that. Is this gonna be two nights, three nights? Then Caine's concerns are not gonna come into play in a very short-term, one-and-done kind of strike. But if we're going in there for a month, two months, three months, and we're just gonna pound a country of more than 90 million people, that's gonna be a problem.

Also, I just wanna say one other thing, Hanna--he brought up some other stuff, including things like alliances. So it wasn't just about munitions. He was kind of issuing a general concern that we are not in the best strategic condition right now.

Rosin: Right. So it would be inappropriate or out of protocol for him to say, Can you name a strategy, Mr. President? That's not the way generals communicate. They communicate very straightforwardly.

Nichols: Absolutely not. The only thing he could say is, Well, if you're asking me, and the thing that you can then let leak out--any general is gonna say, I'm concerned about munition stocks. I wanna make sure our alliances are in order. Wanna make sure that we have all our ducks in a row. That's normal. Putting it in these stark terms and then letting it leak, to me, that seems like a strategy on Caine's part.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. So what is your sense about how much Trump would hear that message and take that position into account? How does that message get received inside the White House?

Nichols: I don't know. Caine supposedly is one of the few people he respects and will listen to. But when we say this is a person Donald Trump listens to, that verb listens is really doing a lot of work. This is not a deliberative president who takes on board news that he doesn't like.

We saw it in his first term, and we're certainly seeing it now.

Rosin: Okay, so from a general's perspective, you're not clear about the mission. You don't necessarily know how to plan for it. What's your guess about what Trump's main goal is in Iran, what he's trying to accomplish?

Nichols: Trying to get inside the decision loop of somebody like Donald Trump is very difficult.

I think what he really wants is regime change. But I think, because the way the president tends to wish-cast and ignore problems, he's hoping to do regime change on the cheap.

Can it be done? Maybe. Look, if Donald Trump somehow cleanly and efficiently removes one of the worst regimes in the world, I'll congratulate him. But I don't think it's gonna be that easy, and I don't think he's thinking of it in those terms.

And the problem for the generals is that when you're thinking about a goal like regime change, that's really not a military operation. That's where you really need good intelligence: You need the CIA. You need people on the ground. You need Iran experts. You need allies who are gonna help you with intelligence.

All that the military can do is kind of pull the fangs out of the regime's ability to repress people. So it can hit their military targets and ground their aircraft. That's what we did to [former Libyan leader] Muammar Gaddafi. We, the United States and Europe, did not depose Muammar Gaddafi. We basically just stripped away his military ability so that he couldn't defend himself. We kind of put him on an even--more even footing with the people that wanted to overthrow him.

Rosin: All right, so let's play out a couple of scenarios. With the information that the Pentagon has right now, if we were to go to war, what would that look like?

Nichols: Well, the first order of business for Americans playing in away games like this is to suppress all of the enemy's air defenses. It's to gain control of the skies. And so what you'll see is waves of flights coming off of those carriers and from American bases that are going to hit air-defense sites, radars, basically to just blind and take out anything that could be a threat to our aircraft.

What you do with that--I'm back to saying it: It depends on what you think you're there to do. If you're going after the nuclear sites, then you're going to hit those sites and any associated infrastructure you can find, and you're gonna try and do that with as few casualties as possible.

If, on the other hand, you've decided that you're going to go big and that you wanna take down the regime, then you're gonna do a whole bunch of different things. You're gonna strike communications nodes. You're gonna strike all things that give the government control and power and the ability to command.

So you're gonna hit command posts. You're gonna hit communications. You're gonna try and hit the leadership; you're gonna try and figure out where they are and hit their bunkers. It's a very different profile for that kind of operation. And you're gonna price in that you may lose some of your people but that you're also gonna kill a fair number of Iranians in that kind of operation as well.

Rosin: Okay, so your best guess is that what he wants, even if it doesn't end up going this way or he articulates it, is something like regime change, because there's something heroic in that.

What do you think his understanding is of the U.S.'s influence in the world and how it should behave?

Nichols: I think the best model for how Donald Trump understands the world is a great book. There are two great books of international affairs. One is The Peloponnesian War, and the other is The Godfather.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Nichols: The Godfather explains everything you need to know about international affairs in the modern era: that the world is basically a violent and unruly place, which is true, and that it's ruled by families.

And there's [Russian President Vladimir] Putin's family, and there's Don Xi Jinping [the leader of China], and there's the unruly neighborhoods to the South, and I think he thinks of himself as the head of the commission, that he's the senior boss of the five families.

So this upstart in Iran, he needs to make his bones here, not only to show who's boss but, again, because I do think there's an issue of glory involved here. I know that this sounds like kind of dime-store psychology, but you're talking about a man who keeps plastering his name on things in Washington and has started a diplomatic crisis with our own allies because they didn't give him a peace prize.

Rosin: Okay, so let's say this is the theory--it's sort of mafialike, a little bit arbitrary and determined by whims. If that is true, what do you most worry about in that scenario?

Nichols: I most worry about people like Trump and Putin, among others, walking into situations that they don't know how to get out of later.

Trump is not a man who ever admits a mistake. He backs down while declaring victory, and backing down sometimes is his only option.

But I worry that he is so invested in his own image and his own ego and his own, again, his sense of glory that he will start the ball rolling on something that starts to turn into a larger conflict, and that his answer and the only way he thinks he can get out of it is to just keep getting bigger hammers every time.

Rosin: Well, Tom, thank you so much for helping us understand what's going on.

Nichols: My pleasure. Thanks, Hanna.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes and Jinae West. 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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How America Chose Not to Hold the Powerful to Account

Our national project of elite impunity

by Adam Serwer

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




Around the world, powerful men are facing consequences for their actions. Former Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro was convicted of trying to overthrow the government in a January 6-style coup, as was his South Korean counterpart, Yoon Suk Yuol. Marcin Romanowski, the former deputy justice minister in the right-wing Polish government, is in hiding in Hungary, accused of misusing public funds. The former Prince Andrew--Andrew Mountbatten-Windsor--became the first member of the British royal family in several centuries to be arrested; he's been accused of crimes related to his relationship with the late sex-trafficking financier Jeffrey Epstein.

They're all unfortunate not to be American. Otherwise they probably would have gotten away scot-free.

Helen Lewis: The former Prince Andrew never should have forwarded those emails

One way to look at the rise of Donald Trump is as part of a decades-long backlash among the American leadership class to the idea of accountability. Since Richard Nixon was forced to resign, powerful people in both political parties have worked assiduously to ensure that their leaders would escape the consequences of their actions. Trump has evaded punishment for crimes both low (campaign-finance violations, for which he was convicted, though he will serve no time thanks to his 2024 victory) and high (his attempted overthrow of the federal government in the aftermath of his 2020 election loss, for which he was spared by the Supreme Court's decision to grant him a kingly immunity). This is not just about Trump; his impunity is the product of a society that has worked hard to help the rich and powerful elude punishment for criminal behavior.

Gerald Ford pardoned his predecessor in the name of "healing," but inadvertently set a precedent that executive lawbreaking was no crime. The Reagan administration engaged in blatant violations of federal law during the Iran-Contra scandal, in which it sold weapons to the Iranian regime and used the finances to support anti-communist death squads in Nicaragua. George H. W. Bush, the former head of the CIA, pardoned nearly all of the officials implicated in Iran-Contra--a move that many Americans supported, because they believed that fighting communism justified extreme measures. George W. Bush's administration broke laws fighting the "War on Terror" but almost no one faced consequences, because many Americans believed that fighting terrorism justified extreme measures.

Bill Clinton lied under oath, was impeached, and then was acquitted--and many Americans supported that too, because they sympathized with lying about infidelity. After that, Congress decided in bipartisan fashion that it had had enough of special counsels sniffing around the executive branch. Barack Obama pledged to look forward and not backwards, not only closing the door on prosecutions for executive lawbreaking but also failing to hold accountable those responsible for the 2008 financial crisis and the ensuing Great Recession.

While Congress and the presidency have been working hard to raise the executive branch above the law, the Supreme Court has done its part to ensure that laws against bribery and corruption are near-unenforceable. With a series of rulings on campaign finance, the Roberts Court has ensured that the rich can try to buy elections without formally breaking the law. As a result, politicians are indebted to a few hundred billionaires who drop unholy amounts of cash every election cycle.

Getting convicted of bribery in America requires some serious effort--take former Democratic Senator Bob Menendez of New Jersey, who was convicted of selling influence on behalf of local businesses and the country of Egypt after being caught with gold bars in his house. When Trump first took office, he paused enforcement of foreign bribery cases entirely--but there are some signs that he intends to revive such prosecutions as a weapon against his political enemies, in the mold of the Hungarian strongman Victor Orban.

Such erosion of anti-corruption law has often been a bipartisan project. In 2016, the bribery conviction of former Virginia Governor Bob McDonnell for receiving gifts from donors was overturned unanimously by the U.S. Supreme Court. Since then, the Roberts Court has slowly dismantled anti-corruption law. In 2024, it decided in Snyder v. United States that federal law does not bar receiving "gratuities" given after the fact for "official acts." Convenient not just for politicians, but also for justices who enjoy lavish lifestyles funded by billionaires with interests before the Court!

Read: The care and feeding of Supreme Court justices

The logic of the Roberts Court's quest to legalize white-collar crime led to Trump v. United States, which decided in 2024 that the president is basically entitled to commit whatever crimes he wants in the course of his "official duties," and which successfully shields Trump and potentially future presidents from federal criminal prosecution for any "official" actions while in office. This was comically framed by the right-wing justices as protecting democracy, rather than undermining it.

Although some of these decisions were more defensible than others, together they suggest a pattern of elite class solidarity: powerful people making sure that powerful people rarely face real consequences.

The #MeToo and Black Lives Matter movements can be seen as, at least partially, a brief rebellion against this culture of elite impunity. Left with few formal avenues for redress, large numbers of people demanded that the powerful--bosses and celebrities who had used their status to coerce others into sexual relationships, or police officers who had used their authority to kill without consequence--be made to pay a price for hurting others.

Those movements didn't last. The backlash against them nevertheless fed a Trumpian nostalgia for the good old days, when sexual assault and police brutality were easily rationalized or not even discussed. This nostalgia also helps explain the extreme response to the call for accountability--many powerful bystanders behaved as though they had narrowly survived Robespierre and the guillotine and worked to prevent such movements from ever emerging again by trying to censor speech associated with them. An echo of that earlier outrage followed the revelations of the Epstein files, though this round has so far been diverted into mutual partisan recrimination, more than the focus on institutional changes that characterized those earlier movements.

This is not to say that the rich and powerful are never held to account. Menendez is one counterexample, and Epstein himself was a billionaire who died in a jail cell, after all. But his crimes were taken seriously by authorities only after the journalist Julie Brown uncovered the extent of Epstein's crimes and the lenient response from law enforcement over decades.

Unfortunately, many Americans who might have been outraged at this edifice of impunity have instead directed their resentment toward the poor and weak, supporting a cruel and unforgiving system of criminal justice that harshly punishes those at the bottom of the socioeconomic ladder while exempting many at the top from any accountability at all. So you did a few death-squad massacres or wedding bombings? Well, that was what America's leaders had to do to fight communism and terrorism. You can even take a sack of cash from an undercover FBI agent if you're the Trump immigration czar Tom Homan. But if you overstayed your visa or got an abortion, you deserve to have the book thrown at you.

Trump himself can be seen as benefiting from a backlash against accountability in the last place powerful people in America seem to face it: the court of public opinion. Trump, and other powerful figures, made the public an offer: Let us get away with what we want to do, and you will too.

"They voted for impunity for themselves and authoritarian brutality directed at everyone they hated. Lesbian feminist bitches, dirty job-stealing immigrants, evil perverted trannies, on and on and on," Katherine Alejandra Cross writes of Trump's implicit bargain in Liberal Currents. "The brutality of state violence was supposed to only ever be directed at their ideological foes. And in exchange, the Trump voter would never again have to live with the mortifying ordeal of responsibility."

MAGA also offered an implicit bargain: Not only can you be a bigot toward whatever group makes you mad by existing, but everyone will have to love and respect you anyway. This was an impossible promise to keep--not even Trump has managed to bully comedians mocking him into silence--but politicians make impossible promises all the time. Many Americans are simply content to live vicariously through Trump's impunity, even if they cannot share it.

I don't want to overstate the case that America is unique in its embrace of elite impunity. Brazil and South Korea are arguably outliers in their commitment to defending the integrity of their democracy against the corruption of the wealthy and powerful. But they also don't hold themselves out as the indispensable nation, the shining city on the hill, the model to which all other democracies should aspire.

The answer to why powerful people in some other parts of the world face consequences, while in America they rarely do, is that elite impunity is now an American national project. We might need to reframe "American exceptionalism." Instead of a New Deal, we have a Great Society for white-collar crime, a New Frontier of executive lawbreaking, a No Rich Crook Left Behind. Most of us probably don't even realize it. Nevertheless, this has been the priority for the wealthy and powerful, who have managed to convince a critical mass of Americans that they will be able to enjoy the same privileges. They won't.
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Well, That Didn't Sound Like Casey Means

The nominee for surgeon general kept her most eccentric wellness beliefs largely in check at her confirmation hearing.

by Tom Bartlett

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




Updated at 9:53 a.m. ET on February 26, 2026.

Casey Means has, to say the least, modified her tone. When she testified today in front of the Senate's health committee, the nominee for surgeon general didn't, as she is normally wont to do, delve into her experiences with psychedelics or endorse raw milk. She also did not rail at length against birth control. Instead, the longtime health entrepreneur and influencer emphasized her medical degree from Stanford--even though she does not have an active medical license--and sought out common ground with the senators cross-examining her.

Before her nomination last spring, Means--who dropped out of her surgical residency in 2018--embraced some unconventional theories about wellness. As Rina Raphael wrote for The Atlantic last month, Means has talked to trees, implied that natural disasters are a "communication from God," and dubbed the nation's health "a spiritual crisis." When she appeared on Tucker Carlson's podcast in 2024, she denounced seed oils and suggested that the widespread use of hormonal birth control was indicative of a cultural "disrespect of life." She has also questioned the universal birth dose of the hepatitis-B vaccine.

Read: America's would-be surgeon general says to trust your 'heart intelligence'

In her 2024 book, Good Energy--which Means co-wrote with her brother, Calley, who is now a senior adviser to Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and a key figure in the MAHA movement--she advises readers to avoid tap water and conventionally grown food, and to trust themselves rather than their doctors. She recommends getting "one cumulative hour of very hot heat exposure" each week and says that people should optimize their health by using a glucose-monitoring device, which is, helpfully, available through Levels Health, a company she co-founded.

Means, who didn't respond to a request for comment, wrote in her September ethics filing that she would resign from Levels and forfeit or divest all stock options in the company. But she is still listed on Levels' blog as the company's chief medical officer. She said today during her hearing that she has spent "the last several months working with the Office of Government Ethics to be fully compliant" with rules regarding conflicts of interest. Senator Chris Murphy also pressed Means on her financial relationships with companies whose products she has promoted in her newsletter, citing an analysis that found that she'd frequently failed to make proper disclosures to her readers. "I have a strong feeling that the way in which they gathered this data is done intentionally to create these claims that you're making," Means testified.

Today, Means was far less outwardly anti-establishment than she has been in her book, her newsletter, and podcast appearances. For example, when Senator Patty Murray asked Means to explain her previous anti-birth-control comments, Means said that she was referring not to birth control generally but to particular women whose medical history might increase risk from taking birth control. She also avoided explicitly besmirching immunizations. "I believe that vaccines are a key part of any infectious-disease public-health strategy," she told Senator Bill Cassidy.

Means had reason to tone it down. Health leaders, including former surgeons general, have questioned her qualifications for the position. Dozens of health and advocacy organizations have opposed her nomination. Peter Lurie, the president and executive director of the Center for Science in the Public Interest, called Means "a virtual PEZ dispenser for RFK, Jr.'s misinformation" in a statement yesterday.

Means's confirmation hearing also comes at a pivotal moment for the MAHA movement. In the run-up to the midterm elections later this year, Kennedy appears to be shifting his focus from undermining the childhood-vaccine schedule--his least popular priority, according to one recent poll--to battling the food industry, which enjoys broad support. (The New York Times has reported that the White House wants Kennedy to downplay vaccines ahead of the midterms. The White House did not immediately respond to a request for comment. After this story was published, Emily Hilliard, a spokesperson for the Department of Health and Human Services, told me in an email that Kennedy "is doubling down on the MAHA strategy to improve the health and well-being of our nation's children, restore real food at the center of the American diet, and make medicine more affordable and accessible.")

Means's stance on vaccines today was measured, by MAHA standards. She said that "vaccines save lives" but hesitated when asked whether she agreed with Kennedy's assertion that there's no evidence that the flu vaccine prevents serious illness or death in children. "At the population level, I certainly think that it does," she said finally. (CDC data indicate that the flu vaccine prevents death across all age groups, including children.) Notably, Means said that "I absolutely am supportive" of the measles vaccine, but--against prevailing medical advice--declined to recommend it to parents, possibly hoping to avoid alienating the anti-vaccine wing of MAHA. "There's a nuanced conversation that American families are looking to have about shared clinical decision making with their doctors about specific vaccines," she told Senator Angela Alsobrooks--less of an endorsement than is customary for a surgeon general or any other public-health expert, but more mainstream than her earlier suggestions to follow one's own intuition over expert medical advice.

Read: RFK Jr.'s next move is what anti-vaxxers have been waiting for

She also sought to be a unifying voice on pesticides, which have recently caused a fissure between MAHA and MAGA. Last week, President Trump issued an executive order to boost the domestic production of the weed killer glyphosate, which Kennedy has long insisted causes cancer, on the grounds that the compound is essential to the United States' food security. Key leaders in the MAHA movement regarded the move as a betrayal. Not that long ago, Means might have also been quick to criticize the decision: Last March, she posted on X that "pesticides are a slow-motion extinction event." In her testimony, though, Means was far more conciliatory, telling senators that the issue is complicated and that "changes need to be made thoughtfully, with full respect for American farmers and the constraints that they're under."

Over the past several weeks, leaders in the MAHA movement and the GOP have been fighting over how to win the midterms without angering the factions that make up MAHA. Anti-vaccine activists won't be satisfied until Kennedy follows through on long-favored plans to do away with the childhood-vaccine schedule. But at least for now, the secretary seems to be leaning into more broadly popular priorities, such as condemning ultra-processed food (he'll be the keynote speaker at an "Eat Real Food" rally tomorrow in Austin). If she is confirmed, Means will find herself at the center of a movement that is in the midst of an identity crisis.
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The Democrats Who Got Weird During the State of the Union

They found a bizarre, crass way to push back against Trump.<strong> </strong>

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




The middle-aged man in a giraffe costume removed his sunglasses and told the crowd that he was breaking character in order to deliver an earnest message about the most effective way to counteract President Trump. "We do not fight absurdity with valor," Rob Potylo, a comedian and political activist also known as Robby Roadmaster, said last night as Trump was delivering his State of the Union address. "We fight absurdity with more absurdity!" He then turned around and began to twerk. His little giraffe tail bounced up and down to the rapturous applause of an audience that included people wearing inflatable frog suits. Most people in the crowd were drinking. Earlier in the evening, Potylo had led the group in throwing dildos at a screen showing a livestream of Trump's address to Congress.

The carnival-like atmosphere was a deliberate feature of the State of the Swamp, an event designed as counterprogramming for Trump's most high-profile speech of the year. According to organizers at Defiance.org, the gathering at the National Press Club, in Washington, D.C., was also an effort to give Democrats a new, albeit bizarre and often crass, way to push back against a president who is adept at defying norms. Hosted by Miles Taylor, a former Homeland Security chief of staff during Trump's first term who turned on his boss, the event was one of several last night that gave Americans an alternative to tuning in to the president's record-long,108-minute State of the Union speech.

The evening featured a smorgasbord of figureheads from the so-called Resistance, a group of actual celebrities and those who command the spotlight on Bluesky: the actors Robert De Niro and Mark Ruffalo, the conservative lawyer turned Trump hater George Conway, the former Trump national-security official Olivia Troye, the voting-rights activist Stacey Abrams, and the former CNN anchor Jim Acosta. Several members of Congress also showed up, forfeiting their seats in the House chamber--where House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries had urged attendees to engage in "silent defiance"--to be part of something louder and more brazen.

American politics is suffering from fragmentation, as political partisans abandon shared national rituals in favor of gathering with like-minded crowds. The opposition party used to sit respectfully through the president's address, offering its rebuttal only after it concluded. But now, even the Super Bowl halftime show inspires counterprogramming; this year, the conservative youth organization Turning Point USA put on its own event to protest Bad Bunny's performance. At the same time, American politics is coarsening. Some progressives, observing Trump's skill at dominating the attention economy, have concluded that the only way to beat him is to win the race to the bottom. The State of the Swamp, in a single evening, put both of these impulses on display.

In addition to the couple dozen inflatable frog costumes--a group called the Portland Frog Brigade made the costumes popular last year during anti-ICE protests--the crowd featured people in green attire and green hats with bulbous eyes glued onto either side. As a series of speakers gave remarks--several laced their speeches with profanity and references to Trump's presence in the Epstein files--a video montage, which included images of Jesse Jackson, Malcolm X, Colin Kaepernick, and Muhammad Ali, played in the background. At one point, a woman pretending to be the White House press secretary held a mock press conference while sporting Fake News buttons and what appeared to be a fake baby bump. (Karoline Leavitt, the real White House press secretary, is pregnant.)

The crude and confrontational approach was a central part of the message and has become a dominant aspect of the broader anti-Trump effort during his second term. Representative LaMonica McIver, who was charged by Trump's Justice Department last year with allegedly assaulting federal law-enforcement officers outside an immigration detention facility, told me that attending the event felt more appropriate than sitting silently in the chamber during the president's speech. "We can't operate like this is the norm, because everything that this president is doing is not normal," said McIver, who has called the ongoing case against her a baseless political persecution. "We're not in normal times, and we shouldn't lead and operate like that."

Read: Trump's suddenly high-stakes State of the Union

In addition to the State of the Swamp jamboree, there was a rally on the National Mall, dubbed "The People's State of the Union," and at least three rebuttals to the speech from elected Democrats. The night of resistance was not without its challenges. While the liberal podcaster Wajahat Ali was wrapping up a panel discussion with former Senator Jon Tester of Montana, the former federal prosecutor Glenn Kirschner, and the political commentator Tara Setmayer, he attempted to lead the crowd in a chant that married defiance and patriotism.

"On the count of three, we're going to yell 'Defy' and then we're going to yell 'Love,' because I don't want to just be angry," he said. Perhaps realizing that the successive chants would come out as "Defy Love" (not the most harmonious note to end on), he changed the second chant to "Love America." After the crowd tried out that version, Setmayer stepped in to offer an option more pleasing to the ear: "How about 'We defy because we love America'?" she said. Ali responded that he appreciated the "editing in real time," and the crowd eagerly embraced the motto.

Or at least most of it did. At the end of the event, De Niro told the crowd that "in the current climate, expressing love, declaring love for our country, is like an abused spouse professing love for their abuser." He repeatedly asked the attendees if they could love a country that had adopted so many of Trump's policies. "No!" the audience yelled back as De Niro listed many of what he believed to be the president's transgressions. (They included Americans being killed in the streets by masked agents, tax cuts for billionaires, and health care denied to people who can't afford it.) Backstage, I asked De Niro, 82, why he'd shown up. "I don't want to be part of this," he said. "But I don't see any other way. I can't sit by and watch what's happening in this country. I have to say something."

The same urge also motivated many of the attendees, who sought an alternative to rage-watching Trump's speech from their couch. Tickets for the event, which organizers said sold out, started at $99. Those with VIP tickets, starting at $1,000, received a full frog suit and had access to a VIP meet and greet where they had the chance to mingle with Resistance figures who are staples of cable news and social media. Walking the halls offered a throwback to the heady days of Trump's first term; I saw characters such as the former Rudy Giuliani associate Lev Parnas, the former Playboy White House reporter Brian Karem, and the high-profile lawyer Abbe Lowell, who'd represented Jared Kushner and Ivanka Trump during Special Counsel Robert Mueller's probe. Conway, who is running for Congress in New York, appeared by video pledging to "impeach" Trump. Several people wore Deport Melania hats. There was a "reading room" with two laptops set up beside signs saying Browse Jeffrey Epstein's Emails. Each seat in the main hall had a pocket-size Constitution, a mini U.S. flag, and some kind of frog-related paraphernalia to make it easier for attendees to get into the act. Merch included State of the Swamp T-shirts for $34.99. Taylor, the host, said that the proceeds from the event would go toward "pro-democracy efforts" such as peaceful protests and legal-defense funds.

Chicago Mayor Brandon Johnson told me that it was important for Democrats to "use every single tool that's available" to push back against Trump, a man he called a "tyrant." When De Niro learned that Trump intended to speak for close to two hours last night, his response summed up attendees' sentiment toward both the president and State of the Swamp itself. "It's crazy. It's crazy," he told me. "It's fucking lunacy."
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This Looks Like an Insider Bet on Aliens

Someone just put a lot of money on ET.

by Ross Andersen

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




On Monday night, someone placed a peculiar bet on the prediction market Kalshi. At 7:45 p.m. eastern time, a single trader put down nearly $100,000 on the claim that, by the end of December, the Trump administration will confirm that alien life or technology exists elsewhere in our universe. According to The Atlantic's review of Kalshi's trading data, about 35 minutes after this bet was executed, it was followed by another that was almost twice as large (possibly from the same person). These were market-moving events: For one brief stretch, the market appeared to think that there was at least a one-in-three chance that the U.S. government will announce the existence of aliens this year. Perhaps this was just some overexcited UFO diehard with a hunch and money to burn. Or maybe, as some observers quickly noted, it was a trader with inside knowledge.

When this alien-prediction market first opened, in December of last year, it didn't attract much action: By early this month, only about $1 million had been traded on it, a pittance compared with the $195 million that has so far been wagered on Kalshi for who will be the next chair of the Federal Reserve. But money started pouring in 10 days ago, after Barack Obama was asked, in a podcast interview, whether aliens are real and replied, "They're real, but I haven't seen 'em." Although he later clarified on Instagram that he had meant only to suggest that in our mind-bendingly expansive universe of stars and planets, other life forms are very likely to exist, his remark had already made international headlines.

Trump seemed to get a kick out of Obama's flub. A few days later, he accused the former president of leaking classified information and, in a post on Truth Social, directed Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth and other parts of the federal government to "begin the process of identifying and releasing Government files related to alien and extraterrestrial life, unidentified aerial phenomena (UAP), and unidentified flying objects (UFOs)."

It's possible that Trump was simply delighted by the prospect of a slow-drip document release that has nothing to do with him or Jeffrey Epstein. Either way, his announcement brought even more money into Kalshi's aliens market. One gambling-industry site published some "X-Files" trading advice: Buy on the rumors of congressional hearings, then sell the moment that officials start dodging questions.

This week's mysterious and mammoth bets did not get placed until a few days after this flash of interest had mostly gone away. From February 20 to the night of the 23rd, when the peculiar trades occurred, no further alien news was reported, no congressional hearings were held, and no rumors received significant circulation online. Whatever the Monday-night whales (or whale) knew--or thought they knew--it doesn't seem to have come from the public-information environment, and no one has made bets of that size in the alien-prediction market since.

Read: AI is getting scary good at making predictions

The two wagers had some other unusual qualities. When high-volume traders stake out large positions on Kalshi, they tend to build them up incrementally in "slices" to avoid spooking other traders and driving up the price on themselves. Monday's traders, though, plunked their money down all at once, and as a result, they paid more than they needed to. Also, their long-shot bets seem to have no obvious, strategic purpose. In theory, positions like these could be used as a hedge: A wager on an unlikely interest-rate shift or tariff might offset a business's exposure to such financial news. But it's hard to figure why anyone would feel a need to cushion against the downside risk of alien life (unless they were a publisher of science textbooks). The big "aliens exist" bets would make sense only if the traders actually believed that they would pan out, perhaps because they knew something about a hushed-up discovery that the rest of us are about to find out. When I asked Ben Shindel, an expert on prediction markets, about the trades, he told me that they could have been made by an inexperienced and sloppy trader. "The other possibility is that it's an insider."

Prediction markets are designed to convert private knowledge into public prices. Their proponents argue that they tell us more about the world than polls do (and certainly more than individual pundits do) because they aggregate the convictions of lots of people who have real money on the line. But certain features of the platforms--the possibility of enormous profits, the pseudonymous accounts, and the opportunity for crypto-based transactions--have made them magnets for insider trading. (Kalshi did not respond to a request for comment on this story.)

Today, Kalshi announced that it had taken action against an employee of the YouTuber MrBeast for improperly trading on markets having to do with the show, and reported him to government regulators. Earlier this month, Israeli authorities charged a civilian and a military reservist with using classified military intelligence to place bets on Polymarket related to Israeli operations. Last month, a new Polymarket account placed a large bet on Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro being removed from power before the end of the month, and cashed out more than $400,000 after the U.S. military did just that. Members of Congress are starting to call for a ban on public officials making these bets. Some people are even using AI to surface large, suspicious trades that don't correspond to any news, but this may become more difficult if trading volume continues to increase.

Shayne Coplan, the CEO of Polymarket, has described prediction markets as global truth machines. On subjects where official information sources are suspect, they may instead serve as paranoia generators. Thanks to a fair amount of government bumbling, and decades' worth of pop culture, everyday Americans are already predisposed to assume that they're being lied to about alien life. People seize on the tiniest scraps of evidence to justify their belief that Earth has already received interstellar visitors. They have put their faith in blurry pictures and videos, unverified rumors about crash sites and autopsied bodies. Even an offhand joke from a former president was eagerly interpreted as a long-hoped-for disclosure. And now someone, somewhere, is betting a small fortune that the truth is about to come out, and the rest of us are left to decide what, if anything, that actually tells us about the world.
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Is It Aging, or Is It ADHD?

Middle-aged Americans are considering a new possible explanation for their slowing brain.

by Yasmin Tayag

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




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

Realizing that your brain is slowing down can be jarring. After the age of, say, 45, anyone might start forgetting names, misplacing items, or struggling to pay attention, and the onset of such symptoms can often prompt a visit to a doctor, if only to confirm a patient's hunch that the passage of time is to blame. Yet, as ever more of the United States' aging population enters the "What's happening to my brain?" stage of life, many patients are asking a new question, providers told me: Am I just getting old, or do I have ADHD?
 
 In recent years, awareness of ADHD has spread dramatically--CDC estimates from 2020 to 2022 showed that roughly 11 percent of American children aged 5 to 17 had received a diagnosis. Now many Americans in midlife and beyond have started to question whether their cognitive chaos really is just a symptom of aging. For at least some people, the answer might very well be that they have undiagnosed ADHD and that the symptoms are becoming too prominent to cope with. Because the condition manifests differently as people age, the answer can also be "both."

Historically, ADHD was closely associated with overactive boys. But global studies suggest that roughly 3 percent of people older than 50--which would translate to about 3.6 million Americans--are expected to have ADHD, David Goodman, an expert on adult ADHD at Johns Hopkins University, told me. Tensions persist around whether, in general, ADHD is overdiagnosed or underdiagnosed. But as awareness continues to rise among providers and the general public, diagnoses have been climbing in populations that were previously overlooked. The CDC reports that prescriptions for stimulants increased "substantially" among people in midlife from 2020 to 2021.

Midlife can complicate the already tricky process of diagnosing ADHD, though. Adult ADHD was directly addressed in the DSM-5, the American Psychiatric Association's handbook of diagnoses, only in 2013, and it's barely touched upon in medical schools, so many providers don't think of it as a possible explanation for a patient's worsening condition, Goodman said. As I have written previously, the only clinical guidelines for diagnosing or treating ADHD focus on childhood, and the disorder can show up very differently across the lifespan. For example, what looks like physical hyperactivity in childhood may manifest as internal restlessness later in life. Few physicians are trained to treat adult ADHD, and even those who are might struggle to tease apart the disorder's symptoms from those of other health conditions that arise in midlife.

Read: Adult ADHD is the Wild West of psychology

The potential causes of declining cognition in midlife are numerous and frequently intersect. The shifts associated with "normal" aging can partly be attributed to the natural shrinkage of the brain and a decrease in the number of its neuronal connections. Mental- and cognitive-health consequences similar to those of ADHD can arise from psychiatric conditions that are prevalent in midlife, such as depression and anxiety. Mild neurocognitive disorder, a stage between healthy cognition and dementia that is common in people aged 65 and older, also has similar signs as ADHD, including missing appointments and frequently losing things. (Crucially, people with MND, but not ADHD, tend to forget words and how to spell them.) For some people, early-onset dementia or Alzheimer's disease may be behind the symptoms. Caregiving, physical ailments, and increased work responsibility--all hallmarks of midlife--can exacerbate cognitive issues caused by any of these factors. "It can be tricky to rule all those things out," Dara Babinski, a clinical psychologist at Penn State who studies ADHD across the female lifespan, told me.

Middle-aged women are particularly difficult to diagnose with ADHD. That's partly because girls are less frequently diagnosed with ADHD than boys are, so many adult women live their whole life with the disorder without ever suspecting it. It's also because many middle-aged women are dealing with perimenopause, which comes with cognitive changes such as brain fog, trouble concentrating, and forgetfulness. The fluctuations in hormone levels that cause perimenopausal symptoms can also exacerbate ADHD by interfering with dopamine signaling in the brain, Brandy Callahan, a neuropsychologist at the University of Calgary who studies ADHD in older adults, told me.

Increased awareness of adult ADHD, thanks in part to social media, has led many women to seek help for their symptoms, Babinski said. And stimulant prescriptions have risen especially sharply among women aged 50 to 54. Still, the combination of hazy diagnostic criteria and overlapping symptoms means that many older Americans with ADHD very likely don't have a diagnosis. Even fewer are being treated, and so people may be having a worse experience of aging than they need to. A first-time diagnosis in midlife can profoundly improve the experience of aging. For one thing, it makes people feel validated at a time when major life changes can make it harder to cope with the effects of ADHD, which can include trouble maintaining relationships, paying bills on time, and performing at work. And a stimulant prescription can lead to improvements in attention, impulse control, and hyperactivity among people with ADHD.

Read: ADHD's sobering life-expectancy numbers

Aside from improving life in middle age, a diagnosis has implications for future brain health. ADHD is associated with neurodegenerative disorders such as Alzheimer's disease, Parkinson's disease, and some types of dementia, but scientists aren't yet sure why. One possibility is that people with ADHD struggle with habits that maintain a healthy brain, such as managing stress and getting adequate sleep and exercise, Craig Surman, a neuropsychiatrist and a scientific coordinator of the Adult ADHD Research Program at Massachusetts General Hospital, told me. Callahan and others have shown that ADHD brains have abnormal white matter--the communication pathway of the brain--which may make them less resilient to later disease. Researchers don't know whether ADHD drugs actually protect against the underlying causes of more debilitating brain diseases. But if stimulants enable a person to maintain other habits that protect brain health, it's reasonable to suspect that they might help.

Yet stimulants aren't prescribed to older adults as often as they are to younger people. Most ADHD drugs are FDA-approved only for people up to age 55 or 65 because they haven't been tested in anyone older and, as such, aren't typically covered by Medicare. Stimulants also raise blood pressure and heart rate, which can be especially risky in midlife and later, when health issues such as cardiovascular disease and obesity are common. For these reasons, some providers are hesitant to prescribe stimulants to older adults. (The federal government, too, in the Make America Healthy Again report, argued that the drugs are overused.) But evidence is growing that prescribing ADHD medications to older adults can be done safely. This makes a reliable diagnosis all the more important.

The American Professional Society of ADHD and Related Disorders, known as APSARD, is expected to release the first clinical guidelines for adult ADHD this year. It's an attempt to "put out some ground truth about how to treat ADHD," Surman, who is on the guideline committee, told me. (He would not say whether APSARD will include specific guidelines for middle-aged and older adults.) Still, information is slow to disseminate, and there is pushback against the notion of adult ADHD from within and outside the medical field. Some providers feel that the risks of treating older adults with stimulants are not worth the benefit; other providers are concerned that the diagnosis over-medicalizes normal aging.

Yet as the American population skews older, perhaps it is worthwhile to question what constitutes normal aging. The medical literature offers only a loose definition: Rapidly deteriorating cognition is not normal, but gradual decline with age is. At the very least, the rise in adult-ADHD diagnoses presents an opportunity to refine the latter notion. No one's brain stays sharp forever, but some people may have more time to maintain their edge.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/2026/02/adhd-aging-midlife-brain/686131/?utm_source=feed
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When Caring Becomes Counterculture

Tim Miller on what he saw in Minnesota, why "Resist libs" turn off younger generations, and whether Never Trump has veered too far to the left. Plus: reacting to Trump's tariff defeat and rethinking the tradition of the State of the Union.
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On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, Atlantic staff writer David Frum opens with his take on President Trump's reaction to a recent Supreme Court defeat on tariffs, arguing that the real issue is not just economics but the president's drive for unchecked power.

Then David is joined by Tim Miller of The Bulwark to unpack Tim's recent trip to Minneapolis and what he saw on the ground amid ongoing ICE enforcement operations in the Twin Cities. They explore why younger Americans find "Resist libs" cringe and how that cynicism has helped fuel Trump's politics. David and Tim also debate whether Never Trump conservatives are losing the core values that once defined them and whether that evolution is necessary in order to actually take on Trump.

Finally, David revisits the history and meaning of the State of the Union address, questioning whether this long-standing ritual needs rethinking in the Trump era.

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 Tim Miller, host of The Bulwark's daily podcast. My literary topic this week won't be a book; it will be a discussion of the ritual and performance of the State of the Union address, and I will get to that after the interview with Tim Miller. But first, some opening thoughts on the dramatic recent events. There's so many that one can hardly begin to tally them all.

I record this podcast the day before the president is to deliver the State of the Union address. You will see it or hear it, at the earliest, the morning after the president gives the State of the Union address. So you will know more than I do about what happens; I have no idea, although I can make some guesses.

I'm going to guess there's going to be a lot of ranting and raving in the State of the Union address about the Supreme Court and the recent tariff decision. And one of the questions that should spring to mind is, Why is the president so very, very upset that the Supreme Court struck down the tariffs he's been announcing over the past year? I get it. No one likes to lose. This is an important issue for him. But it's not like he doesn't have recourse. He continues to hold a majority in both House and Senate. The Supreme Court has said, Your tariff measures would be fine if they came from Congress. You just can't do them alone. Why not announce in the State of the Union, I've drafted a tariff bill. I'm sending it to Congress tomorrow. I look forward to you enacting it at your earliest convenience? There are enough Republicans, enough in the House and Senate, and there are some anti-trade Democrats--you might get a majority. Why not just pass the bill and do it the legal way that the Supreme Court pointed out to him? Why is he falling back instead on all these convoluted other schemes for using imaginary balance-of-payments crises, which don't really exist anymore in a day of floating exchange rates, or false claims of unfair trade practices? Why not just write a tariff bill and send it to Congress and have them pass it?

Well, once I say it that way, you know why he's so upset: because for [President Donald] Trump, the appeal of the tariffs was not just his primitive, mercantilist view of international economics. He loved the feeling of raw, arbitrary, discretionary power he got from a tariff mechanism that he insisted--and the Supreme Court just corrected him on--that he insisted he could apply to anyone at any time for any reason, without permission from anybody, Congress least of all. What he is mad about is not that he's lost his tariffs; he could enact them. What he is mad about is that he has lost his power. And that, I think, will be a real theme of the State of the Union address: the president's desire to insert personal, arbitrary, whimsical, if need be, power, unlimited by anybody or anything.

That power comes to its sharpest point when the issue is one of war and peace. Congress has not had a chance to debate, but we are very, apparently, on the edge of a major war in the Middle East against Iran. The president has assembled an enormous amount of air and naval resources within striking range of Iran. He has made threats. People around him have made threats. They say they want a negotiation, but they point to the revolver on the table and warn that the revolver will go off. And war seems to be imminent, and it may be, even, an unintended war. It may be a war that Trump thinks he can sort of bully the Iranians into acceding to what he wants to do, they don't, and then he's trapped--he has to go to war even though he thought he could intimidate them, and when and if that hope or expectation turns out [to be] wrong, he's backed into a position where force is his only remaining recourse.

This, again, is arbitrary power. Congress is supposed to vote on these things. There's no figment or tissue of any kind of authority that the president has to initiate this kind of major regime-change conflict that he has in mind with Iran without the approval of Congress. So what we're going to see is a drama of the tension between a president who wants personal power and a constitutional system that is designed to deny the president personal power. That is why I think these alternative-tariff regimens that are being discussed by the administration are ultimately going to collapse and may well be rejected by the courts: because the alternative forms of presidential tariff power all require a lot of process, all require a lot of explanations, all have rules. They have preconditions that must be met, time limits that must be met. Some of them must go to court, where there are opportunities for the tariffed party to make itself heard and to say, I did not engage in the unfair trade practice alleged by the president, and under this trade power--Section 301, as it's known--you don't just take the president's word for it; there is a process and a hearing, and the accused party gets to make itself heard.

So we are going to see a drama of the individual will meeting institutional limits. And that may be the theme of the rest of this political year and the rest of the Trump presidency. The Trump drive to individual, unchecked power has met some rebuffs, but with war in the offing, he may have his greatest opportunity yet to remake the United States as the kind of one-man system that he wants it to be.

And now my dialogue with Tim Miller.

[Music]

Frum: Tim Miller is known to all, or should by now be known to all, as the star host of The Bulwark's daily podcast. He is also the author of the 2022 New York Times best-seller Why We Did It: A Travelogue From the Republican Road to Hell.

Tim is a veteran of Republican presidential campaigns: [John] McCain '08, [Jon] Huntsman 2012, Jeb Bush 2016. He built a consulting business before switching to full-time journalism for the Never Trump fight.

I've been privileged to be his guest on many, many occasions on The Bulwark, and it's a pleasure to be able to return to the hospitality at last. Tim, thank you so much for joining me today.

Tim Miller: Let's do this. My gold-jacket guest, David Frum. It is my honor to be in the other seat.

Frum: [Laughs.] I wanna ask you just a brief question because it's not impossible that there is someone who is unaware of The Bulwark. Can you take us through the rich and varied Bulwark cinematic universe? What is The Bulwark? Where did it come from? How did you join this crew?

Miller: Sure. Before you started your podcast, it was the unofficial podcast of The Atlantic--I had so many Atlantic guests--so I assume most people do know us, so I'll keep it brief. But The Bulwark was--the shorthand version of it starting was it was built out of the destruction of The Weekly Standard. My old friend Sarah Longwell had a terrible idea, which was to start a Never Trump aggregator website. I told her as much. But she just wanted to do something. She was so mad about Trump. She, like me, had a past in conservative PR and communications work. And the site had been around for a couple of months or whatever when the owner of The Weekly Standard, the old neocon magazine, shut it down, and so a bunch of people were out in the wilderness. Sarah had met Bill Kristol, in particular, at a lot of meetings of sad Republicans in the basements, some of which you've attended--

Frum: I've attended some of those sad meetings.

Miller: One was called "The Meeting of the Concerned." I love that name--"The Meeting of the Concerned." We were all very concerned. And they were just talking. They're like, What can we do? And it's like, Hey, maybe this little aggregator thing I had, we can start something else, and see how it [goes]. And that's how The Bulwark was born. It was basically a side hustle for a lot of people. My colleague Jonathan Last took over the editorship, and it was a real hustle for him, but for a lot of folks, it was something that they were doing 'cause it felt good to have a place for Never Trump Republicans to gather and to write and to give their opinions and to vent and lament. And I had been friends with Sarah, so she asked me to do it. As you mentioned in the intro, I was still doing PR work full time. And it took off beyond our wildest imaginations. Charlie Sykes did the daily show at that time, and he brought over his audience from The Weekly Standard, and [Last's] newsletter writing enraptured a lot of people, and we brought in a lot of guests from the universe.

And I just would hear from people that the audience wasn't just Never Trump Republicans--that was kind of the core base; a lot of people that had used to be Republicans were turned off by Trump. But it was also a lot of liberals--I'm sure you hear this, David--who were like, I have this uncle or best friend or son or mom or whatever who I used to argue with, and I can't argue with them anymore because they've gone so insane. And now you guys are the "Oh, this is what it would be like if my beloved family member who is a conservative had not totally lost their mind and we can have legitimate disagreements about this issue or that issue."

And that was kind of the genesis of it. It went from being everybody's side hustle to a real deal really, I think, during that crazy summer and a half ago with the [President Joe] Biden debate, and then Trump getting shot, and we had gone onto YouTube, and kind of, it really just took off.

Frum: Can we sum up the politics of The Bulwark as pro-market, anti-polio?

Miller: Pro-market, anti-polio? (Laughs.) Yes. My favorite summation that anyone ever gave us was "the capitalist wing of antifa."

Frum: (Laughs.)

Miller: Maybe not quite right, but I did like it. It has a nice ring to it.

So, yeah, look, we're pro-markets, anti-polio, anti-illiberalism. And I think a lot of folks now come to us because we're no bullshit, honestly. And that was the point I was trying to make about YouTube. There are a lot of people who don't know this backstory, who just saw our material on social media now and are like, We like the cut of their jib. And they don't have to know about [Friedrich] Hayek or [William] Buckley or the history of conservatism to appreciate the content.

Frum: So you had a big outing last week. You took much of the staff, maybe all of the staff, of The Bulwark to Minneapolis to do a live performance there but also to do some on-the-ground observation of a situation you have spoken so much about. What did you see, other than, I assume, a lot of snow and ice?

Miller: Yeah, I did get a cold; I was not built for Minneapolis. And so it gave me even more respect for the folks who've been in the streets protesting, exercising their rights.

Yeah, we ended up having to do two shows. We planned to do one. We wanted to do it in support of the people of Minneapolis; it sold out in, like, two minutes. And so we did a second one, where it was more of an interview show. We brought in [Governor] Tim Walz and [Senator] Tina Smith. We appreciated them for coming.

And so, look, my main takeaway is that I was a little bit humbled about something. I was wrong about something. I sit here in my room, and it is important to leave my hole and not just talk to the camera because you can learn things. And I was really seeing Minnesota through a political prism, right? Obviously, I was just deeply just angered and saddened by what happened to Alex Pretti and Renee Good, and so there was a human element to it, but just my analysis of it was very political. And the political analysis was that it was a win, that the people of Minneapolis won; they defeated Trump. And they made him do something he doesn't like to do, which is back down. He does it a fair amount, but he doesn't like to do it.

And so I went there in this mindset that it was almost--not celebratory, but almost there was a little bit of a waving of the shirt. It was like, Yeah, congratulations to the people of Minneapolis. And when I went to the Whipple [Federal] Building and talked to people that showed up to the events and had meals with activists, what I found out was that, yeah, they had had a political victory, and that's not nothing. It's meaningful. But the occupation is ongoing, and the only difference is the tactics with which the government's using, right, and they've dispersed. And so I was talking to one woman, for example. She lives across the border in Wisconsin, she said about a 45-minute drive. She drives to the Whipple building, which is the main headquarters of where ICE has been staging. She protests every day for three hours. And I was talking to her, and she was like, Look, my neighborhood in Wisconsin, we had seen, I think she said, four ICE or CBP agents in our little community text; we'd heard about four in the past couple months. In the past week, there'd been 10. And that was just one anecdote, but there was more of that, going out into north Minneapolis and even into South Dakota. And so [whereas] I think the government feels like the thing that has worked with the resistance, which is monitoring and videoing and documenting their actions, that is easy to do in Minneapolis, where there's these built-in networks, it's harder to monitor and document if they go out into other regions of the country, other areas.

Frum: Are the tactics of the authorities less confrontational and, one hopes, less violent than we've seen in the recent past?

Miller: Well, again, this is all anecdotal, but there's some elements of demonstrating that it's craftier, like the ICE agents have been putting on their cars--it's just like point-counterpoint. It's like any sort of battle, right? The tactics shift. One thing that they've done is they start putting like gay-pride stickers on the cars and other things to try to trick people into not seeing that it was an ICE vehicle.

And so I think that the violence towards the protesters has dissipated, but is that because their tactics have dissipated or because the manner in which they're doing this means that they're encountering organized protests less, you know what I mean? I think that still remains to be seen. I think that we can say meaningfully Greg Bovino was trying to instigate fights. When he was walking around town, he wanted violence. And so God love the people of Minneapolis that this did not turn into anything that was like 2020, that there was not really any of that.

So I think, in some ways, the tactics have modified a little bit and the idea that people in Minneapolis and the surrounding areas are still having to deliver food to families under cover of darkness, and there's a network of doulas--Tim Walz was telling us about this network of doulas that is helping people give birth because they don't wanna go to hospitals.

Frum: You described it as an occupation. Does Minneapolis still feel like a city under the hand of an unwanted police presence? Or does it feel like the hand is hidden, and therefore, it's not such an unwanted police presence?

Miller: I would not say that it felt like they were still under the hand, as if things were everywhere, as if these secret police were everywhere. I will say this, though, here's the way in which it still felt like an unwanted occupation: When you talk to people, everyone had a story. Everyone had an example of someone they know at the school that their kids go to or at work or in the community, right? And I think that they were all still very conscious of the fact that this is ongoing. It's not back to normal. And in that sense, I think it's still ongoing.

Frum: This leads me to a more challenging question that you and I have talked about in the past, and I wanna hear your views, and I think many people will wanna hear your views on it. Actually, I've got a couple of them that are a little more to challenge you with.

The first is--so I'm not aware of this. I'm not at the cutting edge of the latest in internet culture, by any means.

Miller: Yeah, okay.

Frum: I'm not--

Miller: So you don't know about "bone smashing"?

Frum: Unfortunately, I do know about bone smashing, but that's only because people tell me. Sometimes the internet culture gets to a point where I'm not even sure it exists. I think it mostly exists in order to upset and shock people like me, not because there's any actual consumer of it. (Laughs.) Why, I'm reading here in The New York Times about this very distressing thing that the young folks are doing online. (Laughs.) [Insert] sound of newsprint shuffling.

Now, I wanted to ask you about something that--and I don't know how real this is, but people who keep up with this more than I do tell me that there is a mood among the young that there's something lame about the project that you're engaged in, and I guess I'm engaged in, too, of standing up for what they would call "resistance liberalism." And this is somehow unfashionable, uncool. And I wonder, is this a perception of something that actually exists, or is this just chat? And if, to the extent it exists, let me ask you about two different strains that I can see for what's motivating it.

One is--and there's just nothing to be done about this--is real leftists who say, Look, you're standing up here for the Constitution, the rule of law, for international free trade, for--you don't wanna say open borders; you just wanna say orderly police procedures without abuses and without violence. So you're not a real leftist. You're not smashing the system. You're not overturning the hierarchy. You're not socializing the means of production. You're not globalizing the intifada. It's just lame. So, okay, real leftists, I get why they would have a beef.

But the other thing that seems to be going on, to the extent that this is a real phenomenon I'm describing, is a feeling that simply having beliefs is, in itself, a sign of lameness and that the cool thing is not to have any. Am I talking about anything real? You're at the center of this business. Do you see this? Am I describing something you recognize?

Miller: You are describing something real, unfortunately, and this stuff's all evolving and changing, but I think that there is a sense among some, particularly, younger folks in the public that "resist libs" are corny and cringe, and I think that what is underlying this--like you said, for some people, there's ideological elements to it. But to me, what is underlying it is that the most visible elements of resist liberalism are people that seem like they are in the establishment or in positions of power, right, that they are protecting an existing order, right?

And if you were just putting yourself [in] a stereotype for a second, an imaginary 23-year-old, whether they're a Joe Rogan 23-year-old or a leftist Hasan Piker 23-year-old, who are they seeing as the avatars of resist liberalism? It's their parents, right, probably, or people that seem like they are part of an established older culture that they're trying to be a counterculture to, right? In a lot of this, this is a story as old as time, right? It's like thesis, antithesis, synthesis, right? They have to rebel against something, and the resist liberals got in this weird position--it's something I think about a lot--where we have no power, basically, right? (Laughs.) But we're also seen as the establishment. And so how, then, can people that have these views start to change that and start to appeal to a broader audience?

And I think that Trump is doing a lot of favors right now in that sense, right? And I think that Trump, by engaging in such obvious corruption, but also in sidling up to the richest people in the world and having all of the trillionaires at his inauguration and caring about what Jamie Dimon thinks and also using the spy state of Palantir to go after people. I think there's a combination of different things where you're starting to see cracks in this, and you are starting to--less so on the left because they have an ideological incentive to continue to position resist liberalism as cringe, but more in the center, in the comedian podcast world, where they kind of went along with Trump because it was counterculture. to whatever extent. You're seeing, now, elements of them start to say, Wait a minute. (Laughs.) Maybe MSNBC had a few things right. (Laughs.) So I do think that there's a little bit of that cracking, but it is a problem, and it exists. It's real.

Frum: Two of the three presidential candidates running against Donald Trump were women. And when people mock the resist libs, they often feminize what they have in mind: wine moms. I don't imagine Hasan Piker's audience is very female. And is there something that there's a kind of leftism or nihilism that is especially attractive to young men and that is sort of uncomfortable with the idea--the anti-Trump movement is, in many ways, a female-led movement: Sarah Longwell. And they're a little--

Miller: Look, I just said MSNBC. Look [at] who are the big faces--Nicolle Wallace and Rachel Maddow, right? Yeah.

Frum: There's a little bit of alienated young men being alienated not against their parents, but against their mothers.

Miller: Absolutely. It's funny that you say that because I don't even actually remember what I said when I said that when they see the resistance, they--did I say their parents? Because in my mind, I was thinking their mothers, I swear to God. (Laughs.) I don't know if I said parents, but in my mind, I was thinking their mothers. And I think, absolutely, there is something to do with that. And I think that a lot of these young men--and, look, Scott Galloway is good on this. I think that there are some legitimate issues that young men have in this country and ways in which they're left behind and ways in which--I rail at Democrats all the time about this, where I'm saying, Look, you care about representation and making sure people feel seen in every instance, for every group, except for young men. That's the one group that you don't think needs to feel seen. And if you understand the value of "feeling seen" and of representation you should understand it.

So there's some legitimate element to this, but I think that those legitimate grievances are being preyed on and that there are a lot of influences of folks that are either trying to ideologically prey on young men by turning them into right-wing nationalists or far-left agitators like Piker or to the other thing that you mentioned: just black-pilling them--nihilism, right? This idea that nothing matters, that there are these powerful institutions out there that are gonna prevent you from having the success that your parents had or having the glory that your father or grandfather had, and so why care about this? And that's a powerful message, right? I can understand why it's persuasive. And so I think that we can recognize that there is misogyny that is maybe, if not at the heart of this, a big element of it, while also saying that, okay, that doesn't mean that there isn't potentially powerful counter-messages that could be delivered to these young men if an effort was put in.

Frum: So your background is in the world of messaging and political communication. And so it is not your nature ever to say to any substantial group of people, You're just wrong. (Laughs.) But my business has always been a much less popular one, so I'm prepared sometimes to say to people, You're just [wrong]. Isn't [it] the job of saying, You know what? The United States, in the summer of 2015, it hadn't recovered fast enough from the Great Recession. Many of its foreign-policy commitments were not working as advertised, and people were frustrated with them. Got it. And there does seem to be a slowdown in the rate of growth compared to what previous generations had, and obviously, there are the chronic problems of climate change--and all true. Nevertheless, all of that calls for reform, not revolution. The system is basically good and fair and worth defending. And not only that, but individual action matters, and you shouldn't just tune out and defect from the political process. Sometimes you have to say to people, You're wrong. You're wrong about [it]. And cynicism doesn't make you smart; cynicism makes you vulnerable.

Miller: I had a whole project that was centered around this with Cameron Kasky before he decided to run for Congress--he's a young guy that started March for Our Lives--where we did a show where we interviewed young people. So it wasn't entirely about this, but this topic came up a lot, right, particularly with young men. And I found myself in the shoes of you, making that case a lot, which is, like, Okay, I hear you. Your complaints are legitimate. But in the grand scheme of things, a young man that was born in 1999 or, whatever, 2002 has had some challenges, but they are a lot better off than young men and women who were born in almost all of the years of the past, frankly. (Laughs.) And so, at some level, you wanna say, Oh, poor baby, right?

Frum: Yeah. Well, congratulations on your high school diploma, class of 1932.

Miller: Yeah, right. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) Class of 1941. (Laughs.)

Miller: Think about the class that graduated into World War I and then the first plague, and you had the Depression, yeah. So there were a lot of bad years out there.

That said, okay, great, wwe're right, but Donald Trump is the president, and the head of the FBI is a podcaster who is a total buffoon, who preyed on these fears and did so successfully. So I guess my response to what you said is, yes, it is true that it is overstated, the grievances and the complaints of young men in the year 2026, but some of their complaints are real, and the job of people who are political practitioners is to win people over. And I think that there was insufficient effort in winning people over, in part because a lot of people on the left got into a bubble of their own, where they were made to believe that these young men were something that they weren't, that they were deeply, irredeemably racist, misogynist, problematic, whatever followers of Joe Rogan. And it's kind of like, no, actually, when you talk to most of them, they're like a lot of young men: They're reckless and dumb and have some strong views on things and have some unformed views on other things, and Barack Obama appealed to that group very easily, and I kind of feel like, had Barack Obama been the candidate in 2016, he would have appealed to them very easily again.

Frum: How do you personally adapt to this? You have a style that is very contemporary and very humorous, very demotic, and you're trying to bring people in. Does that work?

Miller: Very demonic?

Frum: Demotic, not demonic.

Miller: (Laughs.) I knew. I was just making a joke. (Laughs.)

Frum: The demos is the voice of God, not the voice--anyway. But is that calculated as a way to overcome this problem, or is that just who you are and you couldn't be any other way?

Miller: It's mostly the latter, and I think that one of the things that has worked for The Bulwark is that all of us were cast out and were just able to kind of be ourselves and say what we really thought. And I had a Democratic strategist once tell me after I got off TV, and they're like, I'm so jealous of you. I was like, Why? And they said, Well, even if I don't think I wanna be White House press secretary ever again, there's this little person in the back of my head that's saying, Maybe I will be, and so I should soften the edges of whatever I'm gonna say. And I just don't think any of us ever--I don't know. I think we all felt like, Okay, that part of our life is over; now we can just say what we think, and that's freeing. So part of that is, I think, natural.

But there is a calculated effort to try to reach different demographics. And I saw a pretty concerning poll over the weekend about the Michigan Senate race. And I like Mallory McMorrow the best of those candidates. In candor, she's about my age and is very online and casual in the way that she speaks. And there's more establishment--Haley Stevens is perfectly fine. And then there's a lefty candidate, Abdul El-Sayed. And if you looked at the polls, McMorrow was doing the best among 60-plus. (Laughs.) And there's something to be--and I feel this, right--there's something about, I think, a generation older than me, my parents' generation, who are like, Oh, that's a young person that talks like a young person, and I like that. It's a little different. It gets me out of my bubble. I learn some new things. And--

Frum: But then you get to the Maine race, where you see the same process sort of in play and likely to cost Democrats the Senate seat.

Miller: Right, yeah, with Graham Platner. I don't know about "likely to cost," but potentially, it could cost them. It's a risk to have somebody like Graham Platner in that race, right?

Frum: Actually, we should probably hit the pause button to explain who Graham Platner is and what's going on in Maine.

Miller: Sure. Yeah, yeah. So the Maine race is Janet Mills--it's funny, this race is, for me, such a microcosm of the problems of the Democratic Party, of the two different factions. Janet Mills seems like a perfectly competent person. Present governor, in her late 70s, she kind of represents a lot of what Biden represented--has been a very competent governor but seen as not exactly inspiring, seems out of touch with what people want. Then you have Graham Platner, who is this kind of left, populist, younger candidate, oyster fisherman, tattoos, and speaks more normal and casually, and so there's an appeal there--I think that there's more excitement around him--but has a lot of the baggage that left populists have with their online past, saying crazy shit, saying far-left stuff.

So now you get into a situation where it's like, well, okay, there are these two groups that the Democrats need to do well with, right? It's our people, right: centrist, college-educated folks; Democrats have gained a lot of ground with them. And so Janet Mills will do fine with that group, right? But then there's this other group of working-class folks--the Obama-to-Trump voter, to just use a shorthand, right--working-class voters that have traditionally voted Democrat that started to move more to the right, and there's a theory of the case that Graham Platner types might appeal more to them. And so who can appeal to both, right?

It becomes a fundamental problem because you imagine there's this college-educated group that has moved more toward the Democrats. Maybe some percentage of them will look at Graham Platner and Susan Collins and say, Susan Collins, not my cup of tea, exactly, but I know what I'm getting with her--responsible, blah, blah, blah. It's not my point of view, but just political analysis. And that costs Democrats a Senate race. You can imagine that. You can imagine on the other side Janet Mills eking it out against Graham Platner, and the types of people that Platner appeals to don't turn out to vote in a midterm election--they're just like, I'm not the type of person to vote in a midterm election--Susan Collins wins. So it's a conundrum. It's a pickle. Hopefully, Donald Trump screws things up enough that there's a big enough wave to carry either of them through. But I do think that it's a problem with the party, and just one last thing to--circling it back to how I think about my role. I do think about, How can I talk to the people that Platner's appealing to?, particularly in the younger men side of things, 'cause maybe I'm the type of person, as a former Republican who watches football and talks casually, that they would listen to, when they might not listen to, because of misogyny or whatever, some of the other voices.

Frum: Last thought before we close this subject: On the rare occasions when anyone asks me for political advice, I always say, When you get to the final round, there are two candidates. You have a one-in-two chance of winning, a one-in-two chance of losing. So there's a reasonable statistical probability that you're going to lose. You should think in advance, if you lose, how and why would you like to lose? Because it's a terrible thing to lose for things you didn't believe in, to lose because of positioning, to lose because you weren't yourself. If you lose because you were yourself, you can live with that. If you lose over issues that you feel are important, you can live with that. And so I sometimes think, as I listen to this detraction, You know what? If democracy loses because the defenders of democracy were too serious about it, too earnest, believed in it too much, then at least we lost the fight the way we wanted to fight the fight.

Miller: I'll just say one thing about this. We totally agree at the candidate level, and having worked for a lot of losing candidates, particularly in primaries, I've given this same speech to probably four or five people and said, Hey, go down with integrity. Go down with dignity. Don't do it any other way, and then I agree with you.

At a macro level, though, at a scale, I think, I guess, I have a slight disagreement. I do think it is incumbent upon the people who see the threat to our country, to our democracy seriously to try to grapple seriously with how to thwart it. And I guess my point is I don't want people to not do things because they're high on their own supply about their norms and their values. And be true to yourself, be true to your values, but also, look, we only have two parties, okay, so you're getting 60 million votes, right? The country is big and diverse. Every successful winning coalition in the history of this country has had cranks in it, has had racists in it, has had stupid people in it, right? That's just how you have to win. And this is not like a European country, where there are seven parties and you only need to win 22 percent of the vote to get a [plurality], right? That's part of the deal, and so I just don't wanna write people off. And I think sometimes my critique of people in our movement is that they write people off because they don't have the right thoughts or the right views on everything, and so then they're problematic and they're not worth appealing to. And I guess that's all I'm arguing, is that it's worth at least trying to appeal to them.

Frum: Well, since you raised coalition politics, let me ask you--and this is the last challenge I wanna put to you. As you said, The Bulwark began as an extension of The Weekly Standard, of a certain kind of subsection of conservative politics, and that's the life story of the core group that runs The Bulwark. But you have discovered this extraordinary new appeal in a much wider set of viewers and listeners who tilt more to the liberal side and even to the left. Probably, the median Bulwark fan in 2026 was not voting for George W. Bush in 2003, if they were active in 2003. How do you find a stopping place?

And when you and I were talking about this in advance, I mentioned that there is a kind of very favorable treatment of Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez by you and by Bill Kristol. You had Zohran Mamdani on--and you gave him a tough question, and indeed, you asked the question that has caused him the single greatest difficulty of anybody, so I don't wanna slight that. But how do you say, This is who we are, and this is who we used to be; this is who we are not going to become, and this is where we don't go? How do you think about those questions?

Miller: I appreciate this because it's complicated and I'm evolving my views about it all the time, and I say that because one of the benefits of having a daily podcast is getting to bring smart people on, is I get to hear smart people's opinions, and sometimes people say things that makes me think about things in a different way. And so I wanna frame this up in that sense, where I'm trying to think about the best way to solve the last question, right: "How do we protect the country?" And sometimes the answer to that, it does not necessarily align with what my particular policy priors are, right? And so how do you think about that? How do you integrate that information? And how do I talk about those types of politicians or those types of issues without being untrue to myself or without doing audience capture, etc.?

The audience-capture problem is easy 'cause, like, once a month, I do my best to just piss everybody off as much as possible about a topic. (Laughs.) I find a topic that I know that the left part of the audience does not agree with me on, and I'm like, You know what? I'm gonna do two more segments on this than I should just so we can clean out any false assessments that I'm gonna go along with every crazy thing that the left wants me to go along with.

But what the red lines are--the best way to answer this question, I think about, and we've all talked about this and thought about it, is around the word illiberalism, right? What is our core mission right now? And to me, it is in defense of liberal democracy, not necessarily limousine liberalism, not liberalism in that sense, but in the sense of the values that undergird liberal democracy, that have made our society work, and which is not too dissimilar to the constitutional values, right, to our old conservative points of views, the values that are in the Declaration [of Independence]. And so to the extent that there is illiberalism that spouts up on the left, I think that it's important for us to oppose it or call it out. I think it's also important for us to think about, just because you are in favor of liberal values and American traditions doesn't mean that there can't be reforms. In order to defend liberal democracy, you have to defend every institution that has become sclerotic and that has developed in our liberal democracy, and I don't think that, but I just mean the underlying values.

And so the threat from illiberalism, to me, very clearly at this point comes from the right. And one line I like to use is if somebody came up to me with a gun and said, You get to be the one that decides the future of the country. Do you want it to look like [Viktor] Orban's Hungary, or do you want it to look like a Scandinavian social democracy? They wouldn't have to even put their hand to their holster before I would say a Scandinavian social democracy. It doesn't have all my preferred economic views or any other views, but it's just not close; the threat is from illiberalism. And so when I look at a person like Zohran or AOC, I think what we see is there are definitely some illiberal left views that they've held in the past. I think, also, that both of them have demonstrated that they are trying to appeal to folks outside of that, whatever, that [Democratic Socialists of America] cul-de-sac. They're trying, so it's important to talk about that.

Frum: I wanna put a pause button there because I think you're combining two things that, in my mind at least, are different things. So let's bracket Zohran Mamdani, who I regard as a more sinister figure than maybe you do. But let's talk about AOC. I agree--I think AOC is absolutely a normal American politician. And I have no doubt that if she were to somehow become president, if she got a Supreme Court order saying, Don't do this, she wouldn't do it. And I don't think she would run a meme-coin business while being president.

So if the question is, "Is this person an acceptable and an unthreatening participant in American democracy?," yeah, absolutely, she is. The scope of unthreatening American politics extends Marco Rubio to AOC--that's sort of the universe. If, however, you say, I, David Frum, at this microphone, or you, Tim Miller, at your microphone, do I support her?, I can draw a line by saying, I don't find her threatening, but no, no, I don't. And I'm not determining the outcomes of American politics; I'm just speaking for myself. And if the choice were AOC or Trump, I would, very unhappily and with a lot of foot-dragging and grumbling and complaining to my loved ones, have to put up with AOC. But if the choice is AOC or somebody else, I choose somebody else, and I remember that when I talk and write about her. Again, Zohran Mamdani, I wanna bracket because I think that's a different kettle of fish.

So you in your work, one of the things that I think that led to the favorable treatment she got was a misstatement she made, and I don't wanna mock her for it; it's a natural one. She said "Trans-Pacific" when she meant "transatlantic," which is not such a big mistake, except the Trans-Pacific Partnership was a very specific piece of legislation that the left destroyed and that I, for one, lament,and the transatlantic partnership is a much vaguer, more notional idea.

Miller: Okay, I wanna talk first about the question of whether we support her, and then we'll get to the favorable treatment that me and Bill gave her on the podcast about a week ago.

I wouldn't say that I support her, no. Look, Donald Trump got elected twice in this country--Donald Trump, who I regard to be totally unacceptable and moronic and unappealing and for whom there was never even a moment for me where I was like, I get it. I see what people like in this person. I find him repulsive, and I have all the way since 2012. And so if Donald Trump gets elected, the first time, it makes you think about some things. If then he tries to overturn our democracy and instigates a riot at the Capitol that causes the death of police officers, and then people elect him again, that makes me think, Okay, well, look, sure, the easier thing to do is say, Well, it was bad luck 'cause of inflation. But to me, I think that there should have been no type of inflationary environment that should have led to Donald Trump getting elected again after January 6. And yet he did. And so I, as an analyst of our politics and as somebody who cares deeply [about] trying to get us out of this, have to look at that and say, Okay, well Democrats have to do something differently. Doing the same thing over and over again, and putting up somebody else in the Hillary-[Clinton]-to-[Kamala]-Harris kind of wing of the party or those with their similar positions and with their similar affect, that would be a mistake. And so as I look ahead to 2028, I feel like what my job is, as a podcast host, is to try to encourage Democrats to look at different options.

Now, AOC is not gonna be my kettle of fish, as you said. I think that, God willing, there'll be multiple candidates that I prefer a lot more. But I think that there's things that she's doing that's very interesting and important that other Democrats I like better should learn from. Like, for starters, she has a differentiated brand from an unpopular Democratic Party. Number two, she talks like herself on social media; she's very relatable and authentic. Number three, she has some--again, these are all towards the left--but she has heterodox views that differentiate herself. I think that, for a Democrat to be successful, barring luck--sometimes you get successful luckily, as you mentioned; if there are only two candidates, it's like, you have a coin flip's chance--but for them to be actually successful, Democrats should learn from Obama and Trump and the successful politicians and differentiate themselves from an unpopular establishment of their party. And AOC is doing that. I have not seen a lot of that from the center-left. I hope to encourage some of them to learn from the good parts of AOC and not take some of her more troubling positions.

And so now getting back to Bill Kristol, to the extent that I give her plaudits for anything, it's usually, one, for doing that thing I think Democrats need to do. And two, it's when she shows some glimmers of saying, Hey, I plan to be more responsible than some others on the left, I think it's okay to note that. I think it's okay to note that AOC, while she flubbed it and fucked up, we gotta grade her on a curve, but so did George W. Bush, flubbed it and fucked up his first appearances on the world stage, and we graded him on a curve. We can both say she flubbed, and also, I thought her speech was more responsible than Marco's. That's my final sentence. I thought her speech was more responsible than Marco's.

Frum: I love the flub. I got excited about the [flub]. The Trans-Pacific [Partnership], be still my heart. Trans-Pacific free trade, you're talking my language. (Laughs.)

Miller: Yeah. Anyway, but my final point was just, I thought her speech was more responsible than Marco's--period, end of story. Does that mean that I'm gonna agree with all of her foreign policy better than Marco--you know what I mean. There are a lot of other things, but that's just speaking about that speech.

Frum: Let me move the camera a little bit from AOC and back more directly upon you. So in politics, as individuals, we have red lines, things we cannot accept, and green flags, things we believe in and are excited about. Mine would include U.S. global leadership of democratic nations, free trade abroad and free commerce at home, constitutional restraints on the government, but also fiscal responsibility, generally preferring a government that taxes less and does less--

Miller: That's a red line for you?

Frum: No, that's my green flag.

Miller: I was gonna say, if that's a red line, you've not had anyone to support for 40 years. (Laughs.)

Frum: No, the red lines are the things where you say, I will fight against this in the company of anybody. Sometimes, when you're battling the red lines, you can forget what your green flags were or should be or used to be. In fact, this is the story of the first neoconservatives. They began by being upset about disorder in the cities of the industrial Northeast and Midwest in the 1960s, and pretty soon, they've become completely different people, with a kind of--Andrew Sullivan calls it the "neocon slide." And that's just natural, but it's also something that maybe you wanna make sure, I'm making my own decisions about where I go. I'm not being pushed by the force of events.

Miller: Yeah. No, I understand that. I'm very conscious of it. I always think about the thing I most took from Jeb,speaking of my losing campaigns, is he had a phrase that he liked to use, that what was his north star was making sure that people had an opportunity to live a life of purpose and meaning. And that's what's the government's job. It doesn't mean you had to give people purpose, right? If people didn't want to find purpose in their life, they could go and make fools of themselves, and we'd have a kind of a minimum safety net to make sure that they could enjoy the life part of the having a life of purpose and meaning, but we couldn't give people purpose and meaning; we had to give them opportunities to. And that the government should do what was possible to nourish that and that the government shouldn't do anything that would infringe on it, right? And you can think about any policy kind of through that prism.

And so when I see things on the left that I think are dehumanizing, are preventing people from being able to do that, I wanna speak out about it. I know you wanna speak more in the policy space, but just one thing that jumps straight to mind that was a red line for me that I said very clearly in the podcast was I had a pretty disturbing amount of people that came up to me and said that they were basically okay with Charlie Kirk's assassination--somewhere between it didn't bother them and they celebrated it. And I was just horrified by that. I was like, No. I believe in humans' ability to grow and change and be redeemed. That's why, in Hillary's "deplorables" line, when she called MAGA the "basket of deplorables," I didn't mind "deplorables" 'cause they are, but I didn't like that the next thing she used was "irredeemable": a lot of these people are "deplorable" and "irredeemable." No, everyone is--almost everyone; I don't know if Stephen Miller is redeemable--almost everyone is redeemable in the eyes of God. And so, my view is, I had to speak out. I had to say, No, I will not actually be side by side with somebody who believes that political violence is either appropriate or allowed or encouraged in service of some broader democratic goal. I won't. Even if it's rhetorical, I won't give any aid and comfort to that. That seems like a very low bar. Unfortunately, we live in a society where the bar is pretty low. We saw a similar thing with Luigi Mangione and others.

And so, look, I think that it's important to have a north star, to know where the guardrails are. I just also think, in the context of AOC and Zohran, that we live in a world where the old way of thinking led us to two Donald Trump terms and led us, really, to the brink of potentially losing our democracy. I'm more open to creative solutions to that and other solutions that are outside of what my green flags are, of fiscal responsibility and ... (Laughs.) I'm more open--I want fiscal responsibility. I want cutting red tape. I would love for those to be elements of a broad coalition that allows us to get our society back on track. I'm also open to the possibility that there might be other, more effective ways of reaching the types of people that Donald Trump reached. And so when I analyze AOC and Zohran, I just try to be mindful of that.

Frum: I sometimes think--and I hope that this is an accurate quote, or that it's an authentic quote and that I'm reproducing it accurately--but I recall Friedrich Hayek once saying that when he was a young man of 20, the only people he could speak to with mutual understanding were old men of 80, and now that he's an old man of 80, the only people he could speak to were people of 20.

Miller: I feel that really hard. (Laughs.)

Frum: But what he specifically meant was he had been 20 at the beginning of an era of authoritarianism and war and statism and control, and you had to be kind of a screwy oddball at age 20 in 1917, when I think he was 20, to believe, I still believe in freedom and limited government and a world in which goods and people move. And only at the end were those things rediscovered. And so we say, The old ideas have failed. Well, there were the old ideas, and there was failure. Have the old ideas failed, or is liberty an idea that's eternally new?

Miller: Liberty is an idea that is eternal in me, for sure. And I think that I do believe that, over the long arc of history, it will continue to bear itself out. And I think that the basic ideas of why I became a Republican, of free markets and free people, will bear themselves out. And I think that my pushback to a lot of what Trump is doing is in that spirit. His administration is a direct assault on liberty and free markets and free people. And so I guess my caveat--not caveat, because I would not be for someone that was anti-liberty; I would not be for someone that wanted to subjugate a certain group of people, even if they were MAGA people I don't like. But I also think that recognizing the trends, the patterns is the word I was looking for--this is not the first time we've been through this, to your point with Hayek, right? And if, in order to get out of it, we need to have an intermediating period where there are people that do not share my total ideology but who I can stand side by side with in protection of liberty and in opposition to the fascist creep, I think that it is important to do that in ways that are strategic and smart. And I think that there are limits on that, but also, I think that being an old man shouting at the clouds, going, If only we had stuck to our guns on Simpson-Bowles, and whatever (Laughs.) while Barron Trump reigns supreme over the land, I don't wanna be that person either.

Frum: (Laughs.)

Miller: And so I think that these are--it's a complicated topic, and it's a challenge; I I appreciate the challenge. But that's kind of how I look at it. I hope that this makes sense.

Frum: The Atlantic editors advise me to footnote things that need to be footnoted, but you know what? I'm just gonna let Simpson-Bowles pass into the dust of history without elaboration. (Laughs.) Those who remember, they remember, and those who never knew, they're not missing anything.

Tim Miller, thank you so much. Those were beautiful and wise last words. I'm so grateful you joined today.

Miller: Thank you, David. Appreciate it.

Frum: Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Tim Miller for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As I mentioned at the top of the program, my literary discussion this week will be an evaluation or an assessment of the State of the Union address as a ritual.

Now, as you know, the Constitution requires that the president, from time to time, give information to Congress on the state of the union and make recommendations to Congress about the state of the union. That constitutional injunction has become the basis of a ritual that commands the attention of the world: the president of the United States standing in front of two houses of Congress, House and Senate, with the Supreme Court in attendance, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, other distinguished people, senior representatives of his administration, the Cabinet. It's a statement that, whatever partisan divisions Americans may have, on this day, for this ritual, Americans are united.

Now, not everybody claps at the same thing, but there's an expectation of decorum. Even people who are strongly opposed to the president's programs or policies are supposed to sit quietly and listen to what the president has to say, and it's considered quite shocking if there's an outburst of dissent or interruption or heckling from anybody in the room. It's happened before and has always been regarded as a grave scandal. You're supposed to sit there and listen politely as the president speaks.

Well, as I said before, I'm recording this before we know what President Trump did on his 2026 State of the Union, but there's a pretty high likelihood he's going to do something untoward. The Supreme Court is supposed to be there. Trump has called them all kinds of names for the tariff decision, has said they should be ashamed of themselves and their family should be ashamed of them, has even suggested that they might be in some kind of thrall to a foreign power. The House and Senate will be there. President Trump recently tried to indict four members of the House and two senators for things they said, a violation not only of the First Amendment, but of the speech-and-debate rights of members of Congress--House and Senate. President Trump has formally opened an investigation into one Federal Reserve governor, Lisa Cook, and is making a lot of noises about investigating and indicting the other, the outgoing chairman, Jay Powell. And who hasn't he insulted in that room? If you were a potential guest at the Trump State of the Union 2026, you'd wanna think twice: I'm going to have to sit in my seat, I'm gonna have to behave in a respectful way, and the president might say or do anything.

One of the destructive features of the Trump presidency has been the way his inability to control himself, his inability to respect the rules of the game has actually changed the game. It isn't just Donald Trump who behaves worse; people, in response to Donald Trump, are put into a position where they either match his behavior, or they look like suckers and fools, or they look like victims who are bullied by him and intimidated by him. And so you've begun to hear talk of a number of members of the House and Senate saying they do not want to attend the State of the Union, and maybe they will not. Some people have suggested there might be a lot of visible empty seats or seats where Donald Trump and his people have to hastily scurry to put extra bodies where the senators and members of the House should go.

It's a hard thing to think about because even those of us who most wanna retain the great traditions of the American republic, the symbolic demonstrations of unity, have to say, If somebody asked me, if a member of the House or Senate asked me, should they attend, I'd have a hard time telling them that it's a good idea.

I think we are being pushed toward an evaluation of whether this tradition may have outlived its usefulness, at least so long as Donald Trump is present. Remember, while the president is obliged and required to make a report to Congress, there's no requirement that he do so in person. From Thomas Jefferson's time to Woodrow Wilson, the State of the Union was submitted in writing. Thomas Jefferson broke with the precedent of his predecessors, [George] Washington and [John] Adams. He thought that the State of the Union address reminded him too much of a British speech from the throne; plus, he hated public speaking. So he submitted his reports in writing. And so it continued until Woodrow Wilson returned to the spoken form. In 1973, Richard Nixon went back to the speech in writing. He sent six statements in writing to Congress. He did not speak that year. There's no reason that this can't be done in writing. It's just a tradition. It's just a practice.

And it may be time, as long as Donald Trump is president, to rethink this. And for the next Congress, remember, the president is before the two houses as a guest. That's why the speaker of the House begins by saying, It is my honor and privilege--I forget the exact phrase. The Congress invites the president to enter its chamber and to speak to both House and Senate. That invitation doesn't have to be extended. Congress could say, You know what, President Trump, if you're going to insult the Supreme Court, if you're going to abuse members of the House and Senate, if you're going to try to arrest us for things we've said or indict us for things we've said, why don't you put your thoughts in writing? Send it to us in writing. If it was good enough for William Howard Taft, it should be good enough for you. So put it in writing. We'll read it; we'll debate it. But we don't want you on our platform, insulting and abusing the people here, people whom you've tried to arrest and are opening bogus criminal investigations into. Put it in writing. You stay home. We'll read it. We'll get back to you at our earliest convenience.

Thanks so much for joining me today. Thanks to Tim Miller for being my guest. Remember, the best way to support the work of this podcast, if you're so minded, is by subscribing to The Atlantic. That's the best way to support me and all of my colleagues. Thanks so much for joining me today on The David Frum Show. See you next week. Bye-bye.
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Sherrod Brown Is Grinding It Out

The aggressively rumpled former senator from Ohio is back. Will working-class voters follow?

by Mark Leibovich

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




Sherrod Brown can be hard to follow at times. He apologizes for his frequent rambles, parentheticals, and asides.

"I don't think that's what you came to talk about," the former and maybe future senator from Ohio told me after a brief soliloquy about how much he enjoys Diet Coke. And also about his efforts to cut back on his intake of Diet Coke.

"It's just, you know," he wondered, "what's in it, man?"

"I'm trying not to drink that shit," he affirmed.

Brown was sitting in a Toledo coffee shop, having just finished a roundtable discussion about rising health-care costs. A small group of Ohioans had expressed all manner of concerns about how they would afford their medical bills, co-pays, and prescriptions. This was the kind of event that Brown used to do a lot of before he departed the Senate after losing reelection in 2024.

Now that he's running again, Brown, 73, seems to be satisfying some pent-up appetite for these interactions. He is the same aggressively rumpled figure who was a fixture around the Capitol for more than three decades (seven terms in the House, three in the Senate), and around Ohio politics for five decades. He conveys the frenetic bearing of an over-caffeinated college professor happily returned from a forced sabbatical.

Read: The Democrats' biggest Senate recruits have one thing in common

Republicans currently control the Senate 53-47, and Democrats are a long shot to pick up the four seats they need to take the chamber this fall. Brown is challenging Jon Husted, the incumbent who was appointed by Ohio Governor Mike DeWine to fill the seat vacated by J. D. Vance when he became vice president; Husted is considered a slight favorite to win in this now reliably red state.

Brown, however, represents a wild card on the national map: He is probably the Democrats' best hope of flipping a seat that otherwise would likely stay Republican. Few, if any, candidates running this year have as consistent a record of appealing to what's become a kind of holy-grail constituency for Democrats: the coveted "working-class voter." Once the cornerstone of the party base, they have abandoned Democrats in droves over the past decade. Despite Ohio becoming more Republican during the Trump era, Brown has had more success getting elected in the state than anyone else in his party over the past 20 years.

While national Democrats are obsessed with finding leaders--ideally new ones--conversant in the language of affordability and economic insecurity, their garrulous guy in Ohio has been around forever, talking about just these things. From what I can tell, the major themes of Brown's campaign in 2026 are pretty much indistinguishable from those of the 1990s and 2000s.

Brown told me he did not expect to run again this year, but found himself shocked at how quickly President Trump's second term had devolved. He listed multiple factors: the parade of tech billionaires who were seated prominently at Trump's inauguration, the "No Kings" protests against the administration, the passage of the One Big Beautiful Bill Act. What he didn't mention is probably the most straightforward explanation for his campaign: wanting his job back.

"He's definitely a grinder," Tim Burga, the president of the Ohio AFL-CIO, told me. "Sherrod's had the same haircut, the same voice, the same persistence on getting policy done," Burga said. "He's a policy guy. And where do you learn your policy bona fides? You learn them in a union hall, a community center, a senior center."

Or a coffee shop in Toledo, which is where I met Brown on a gray day in December. Our discussion was part of a long-term project I'd been working on about the state of the Democratic Party. But Brown also seemed worthy of stand-alone treatment. After the roundtable, he pulled up a chair, and we talked for 32 minutes. I had many questions: how he viewed the electorate, how the mood of it had shifted, how Democrats might reclaim some semblance of their working-class coalition. Brown kept getting sidetracked with tangents and non sequiturs, on topics both momentous and random.

How did he enjoy his "gap year" out of the Senate? I asked.

"It's not really been a gap year," he protested. Gap year suggests time off, whereas these past months have in fact been extremely busy, he said. He went into minute detail about his week-to-week routine. Early last year, Brown's wife--the former Cleveland Plain Dealer columnist Connie Schultz--tripped over a clothes basket and broke her shoulder.

"I mean, she could function," Brown said. But he had to chauffeur her each week from Columbus to her teaching job at Denison University in Granville. As he spoke, I happened to be drinking from a can of Diet Coke, which was what triggered Brown's riveting ruminations on the subject.

"We always stopped at the mile marker 131 on I-71," he told me. "And went to the same McDonald's. And she got a fried-fish sandwich. And I went across the street and got an Arby's roast beef."

"We had large fries and Diet Cokes, and we did that for eight straight weeks," he recalled fondly. "We always looked forward to it."

From the March 2026 issue: The Democrats aren't built for this

For the record, "McDonald's French fries are the best in the world," Brown told me. We were now down another fast-food cul-de-sac. "You know, I read somewhere that McDonald's French fries in England have five ingredients. In America they have 20, because of our food-safety laws," he said. "I want to check that out."

Brown apologized for detouring off-topic again. He gestured to my can of Diet Coke.

"Do you ever drink regular Coke?" he asked me. Not that often, I said. He wondered why. "You don't want the sugar, or you just don't like the taste?"

I told him that I love the taste of regular Coke, but like the taste of Diet Coke, too. I mentioned to Brown that Trump apparently has a special button in the Oval Office that he can push whenever he wants a Diet Coke.

"How is that guy still alive?" Brown wondered. "Think about that." He observed that Trump appears to have a terrible diet and is also "angry a lot."

And yet, Trump is not only alive but probably as big a factor as any in Brown's bid to return to Washington. As with many constituencies that propelled Trump's victory in 2024, working-class voters now appear to be losing faith in the president for a number of reasons--one being that he seems way too focused on extraneous things (building a ballroom, seizing Greenland) that have nothing to do with their economic predicaments. And some of those voters might just be primed for a reunion with their old friend Sherrod Brown.

I asked Brown why he thought Democrats had lost so much credibility with blue-collar, lower- and middle-income citizens. In a historic flip of party identity, voters are now more likely to view Republicans as better attuned to the concerns of working-class people, whereas Democrats are more associated with affluent, college-educated elites. "From your perspective, what has that evolution been like over the years?" I asked.

Brown blew off my question. "I don't spend a lot of time thinking about it," he said. "This might surprise you."

It did surprise me. Brown started a foundation last year (not a gap year!) called the Dignity of Work Institute. He also wrote an essay in The New Republic titled "Democrats Must Become the Workers' Party Again," in which he declared that it would be "my mission for the rest of my life" to help Democrats reconnect with their working-class roots.

But it is perhaps another element of Brown's appeal that he tends not to get bogged down in hifalutin theories or sociology (his Yale degree notwithstanding). He prides himself on being an unglamorous advocate, who has earned enough trust with enough voters to defy Ohio's Republican trend lines. At least until he didn't. Trump's double-digit victory in Ohio over Kamala Harris in 2024 was too much for Brown to surmount, and he wound up losing to his Republican opponent, Bernie Moreno, by 3.5 points.

"Without Trump on the ballot, Sherrod would have won handily," Ted Strickland, the Democratic former Ohio governor, told me. Strickland said that Brown's gritty approach to governance is well suited to Ohio at this moment. "He's not terribly inspiring in his speaking style," Strickland said. "But he is who he is. I've known him a long time, and he's been terribly consistent over the years."

Brown has a thing for certain words. "I love this word penultimate," he told me. And he has a special fondness for the penultimate vote that he cast before departing the Senate last year, to help pass the Social Security Fairness Act, which significantly increased benefit payments to a host of public-sector workers. Brown was a co-sponsor of the bill, and said it has proved life-changing for 250,000 Ohioans.

"That's what I live for," he told me. "I worked on it for 10 years."

An aide tried to nudge things along. "We're running behind schedule, so we've got to get him out of here," she interjected.

We would have had more time, Brown said, "if we didn't talk about Coca-Cola so much."
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Lucky Winner Mike Johnson Gets Dream Trip to State of the Union

Send me someone who looks at me the way Mike Johnson looks at Donald Trump while he rambles about fountains of blood.

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




What a lucky man Mike Johnson was! Through no merit of his own, but some wonderful act of Providence, he got to sit in one of two Big Chairs behind the president in a nice room full of wood paneling while the president delivered the State of the Union address!

The State of the Union was a special Trump rally held, in accordance with tradition, on the floor of the House of Representatives. Being there was a real treat for Mike. The president was chief executive. This meant that he was in charge of the government and got to determine important things, like whether laws were constitutional (despite what nine robed traitors, "an embarrassment to their families," had to say) and what the country's budget was (impossible to imagine the wise Founders delegating that sort of thing to 435 individuals). Mr. Trump got to put his name and face on buildings and coins and soon, if the country was lucky, would be worshipped as a household deity. It would have reminded Mike of Julius Caesar, if he ever allowed himself to think about the Roman Empire. (Generally, he tried not to: The people involved in its Senate had not worn pants, and whenever he thought about people who were not wearing pants, he was required to notify his son via an app.)

What a wonderful place to sit, in this large chair, behind some kind of big desk. (He wondered what it was used for. Ceremonies, perhaps! To honor the president!) No, not sit--mostly stand and applaud because the speech was so wonderful. He loved living in a country where he had the freedom to decide for himself how to respond to the president's words--whether to stand and clap or merely sit and nod, with a little, delighted smile, as though admiring a sandwich that had exactly the right amount of mayonnaise. He had heard that Cabinet meetings were like this too, but with a little more sitting. Someday, perhaps, he could aspire to such real power, rather than whatever it was he did--codify the president's wishes? A formality, to be sure.

The speech was very informative, except for all of the blood.

So many wonderful things were happening in America, it turned out! You might not know if you read the newspaper, or turned on the television, or peered into the internet, or went to the grocery store, or had any errands that might take you to the city of Minneapolis, but America was back, it turned out, in a big way! This was a golden age, no matter what the polls said or your wallet said or the armed forces who now patrolled your streets with or without masks said.

The president had many guests at this State of the Union, and he lavishly retold the worst things that had ever happened to some of them: their daughter, "dead in a bathtub, bleeding profusely, after being stabbed 25 times. Violently and viciously." Now their daughter, whose subway attacker "viciously slashed a knife through her neck and body. No one will ever forget the expression of terror." Even the survivors were awash in gore--"her son, laying helplessly in bed, blood all over." The heroic helicopter pilot, "gushing blood, which was flowing back down the aisle." Not just flowing, "pouring down the aisle!"

It was amazing how all of the blood showed that the president was right--about calling for mass deportations, about dispatching troops abroad, about how much he deserved a Nobel Prize. (If other people had bled and died on the sidewalks or in the streets or even in the detention facilities in this country, the president did not stop to mention them.)

Donald Trump. Bless that man! Four more years!, one voice shouted, in rapture. Other voices shouted other things. That these were lies, maybe. Some of the people in the chamber got up and left. Imagine leaving such a speech! Democrats really were crazy, as the president said they were. They would certainly ruin the country if ever allowed to win another election (something they only ever did by cheating).

But it was not only a night for hate. It was a night for love. The president loved tariffs very much. Whatever that word meant--it seemed to sound beautiful to the president, although the room did not respond with the same ardor that it had for the other things--Mike knew it was his job not to object. It was not his job to do anything! "Congressional action will not be necessary. It's already time-tested and approved." That settled that! Mike stood and clapped.

What a blessing, when a man's only business was to lean forward and listen, to determine whether this was a moment to stand and clap or sit and nod. Or perhaps to laugh, as when the president joked about blowing fishing boats out of the water! A moment to chuckle, certainly.

What a gift, to be so close to greatness! Mike Johnson had his little beige tie and his spectacles and his flag pin and his salt-and-pepper hair, neatly in place, and his pink Kewpie-doll cheeks, and he was just thrilled to be visited by the president. What an honor for a humble fellow like himself! If only he could remember what it was he did for a living.
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The Skin-Care Industry Is Coming for Toddlers

Millennials created the wellness economy, and now it wants their children as customers.

by Nancy Walecki

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




Kids love to imitate their parents, and in Shay Mitchell's home, that meant her daughters wanted to copy her face-mask routine. Mitchell, an actor best known for her role in Pretty Little Liars, would wear one while she read her 3- and 6-year-old girls a story, and inevitably, they'd look at her sheet mask and ask, "Can I have it?" Cutting eyeholes into cleansing wipes didn't cut it, she told the Today show late last year. They wanted a "real" one.



So Mitchell co-founded the child-skin-care company Rini and launched an Everyday Facial Sheet Mask for toddlers. That (vegan, 100 percent pure cotton, mushroom-serum-based) mask quickly became an object of scorn online. In news coverage and on social media, people asked some version of Why would we ever want kids to get into skin care so young? Mitchell made her Today show appearance in an attempt to defend the company; Rini quietly raised the minimum age on its masks from 3 to 4.



If Rini represents some kind of "late-stage capitalist hell," as one commentator put it, it's far from the only company in this particular circle of the inferno, in which 7-year-olds make "get ready with me" videos on TikTok. A handful of companies are now pitching regimens for children who are elementary-school age and even younger; some spas have begun to feature child-oriented menus. Tubby Todd Bath Co., which sells a basic lineup including bath wash, lotion, and diaper paste, asks customers if they're shopping for "baby's first skincare routine." A TikTok from the company Evereden depicts a bathroom cabinet filling up with the brand's products--a child-size skin-care headband, lip oil, fragrance, face mist--with the superimposed text "pov: your 3-year-old is interested in skincare." (The company also launched a pink-packaged multivitamin face wash and moisturizer called the Barbie Kids Happy Face Duo, which comes with rhinestone stickers to bedazzle the bottles.) The tween-skin-care brand Pipa tells customers to "start young"--in this case, at 8, the average age that children in Generation Alpha who are using these kinds of products begin experimenting.



Dermatologically speaking, most kids don't need a skin-care routine; soap, lotion, and sunscreen suffice. If the actual benefits of many skin-care products for adults are questionable, for kids, anything that goes beyond the basics is unnecessary. But Megan Moore, an elementary-school teacher in the wealthy suburb of Oakwood, Ohio, told me that by fifth or sixth grade, most of her female students have a mini-fridge at home specifically for skin care. Her 9-year-old daughter, Charlotte, later told me she's hoping for her own skin-care fridge, too--once her mom lets her get products other than the ones she picks up as party favors. She walked me through a typical slumber-party routine, much of which I recognized from my own, early-aughts childhood: paint your nails, spritz perfume, braid one another's hair, take your braid out in the morning to reveal "whatever funny-looking curl" it gave you. But some of the routine was new to me: get out your goodie bag, put on your skin-care headband, and don a sheet mask made for kids. (A brand called Yes Day, run by a 13-year-old CEO, offers a Sleepover Set for exactly this type of ritual.)



By the time they're old enough to be Sephora Kids, at least some tweens are raiding skin-care aisles and buying adult brands such as Drunk Elephant--known for its bright packaging and premium price point. Those products can contain strong anti-aging ingredients, such as retinol, that can irritate a young person's face. The parents I spoke with said they were willing to buy their kids skin care to help them adopt a good routine early or at least have a chance to try it out--as long as the products were safe. "Millennials created the wellness economy," Kimberley Ho, a co-founder of Evereden, told me: Is it any wonder their kids are interested too? Companies like hers, she said, saw an opening for products formulated for children's skin.



Perhaps unsurprisingly, adult-beauty retailers are welcoming these Gen Alpha-focused brands. Sephora began its expansion into the Gen Alpha skin-care category recently; Ho told me that Evereden will launch in Sephora stores nationwide next month. Sephora's first Gen Alpha partner, Sincerely Yours, was co-founded by the then-15-year-old YouTuber Salish Matter to provide "skincare created with teens, for teens." But when Matter held a rollout event at the American Dream mall, in New Jersey, she drew a roughly 80,000-person crowd that included many kids who were almost certainly middle-school age or younger. Presumably some of them persuaded their parents to buy Sincerely Yours's four-step bundle: cleanser, sunscreen, moisturizer, and a serum mist. (Julia Straus, the company's CEO and one of its co-founders, told me in an email that its customers' average age is solidly in the teens, but that "we know younger audiences may show interest, especially at community events, and some of our products like sunscreen are a must for all ages.")



The lines between hygiene, wellness, and beauty are blurry, and some of the companies sell products that fall under all three categories. The brands like to portray skin care as a normal part of childhood play. "For Gen Alpha, I feel like skin care is closer to slime-making or nail art or exploring different hairstyles" than an actual beauty routine, Ho told me. Rini's next batch of products, released today, does feature more explicitly play-oriented "face and body crayons." Charlotte told me that she and her friends like to use skin care because it's fun, it feels good, and it "makes us feel more mature because we're doing skin care and we're 9-year-olds." I'm sure that I would have begged my mother for Evereden's five-piece set with the pink travel case, too.



But selling skin-care products that very young kids are meant to use daily is distinct from, say, letting a curious child re-create a parent's nighttime routine with a dollop of yogurt. Mimicking adults is an important part of childhood play, but if actual skin care becomes the norm at a young age, it could deprive kids of the imagination that emulation normally affords, Katie Hurley, a child and adolescent psychotherapist, told me. A toddler using a prepackaged sheet mask is not doing as much learning or thinking as one who's making their own version. Beauty products for kids also chip away at what psychologists call "middle childhood"--the years when kids are more independent but are not yet distracted by the self-consciousness of puberty, Susan Linn, a psychologist and the author of Consuming Kids, told me. Children want to feel older than they are, and skin care gives them that. But Linn and other researchers worry it gives them the insecurities of adolescence too.



Child-skin-care companies do, for the most part, market their products as tools for self-care, rather than correction. When I reached out to the companies mentioned in this article, Pipa, Evereden, Sincerely Yours, and Tubby Todd Bath Co. all said that they offered age-appropriate products, meant to promote skin health, and focused on cleansers, moisturizers, and sunscreens formulated for younger skin. "The goal isn't to introduce adult beauty concepts early, but to normalize simplicity: sun protection, gentle cleansing, and barrier support," Ho said. (Rini declined to comment.)



Charlotte seemed to think of skin care mostly as a game or as a way to express herself. But she was vaguely aware--as my friends and I were when we'd do "makeovers" using Lip Smackers gloss--that the products were part of a self-improvement project. "When you put on face masks, the ending result is a lot brighter than what you had before you put it on," she told me. "I like my first look, but I like the second look a little better."


 If skin-care companies do make a meaningful push into the toddler market, they're bound to hit adult opposition, Rebecca Watters, the wellness-insights director at the market-research firm Mintel, told me. Even parents who go for other child-self-care offerings--which these days include meditation apps for children, yoga for children, and superfood powders for children--might not buy into the idea that a 3-year-old needs aesthetically branded skin care. But the strongest skepticism I heard about toddler sheet masks came from Charlotte, with all the wisdom of her 9 years. "That's really weird. I mean, who's gonna put a face mask on a 3-year-old?" she told me. She couldn't imagine her own toddler sister sitting still for the five to 15 minutes that the Rini mask recommends, or that such a young child would need a skin regimen in the first place: "If they get chocolate or mud on their face, you could just get a paper towel and wipe it off and they would be fine." Rini has a new product for that, too--Bamboo Face Wipes that "soothe and hydrate with every swipe" at whatever mess a kid has made.
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The Most Manly Drink, Now for the Girls

Caffeine-boosted soda, once marketed mostly to young men, is showing up in new, more pastel versions.

by Ellen Cushing

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




For a while in the 2000s, drinking neon-colored sugar water was just about the most manly thing you could do, at least if the marketing for energy drinks was to be taken literally. These drinks came in flavors such as "Hardcore Apple" and, um, "Assault"; the art on their cans referenced venomous snakes, mythical beasts, the military. The companies that made them tended to forgo traditional advertising in favor of sponsoring athletes famous for getting punched or jumping off things. Their slogans made promises invoking conquest and might: A can of this stuff would give you wings, fuel your fire, unleash the beast.

Recently, though, a new kind of energy drink has emerged. Or rather, the same drinks have emerged in a new package. The active ingredients tend to be pretty much the same--taurine, guarana, and, most saliently, caffeine--but the marketing is gentler, the flavors are fruitier, and the cans are cuter. Beverage companies seem to have realized something that--not to brag--I have understood since I was about 15: There is nothing inherently male, or masculine, about being tired.

As of this year, energy drinks are a roughly $80 billion business. Relatively speaking, however, the category is quite young, about 200 years younger than soda. In the 1980s, an Austrian businessman fell in love with Krating Daeng, a bottled drink adored in Thailand for helping workers stay alert. He partnered with that company's founder, added carbonation (to appeal to international consumers), and rebranded it with an English name. Thus Red Bull was born, and an entirely new class of beverage was introduced to the world.

Read: The drinks Americans can't quit

These beverages were different from soda, which was already an impossibly crowded market, and they needed to set themselves apart. So Red Bull--along with, most notably, Monster and Rockstar, which arrived in the early 2000s--worked to appeal to a demographic that was supposedly ripe for the taking: adolescent and early-20s men. They did this by positioning themselves as fuel for masculinity's great pursuits--playing video games, doing sports, getting drunk. In essence, they laundered the feminine connotations of sweetness and fizz into something a real man would drink. Much like many of the people consuming them, these drinks seemed to revel in being a little disgusting: They tasted vaguely of poison and looked like nuclear waste. They dared you to find a problem with this.

Then, as that demographic grew up, energy drinks became a tool of efficiency. Starting sometime in the 2010s, it was really not all that uncommon to see a guy in khakis drinking NOS, which is named after a method that street racers use to make their cars go faster. The energy that had previously been acquired and expended while playing Grand Theft Auto was now being used to format a spreadsheet. Life comes at you fast.

In the past decade and a half, as energy drinks started to go more mainstream, advances in flavor science and packaging technology enabled companies to more easily produce a wider variety of drinks--which a novelty-obsessed consumer base happily guzzled down. At the same time, soda popularity flatlined and wellness culture ascended. These conditions created the perfect environment for energy drinks' second explosion, when Celsius came along and transformed them from party fuel and productivity juice into something just as improbable: liquid fitness.

Celsius's formula was sugar-free, and its flavors were much less abstract--fruits and herbs, ingredients you could feel good about if you squinted. Its slogan--"Live Fit"--spoke not to conquering one's external enemies but achieving domination over one's physical form. Its cans were slim and neutral, almost elegant, and they promised to boost metabolism and burn body fat. (They also noted, in much smaller print, that the drink is unlikely to lead to weight loss on its own.) From 2020 to 2023, Celsius sales increased tenfold. It now makes up more than 20 percent of the energy-drink market, for which it has also created new customers. People who would never be caught dead swilling neon fizz from a camouflage can were suddenly consuming a drink that was materially the same, but was being sold by exploiting a different set of unattainable aspirations, using a different vocabulary.

Last year alone, convenience-store sales of energy drinks increased by 10 percent. This new interest is largely being driven by female-coded drinks such as Alani Nu, which was created by a fitness influencer and is promoted by Brittany Mahomes and Paris Hilton. (Last year, Celsius bought Alani Nu for $1.8 billion; that same quarter, Celsius's revenue increased 84 percent.) Bloom, a different brand founded by different fitness influencers, sold $1.3 million worth of drinks in a single week after introducing its own lilac-canned, "metabolism boosting" energy drinks in 2024. This week, the caffeine-free energy-drink company Update announced that it would be "relaunching" itself with a new partner,  Kim Kardashian, already an avid fan of the brand.

And sometime this spring, Monster is set to launch FLRT, an energy drink marketed so squarely at women that it feels a little humiliating. The drink claims to support skin and hair health in addition to doing the normal energy-drink stuff (providing energy); its website showcases gals in going-out tops and vows that "energy should be as vibrant, fearless, and fun as those who drink it." It comes in flavors that could just as easily be nail-polish shades: "Berry Tempting," "Guava Lava," "Sunset Squeeze." In case the target audience wasn't obvious enough, the logo is a hand-drawn daisy.

Read: Why bros love energy drinks

Just over a decade ago, when energy drinks' first, male-focused wave was cresting, researchers from the University of Akron, in Ohio, embarked on a small study to try to understand what all this energy--and all this advertising--was doing to the people drinking it. They asked their subjects whether they agreed with a series of statements, including "I think a young man should try to be physically tough, even if he's not," and "If I consume energy drinks, I will be more willing to take risks." They also asked them about their sleep habits and overall health. They found that men who were more invested in masculine ideals--especially young white men--were markedly more likely to drink energy drinks, and also that the ones who drank more energy drinks tended to have worse sleep.

The study, which was published in the journal Health Psychology, was groundbreaking in that it showed that men, too, were being hurt by rigid physical standards, gendered stereotypes, the way ubiquitous advertising turns ideals into expectations. Functionally, energy drinks and their marketing had done to men what so many other products had done to women: manufactured inadequacy, and then sold something that they claimed would fix it. Now women have energy drinks too. Great.
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The State of the Union Revealed a Sad Reality

Donald Trump misused the annual presidential tradition in ways so radical as to call the ritual itself into question.

by David Frum

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




President Trump's State of the Union address last night was very like the man who delivered it: divisive, abusive, and childish.

The speech turned reality on its head in many ways. The president who has enriched himself and his family by more than a billion dollars in his first year in office called on Congress to clean up its corruption. The president who has collected about $175 billion in illegal tariffs from the American people falsely told them that he had given them a great big tax cut. The president solemnly condemned political violence--the same president who ended his first term by inciting a mob to sack Congress and overturn an election. Maybe most shocking, Trump demanded that members of Congress rise to agree that it's the first duty of government to protect American citizens--even as his own government by its brutal police methods has shot American citizens dead on the streets and then tried to deceive the country about how those Americans had been killed and why. Then of course there were the many misstatements of fact about the economy, about crime, and about wars and peace--many of which look like deliberate decisions to deceive the public watching on television.

The most radical fantasy in the speech, though, was its claims of a new golden age of prosperity. That misstatement surely deceived nobody. Prices continue to rise; the job market stagnates. In almost every way that can be measured, Americans are communicating economic anxiety and discontent. Trump insisted that they are all wrong. It is as if the nation were being soaked by a torrential downpour, water rolling over umbrellas and into boats, soaking everyone's clothes--and the leader whose job it is to lead them through the deluge insists that it is not raining at all, that in fact it is sunny, the sunniest day ever.

States of the Union are rituals intended to demonstrate the unity of the nation: the president addressing two houses of Congress, backed by his Cabinet, speaking to the largest audience in the regularly scheduled year. Even the nonpartisan institutions of government--the Supreme Court and Joint Chiefs of Staff--attend in robes and uniforms, adding the symbolism of their respectful neutrality.

The ritual depends for its meaning, however, on certain standards of behavior. Something important broke when a member of the House shouted, "You lie!" at President Obama during his first joint-session speech in 2009. Last night, Trump repeatedly and persistently hurled much worse accusations at his political opponents--only days after he accused the six-justice majority of the Supreme Court that overturned his illegal tariffs of being "swayed by foreign interests."

Through the first Trump term, many Americans consoled themselves that Trump's outrageous antics would not last forever. He would depart in time, and the old ways could then reassert themselves. The best response to Trump, it was often said in those days, was to defend existing institutions. And the worst response was to respond in kind--because somebody had to protect the institutions that Trump seemed determined to wreck. As former First Lady Michelle Obama said, "When they go low, we go high."

But there comes a point when sad realities must be faced. The speech last night was empty and uselessly garrulous. Its length was its first declaration of disrespect for those obliged to sit through it. Trump's name-calling of his predecessor and of the members of Congress in the chamber, his demands that legislators rise at his command, his strategic deployment of systematic untruth in service of those demands to rise and clap--put together, he misused the State of the Union ritual in ways so radical as to call the ritual itself into question. Are members of Congress really supposed to sit meekly and quietly while the president uses the rostrum of their chamber to abuse and insult them in the ugliest language? The president is present in Congress as a guest: That's the reason for the famous language about the "high honor and distinct privilege" of welcoming him to speak. He has no right to be heard in person; it's a courtesy.

Article II, Section 3 of the Constitution provides that the president "shall from time to time give to the Congress Information of the State of the Union, and recommend to their Consideration such Measures as he shall judge necessary and expedient." The Constitution does not set an annual schedule for such information, nor does it require the information to be delivered in person. George Washington and John Adams started the in-person tradition. Thomas Jefferson ended it, both because it reminded him too much of the British practice of the speech from the throne that opens a session of Parliament and (very likely) also because he disliked speaking in public. Woodrow Wilson reverted to the Washington-Adams precedent. Then came television, and the modern State of the Union spectacle. The spectacle is founded, however, on an invitation from the speaker of the House. No invitation, no spectacle.

Given the intentional abuse of Congress's time and hospitality last night, the next speaker, if there is a different next speaker, should consider very hard whether to extend another such invitation. The case for suffering Trump is that the tradition, if interrupted, may take a long time to return. A future Republican Congress will requite the next Democratic president the same way. But there's also a risk of setting a precedent that anti-institutional Republicans get to smash things, which pro-institutional Democrats must then clean up. Maybe the only way to restore norms is by imposing some meaningful costs for breaking them. Next January, the next speaker could do everyone a favor with a letter that begins: "Dear Mr. President, the time has come for your State of the Union message. Please send it in writing in the enclosed envelope. Congress will give it all the attention it deserves. This is the method that was good enough for Rutherford B. Hayes, and, Mr. Trump, it is more than good enough for you."
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Nine Books to Reset Your View of the World

Each of these titles will widen your perspective, offering you original insight and vision.

by Deb Olin Unferth

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




Books rise to the level of enduring art, I believe, when their writers take something ordinary and reintroduce it in a way that radically transforms it. The right work can make a subject that's never crossed my mind, or that strikes me as aggressively boring, into something incantatory, pulsing with meaning. I've read many books animated by someone's desire to show me a new manner of thinking; they've placed me inside the minds of animals entirely unlike me, made me look into the faces of strangers with fresh curiosity and empathy, or reminded me that we are all floating through outer space. This kind of writing partly inspired my new novel, Earth 7, in which I try to portray common beach sand as the transcendent substance I've discovered it to be.

Each of the nine books below modified my understanding of something I had considered mundane. More important, they widened my perspective, giving me original insight and vision. I offer them here in the hope that they do the same for you.



Swimming Studies, by Leanne Shapton 

I find swimming laps in a pool--trudging up and down a colorless lane--painfully dull. So I was surprised to fall in love with Shapton's recounting of her childhood as a competitive swimmer. Shapton trained for the Olympic trials twice, almost making the Olympic team, her time long by mere seconds. But this isn't the story of a loss or a win. Instead, the book is a collage of outtakes, nonsequential essays, and lists. Most interesting are several series of paintings and photographs that feel as repetitive as lane swimming across pages and pages of half-forgotten teammates' blurry faces, swimming pools' rectangular shapes, and almost-creepy old bathing suits on a dressmaker's dummy. You may be tempted to flip by them, but if you slow down, they begin to reveal themselves as the building blocks of Shapton's young mind, full of variation and subtlety. My favorite series is a group of watercolors that show a body swimming through water, full of light, movement, distortion, and freedom.

Other Minds, by Peter Godfrey-Smith 

A philosopher of science wrote this book, so readers should expect some pretty heavy intellectual lifting, but I promise it is well worth the effort. In Other Minds, Godfrey-Smith--a lifelong, nearly fanatical snorkeler from Australia and, most recently, a scuba diver and a world-class underwater videographer--attempts to understand the inner life of the octopus, not by observing them in captivity or for a short summer in their habitat but from the perspective of a man who's spent many years observing octopuses in the twists of reefs and along the sea floor. The book goes beyond analyzing their behavior: As a philosopher, Godfrey-Smith considers the nature of consciousness, using the animals' evolutionary development to theorize about the similarities between their minds and ours. At one point, in what felt like a long, mesmerizing tangent about cuttlefish, I realized I was actually reading an explanation for why animals, including us, die. I was challenged again and again, scribbling in the margins, gasping. If you are going to read one book this year, I'd suggest this one.

Split Tooth, by Tanya Tagaq 

You may know Tagaq, an Inuk artist from the Canadian high Arctic, for her innovative improvisational throat singing, or from her appearance on the fourth season of True Detective--but she's also a writer. Of all the books on this list, this one surprised me the most. Although published as a novel, Split Tooth is a collection of essays, stories, songs, poems, prayers, drawings, and passages lifted from her journals, all inspired by the small Inuk town she grew up in. Memoiristic explorations of lemmings, foxes, childhood violence, and pregnancy give way to a sequence of love stories dedicated to the northern lights, diving into mythology and spirituality. Most exciting is how Tagaq decenters the human race, openly wondering whether it would be so bad if our species died off. Are humans better or more important than any other creatures or nonliving objects? she asks, writing, "Is the air more enlightened than we are?" I love having my assumptions disrupted in this way, and she does it with electric, offhand confidence.

Read: The race to safeguard the Arctic's natural heritage

A Woman in the Polar Night, by Christiane Ritter, translated by Jane Degras 

In 1934, the Austrian painter Christiane Ritter, tired of her husband leaving her at home while he went off hunting in the Arctic, packed a bag and boarded a ship to follow him to Spitsbergen. I picked up this memoir feeling half-expert on the topic of the beauty of the island, after spending three weeks there, and was immediately humbled. Ritter describes an astonishing land of giant icebergs, gleaming pack ice, powerful storms, shining mountains. She is attuned to the sounds of the pounding wind--"insane music," she calls it--eerie green moonlight, unending night, and the moment a glimmer appears on the horizon after months of darkness. She writes absorbingly about humans' utter subjugation to the elements in this otherworldly place. After one tremendous storm that she has to face alone (because her husband has disappeared, again), she manages to dig out of the hut where she nearly froze to death. The quiet and tranquility of the world outside unnerves her. "Why have I been so shaken by the peacefulness of nature?" she asks. I felt her awe at the ferocious turning calm.

Exhalation, by Ted Chiang 

Anyone who tells you they don't like story collections likely has not read either of Chiang's. His stories ask the reader to grant the most delightful, ridiculous, imaginative premises: Let's say, for the sake of argument, that we found a race of humans without belly buttons. Or, say, we could breathe only through external mechanical lungs that we have to lug around like air tanks and refill. Then each story becomes an engrossing thought experiment, leading you into unexpected philosophical terrain--the meaning of life, the identity of God, the existence of free will. As the protagonists painstakingly untangle deep mysteries about time and fate, about future generations and ancient ones, you will find yourself contemplating similar questions. Does free will exist? you may wonder. If so, am I embracing it, or am I being a lemming? We see our own lives echoed in these stories, for we, too, are surrounded by labyrinthine problems that might take a lifetime to solve. We, too, must untangle ourselves and escape.

Read: Ted Chiang is wrong about AI art

The Voices of Marrakesh: A Record of a Visit, by Elias Canetti 

I'm suspicious of anyone who goes to a foreign country for a few weeks, comes home, and writes a book about the journey, but this little-known volume of essays by Canetti, a brilliant Nobel-winning, German-language writer, is an exception. First published in 1967, this short book documents, through Canetti's powers of contemplative observation, a Marrakesh long gone. He depicts its camels as having the gentle faces of old English aunts, describes the rooftops as places for women and the ground as places for men, and explains how haggling is a matter of dignity. A minaret, he writes, is different from a church spire; it is "more like a lighthouse, but with a voice for a light." Canetti is an expert in how to listen and how to look. Every person and animal he describes becomes an unforgettably unique individual with their own beauty and suffering. You might wish the book were longer; certainly you will look more carefully at any city you walk through.

Dear Friend, From My Life I Write to You in Your Life, by Yiyun Li 

Li has written so many books that I fear this gem is sometimes overlooked. In this collection of essays about the books she's reading, Li is ostensibly traveling for work. She always carries a book with her, we learn. She sits reading by a fireplace at an inn; she turns pages on a rock by the river. Soon she reveals that she is struggling with suicidal depression and is between hospitalizations. She tells us bits of what pushed her into crisis, along with stories from her past, such as memories of growing up in Beijing. Running through these reminiscences is her inner monologue about the authors whose work keeps her company in a deeply lonely season: Katherine Mansfield, John McGahern, Marianne Moore. She talks with them in her mind, turning them into friends and talismans, as she tries to figure out how to stay alive--and whether she can manage it. In the gorgeous, revelatory closing chapter that should be anthologized everywhere, "Reading William Trevor," she rejoins the breathing world, telling the story of her friendship with Trevor on and off the page. Her book might make you weep over the power of artistic connection.

Yiyun Li: Some have yoga. I have Montaigne.

Little Lazarus, by Michael Bible 

Little Lazarus turns on one pivotal moment: Two teenagers, drunk and in love, speed down a dark country road. An old man in a seersucker suit, with a magnificent giant tortoise beside him, walks into their path--and the consequences are far-reaching. I read this beauty in a book club devoted to short, strange books. The novel returns to the tortoise again and again--revealing how he wound up crossing the road at that moment, where he came from and who accompanied him--but its scope extends far beyond the car crash. The story stretches back 2 million years to show the tortoise's earliest relative, and goes forward into the future to look at his last. This is a quiet but explosive book, full of emotion and erotic desire. I don't want to ruin the plot, which keeps unfolding like a sprawling puzzle, but every detail is a clue: the seersucker suit, the car, the distant lake, the night. The book is an argument for how much meaning each distinct moment can contain.

Orbital, by Samantha Harvey 

In Harvey's radiant novel about six people aboard the International Space Station, the characters simply go about the mundane tasks that make up most of their days: eating from their food packets, exercising on machines, recording the results of the various experiments they are conducting, and gazing out the windows at the vivid view of Earth. All along, readers can never forget that the crew is soaring around the planet at 17,500 miles an hour. From their vantage, everything becomes unfamiliar--time moves strangely, nationality seems to drop away, language appears to lose its referents, food becomes flavorless, and even their bodies feel drastically different. The astronauts have to will themselves to hang on to their ground-bound selves, and they each come to different conclusions about their time in the sky. Harvey began Orbital before the pandemic but wrote most of it during lockdown, when the world seemed to come to a stop. As her travelers would know, though, the Earth was still spinning. To get that kind of perspective--what a great gift, what a thing to strive for.
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The Trump Administration Can't Kill Black History Month

We don't need permission from the government to commemorate a complex past.

by Clint Smith

Wed, 25 Feb 2026


Norman Rockwell's 1964 painting "The Problem We All Live With" (Gina Rodgers / Alamy)



All that's left of T. J. Semmes Elementary School is the scattered slabs of the building's brick foundation. The otherwise empty lot on the corner of Jourdan Avenue and North Rampart Street, in the Lower Ninth Ward of New Orleans, is covered in clovers and dandelions, and surrounded by barbed-wire fencing contorted by time and neglect. Built in 1900 and named after a Confederate senator, the school remained open until 1978, when it closed due to financial problems. Hurricane Katrina accelerated the building's dilapidation, and in 2019 it was demolished.

But in 1965, when the building still stood and the school still operated, my mother was a 6-year-old student at Semmes, a child with books in her hand and butterflies in her stomach as she entered her new school for the first time. She remembers walking with her big brothers down a sidewalk fractured by the roots of old oak trees while children played hopscotch on the playground. She remembers going outside and clapping erasers together so that plumes of chalk dust rose above her head. And she remembers being told that she was attending a school that many white parents had taken their children out of just a few years earlier because they didn't want them sitting in class with Negroes.

She shared these stories with my children and me earlier this month, during a visit to my hometown for Mardi Gras. One day, before we made our way out to the parades, my mother and I took my children to the house where she'd lived as a child, and then to the former site of Semmes, down the street. I wanted my children to understand that Black history is not just something that exists in books, or that involves only the major figures they learn about in school: Martin Luther King Jr., Frederick Douglass, Harriet Tubman. Black history is something that involved the people they know and love. Their grandmother, after all, had been among the first wave of Black children to integrate her elementary school, when she was the same age that my daughter is now.

Clint Smith: Those who try to erase history will fail

After the Supreme Court deemed segregation unconstitutional in Brown v. Board of Education, many school districts around the country found creative strategies to avoid complying with the ruling, engaging in years of court battles, slow-walking, and attempts to find legislative loopholes. New Orleans was among these battlegrounds; many white families there fundamentally rejected the idea that their children should be part of what they saw as a misguided social experiment. In 1960, the city became the center of national controversy when Ruby Bridges, Tessie Prevost, Gail Etienne, and Leona Tate--who came to be known as the New Orleans Four--desegregated two different public schools; Prevost, Etienne, and Tate together at McDonough 19, and Bridges alone at Frantz Elementary. Bridges's journey into the school was immortalized in a famous Norman Rockwell painting titled The Problem We All Live With, in which a young Bridges walks, in a white dress with books and ruler in hand, between two pairs of federal agents. NIGGER is spelled behind her on the wall, and the guttural red residue from a tomato that has just been thrown drips beneath the word. A print of this painting sits in the hallway of my grandfather's home. Looking at it, I am struck by the fact that federal agents today are being deployed in American cities as aggressors rather than protectors.

So many white parents took their children out of McDonough 19 that before long, it became an all-Black school. With the help of a local NAACP lawyer, Tate's, Prevost's, and Etienne's parents petitioned the school district to send their children to a new school. Soon, the girls were reassigned to T. J. Semmes, where they, along with six other children, became the school's first Black students. At Semmes, they were left to fend for themselves, without the protection of federal marshals.

In a 2019 interview with Pacific Standard, Leona Tate shared her experience that first year: "At Semmes, the students hated us. And there were teachers that hated us." The reporter continued, "The small group of black students were spit upon and punched. Two teachers held their noses each time black students passed, implying that they smelled. The girls faced constant insults and physical aggression from white students, who were often egged on by adults within the school."

Somehow, I had never fully realized before my recent visit how close my mother had been to the history of local and national school-desegregation efforts when she was a student at Semmes, beginning just three years later, in 1965. New Orleans schools integrated on a grade-by-grade basis. She was stepping into a school still in the midst of a harrowing transition.

This trip to the lot of my mother's old school felt especially poignant during Black History Month, at a time when Donald Trump and his administration have been incessantly attacking, downplaying, distorting, and removing Black history from American public life in ways large and small. The president has said, for example, that the Smithsonian museums spend too much time talking about slavery. His administration has told schools and universities that they should focus on a "patriotic education" that illuminates the uplifting parts of our country's history while sidestepping anything perceived as too negative.

Adam Harris: Black History Month is radical now

The downstream cultural and societal impacts of such pronouncements from the White House have been stark. Schools, libraries, and corporations that once publicly celebrated Black history, both during February and beyond, have now gone quiet. Last year, the Waterloo, Iowa, school district canceled an event celebrating Black authors for fear that it would put federal funding at risk. Last month, Colorado Springs, Colorado, declined to issue a statement recognizing Black History Month, despite having done so for nearly a decade. (After public backlash, the city issued a Black History Month statement earlier this month.) As my colleague Adam Harris has written, in the age of Trump, celebrating Black History Month has become a radical act.

Hannah Scott, a senior agent at Lyceum, a speaking agency that represents some of the nation's foremost Black writers, including Jesmyn Ward, Imani Perry, Jacqueline Woodson, Mitchell S. Jackson, and Tayari Jones, told me that the firm has noticed a marked drop in speaking requests over the past year or two. She speculated that whereas some companies and organizations that once would have wanted to host these speakers have pulled back from such programming for fear of reprisal, others may have been forced to do so because of state and federal funding cuts. "There are huge numbers of literary and cultural organizations that relied on funding from the National Endowment for the Humanities, that relied on funding from their state humanities councils," Scott said. When budgets shrink, events like Black History Month programming can be the first to go.

Black history has been erased and distorted in this country from the beginning. In February 1934, during what was then known as Negro History Week, W. E. B. Du Bois gave a speech in New Orleans based on his forthcoming book, Black Reconstruction in America, in which he lambasted white historians for twisting and misrepresenting the past in ways that undermined the public's ability to understand the present. According to these historians, Du Bois said, slavery was "nobody's fault," and "at the close of slavery, the Negro was given the vote"--then "failed dismally." But this story "is entirely false in interpretation," he said, "and is entirely misleading."

The goal of such stories, Du Bois told the crowd, was to justify the second-class social, political, and economic status of Black Americans. He urged his listeners to arm themselves with the truth, and to reject racist narratives. Only by learning their own history could Black Americans fully understand that their social and economic condition had been created by law and policy, and was not a reflection of their capability and worth.

From the December 2023 issue: How Black Americans kept Reconstruction alive

The story of Du Bois's 1934 speech is relayed in a new book, I'll Make Me a World: The 100-Year Journey of Black History Month, by the Harvard historian Jarvis R. Givens. A major impetus behind establishing a monthlong commemoration of Black history, Givens writes, was to provide "usable histories that inspire black people to see the full range of their humanity and hopefully to help others see it in the process." This has always required a delicate balancing act. Black History Month must at once demonstrate the various ways that Black Americans have been exploited and oppressed and remind Black Americans that they and their histories are not singularly defined by such barbarism. It must lift up all that Black Americans have achieved, created, and built despite, and in the midst of, centuries of interpersonal and structural violence. These lessons may come in the form of Zora Neale Hurston novels, or in the stories that your grandmother told you in her kitchen. They may come in the form of a Norman Rockwell painting of Ruby Bridges, but they may also come in a story told to you by your mother on the empty lot that was once her school.

Perhaps embracing that duality is the best way to honor Black History Month this year. The Trump administration can attempt to remove exhibits from museums, ban books from libraries, and challenge curriculums in schools. But it cannot control what we do in our communities and with our families. We don't have to wait on the government to give us permission to learn a history we can reach for ourselves.

  When you buy a book using a link on this page, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What Justice Gorsuch Fears

His concurring opinion in the tariffs case may become the Roberts Court's most influential statement on how to prevent the steady accretion of executive power.

by Jeffrey Rosen

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




Updated at 2:13 p.m. ET on February 25, 2026

In 1952, President Harry Truman asserted his power as commander in chief to seize America's major steel mills. He insisted that the emergency action was necessary to avert a strike that he believed would threaten national defense during the Korean War. By a 6-3 vote in the landmark case Youngstown Steel & Tube Co. v. Sawyer (1953), the Supreme Court disagreed. The majority opinion, written by Justice Hugo Black, held that Congress had refused to pass a statute that authorized the president to seize this kind of private property and, therefore, the president lacked legal authority for his actions. In the eyes of history, however, the more influential opinion was a concurrence by Justice Robert Jackson. In it, he emphasized the importance of defending liberty through the separation of powers.

Last week, also by a 6-3 vote, the Supreme Court held that President Trump lacks the authority to impose tariffs under the International Emergency Economic Powers Act. The majority opinion, written by Chief Justice John Roberts, held that the text of the statute authorizes the president to "regulate" imports but that the word regulate does not include the power to tax. The concurring opinion of Justice Neil Gorsuch emphasized the importance of defending the separation of powers to check the consolidation of executive power. Following in Jackson's footsteps, Gorsuch's concurring opinion may become the Roberts Court's most influential statement on how to prevent the steady accretion of executive power by encouraging Congress to do its job. (Gorsuch is a co-chair of the National Constitution Center, where I serve as CEO emeritus.)

Gorsuch did join Roberts's majority opinion in full, but it was in his concurrence where he sought to defend his vision of the major-questions doctrine, which he defined as the idea that "the President must identify clear statutory authority for the extraordinary delegated power he claims." Citing cases "across many fields," he observed that officials claiming "substantial" powers have traditionally been required to ground their claims in a "clear legislative basis" or "definite and unmistakable expression." Since "highly resourceful members of the executive branch have strong incentives to exploit any doubt in Congress's past work to assume new power for themselves," the major-question doctrine's requirement that Congress must speak clearly when delegating power to the executive branch "helps prevent that kind of exploitation." Gorsuch depicts the major-questions doctrine as a fulfillment of the Founders' vision by preventing "the few (or the one)" from expanding "their power based on loose or uncertain authority."

Gorsuch goes on to criticize nearly all his colleagues' approaches to interpreting statutes. First, Gorsuch responds to the criticisms of Justices Elena Kagan, Sonia Sotomayor, and Ketanji Brown Jackson, who "insist," he writes, that "they can reach the same result by employing only routine tools of statutory interpretation." Gorsuch argues that their narrow constructions of statutory text in a case denying Trump's authority is at odds with their broad constructions of statutory text in other cases that would have expanded Joe Biden's. In particular, Gorsuch says that Sotomayor and Kagan managed to somehow find "expansive language" in statutes in order to justify Biden policies such as a vaccine mandate for workers of large companies, COVID regulations on landlords and tenants, and the cancellation of $430 billion in student-loan debt.

In the past, the liberal justices have criticized the major-questions doctrine as "a novelty without basis in law" and "an anti-administrative-state stance." Gorsuch responded that the major-questions doctrine is not "anti-administrative state" but instead "pro-Congress." In his view, it protects congressional prerogatives from resourceful presidents, who are likely to exploit ambiguities in statutes to seize power for themselves. (Gorsuch's argument is most convincing when the president, rather than administrative agencies, are exploiting the ambiguities.)

David Frum: The Supreme Court delivers Trump a humiliating gift

Moreover, he worries that without something like the major-questions doctrine, the power of the president will expand infinitely at the expense of the other branches: "Once this Court reads a doubtful statute as granting the executive branch a given power, that power may prove almost impossible for Congress to retrieve." This argument closely tracks his observation during oral argument that, without a veto-proof supermajority, "Congress, as a practical matter, can't get this power back once it's handed it over to the President. It's a one-way ratchet toward the gradual but continual accretion of power in the executive branch and away from the people's elected Representative."

After addressing the critics of the major-questions doctrine, Justice Gorsuch then addresses its supporters. He first turns to Justice Amy Coney Barrett, who also joined the principal opinion in full. "I understand Justice Gorsuch to require Congress always to speak precisely to any major power that it intends to give away," Barrett writes. "But if the Constitution permits Congress to give the Executive a particular power, who are we to get in the way?" Gorsuch takes issue with Barrett's attempts to recast the major-questions doctrine as a common sense way of interpreting texts in order to "soften its blow." Instead of an ordinary principle of statutory interpretation, he believes that the doctrine should be conceptualized as "a 'dice-loading' rule" that requires a clear legislative statement for any executive claims of "extraordinary delegated power."

Gorsuch then addresses his dissenting conservative colleagues. Justice Brett Kavanaugh argues that "strict limitations upon congressional delegation of power to the president over internal affairs do not apply with respect to delegation of power over external affairs." In response, Gorsuch contends that this broad exception to the major-questions doctrine would allow Congress to delegate "not only the power to impose tariffs, but also the power to establish uniform rules of naturalization, appropriate money for armies," and other core powers that the Framers expected Congress to exercise.

Gorsuch then turns to the "final camp" and criticizes Justice Clarence Thomas for being an inconsistent originalist. In an idiosyncratic opinion, Thomas argues that the nondelegation doctrine forbids Congress only from "delegating core legislative power, which is the power to make substantive rules setting the conditions for deprivations of life, liberty, or property." Thus, to Thomas, the "power to impose duties on imports can be delegated," since "foreign commerce was not within the core legislative power, and engaging in foreign commerce was regarded as a privilege rather than a right." Gorsuch rebukes Thomas's version of constitutional history and argues that his position is also inconsistent with the text of the Constitution, early congressional practice, and Supreme Court precedent. In a notable passage, Gorsuch points out that "it was duties on foreign tea that triggered the Boston Tea Party." Gorsuch asks, "Are we really to believe that the patriots that night in Boston Harbor considered the whole of the tariff power some kingly prerogative?"

In the 1953 steel-seizure case, Jackson concluded with a warning about the importance of parliamentary deliberation to check a tyrannical executive. "For all its defects, delays, and inconveniences, men have discovered no technique for long preserving free government except that the Executive be under the law and that the law be made by parliamentary deliberations," he wrote.

Ilya Somin: How the Supreme Court spared America

Gorsuch ends on a similar note. Like Jackson, he issued a solo concurrence that struck down a unilateral presidential action with major foreign-policy implications by a president of his own party. Like Jackson, Gorsuch did not allow presidential claims of emergency power to justify extraordinary intrusions into core congressional authority. Like Jackson, Gorsuch developed a jurisprudential framework with an eye toward future cases about the separation of powers. And like Jackson, Gorsuch concluded his opinion with a paean to the value of legislative deliberation:

"The deliberative nature of the legislative process was the whole point of its design," Gorsuch wrote. "Through that process, the Nation can tap the combined wisdom of the people's elected representatives, not just that of one faction or man." He continued, "If history is any guide, the tables will turn and the day will come when those disappointed by today's result will appreciate the legislative process for the bulwark of liberty it is."

It is a warning about the importance of the separation of powers that all Americans should heed.



This article originally misstated the scale of Joe Biden's student-loan-debt-forgiveness policy.
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President Trump's State of the Union Variety Show

Were you not entertained?

by Tom Nichols

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




The longest State of the Union in modern history is now over. Donald Trump held court in the House of Representatives and said little of substance, but substance wasn't the point. This year, he intended to put on a show, with an array of guest stars and special appearances. He was happy because he was playing the roles he clearly loves: game-show host, ringmaster, emcee, beneficent granter of wishes--and, where the Democrats were concerned, a self-righteous inquisitor.

Trump did his usual rote lying about the economy--pity the fact-checkers who tried to keep up even in the first 10 minutes or so of the speech--along with some of his other greatest hits, including the many wars he stopped and the magic of tariffs. (He referred to the "unfortunate involvement" of the Supreme Court on the tariff issue, as if the justices had barged into his office like interlopers.)

President Ronald Reagan, the "Great Communicator," once managed to do the entire State of the Union address in 31 minutes; that's because he could say important things efficiently and well. Tonight, however, was not about communication--it was about showmanship. Almost every line was a cue for applause from obedient Republicans; they even gave Jared Kushner a standing ovation. Every few minutes, Trump told a story and reached out into the audience like the host of The Price Is Right, telling people to come on down.

He started, of course, with the U.S. men's Olympic hockey team. Just basking along with Team USA wasn't enough. Trump soon announced that the goalie Connor Hellebuyck would receive the Presidential Medal of Freedom. Normally, this honor is bestowed for a lifetime of achievement, but this time it was given as if the young athlete had chosen the right door and found a new car.

And so it went, all night. Sometimes, the guests were meant to tug at the heartstrings, such as when Trump recognized Erika Kirk, the wife of the murdered activist Charlie Kirk. Others were presented as ornaments meant to illustrate Trump's successes: Enrique Marquez, a Venezuelan political prisoner freed after U.S. forces deposed the strongman Nicolas Maduro, was given a round of well-deserved applause. Trump also gave a shout-out to a woman whose IVF medications were now, he claimed, cheaper because of him.

But no group received more attention than the U.S. military. Trump handed out two Purple Hearts (one posthumously), a Legion of Merit, and not one but two Congressional Medals of Honor. Military awards that should have been treated with dignity and respect were placed on men like prizes, including a moment when Trump's co-host, the first lady, put one of the Medals of Honor around the neck of a 100-year-old fighter pilot.

Trump even had designated heels in the audience: the Democrats. He called them crazy and accused them of impoverishing the nation. He dared them to stand up if they agreed with him that "the first duty of the American government is to protect American citizens, not illegal aliens." This stunt was obviously meant to force Democrats either to stand or boo or otherwise do something that Trump could exploit; instead, it merely resulted in several awkward seconds of a staring contest between the president and the Democrats in the chamber. Trump managed to bait Representative Ilhan Omar into shouting at him, but for the most part, he seemed genuinely irritated that the Democrats sat through his show in stony silence.

As the whole business dragged on, the atmosphere started to seem less like a game show and more like the late-night Jerry Lewis telethons of the 1970s, in which a tired but pumped Lewis alternately griped at the audience, broke into maudlin emotion, or jumped up to welcome a new guest. The only thing Trump did not do was explain his policies--especially about war and peace--to Congress or the American people.

The largest American armada assembled since the second Gulf War is now approaching Iran. Trump never mentioned the buildup; instead he claimed that his one overriding interest was that Iran would forswear nuclear weapons forever. The brief case he laid out, however, was not for nonproliferation, but for regime change. The president claimed that Iran has killed 32,000 of its own people in recent crackdowns, a number on the higher end of estimates. He made the accusation--rightly--that Iran is an odious regime and a supporter of terrorism. He vowed that they would never get a nuclear weapon.

And that was it. Back to the show!

But if some of the address was a game show, much of it was a bloody Grand Guignol theater of horror stories, almost all about immigrants preying on the helpless and the innocent. Trump led into these anecdotes by starting with an accusation that the Somali community of Minnesota was scamming the state. He followed up with stories of murder and mayhem, including the tale of a tractor trailer driven by someone in the country illegally--"let in by Joe Biden"--who hit a little girl. She and her father were, of course, in the audience.

Some sort of a message from the chief executive to the legislature about "the state of the Union" is required by the Constitution. Most presidents have treated it as a chance to note their accomplishments, to harangue Congress into supporting their priorities, and to speak to the American people. It's an outdated institution, and Americans would likely be better off if the report were delivered from the president to Congress in a letter rather than the media festival it has become.

But Trump tonight went far beyond what even the most self-indulgent presidents would have envisioned. Beset by scandal, facing multiple defeats in America's courts, and hitting levels of unpopularity that would make President Richard Nixon nod with empathy, he turned the State of the Union into a vulgar, populist carnival.

Trump made a great show of honoring a handful of U.S. military heroes. Meanwhile, thousands of young men and women are a world away, waiting for his orders to go to war. The president of the United States might have taken a moment tonight to tell their families why they're out there, and what they're supposed to do. But why bother? The show must go on.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/02/trump-state-of-the-union/686125/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Trump's Chance to Turn Things Around Tonight

A conversation with Jonathan Lemire about what Donald Trump's State of the Union address could achieve--if he doesn't get in his own way.

by Will Gottsegen

Tue, 24 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.

When Donald Trump last addressed Congress, in March 2025, he was triumphant. He'd stormed back into the White House after surviving two assassination attempts, and his first 100 days in office were on track to be historically productive.

Now, as he prepares for his State of the Union speech, he's on far less stable ground. According to CNN, 68 percent of Americans say Trump hasn't paid attention to the country's most important problems--up from 52 percent this time last year. Trump ran on affordability issues, but 57 percent of Americans now disapprove of the president's handling of the economy, per a Washington Post / ABC News / Ipsos poll. And his recent backtracking on the immigration-enforcement crackdown in Minnesota suggests that he's acutely aware of the negative response to some of his most aggressive policies, even within his own party.

In today's Daily, I speak with the staff writer Jonathan Lemire, whose latest story argues that tonight's address could be a chance for the president to turn things around--if he doesn't get in his own way.



Will Gottsegen: How do you think the president will use tonight's speech to defend some of the most divisive aspects of his governance over the past year--like, say, tariffs, which have raised costs for Americans, and hard-line immigration policies, which have resulted in civilian deaths?

Jonathan Lemire: His advisers want him to stay on message, particularly on the economy, by saying that we've had job growth and that inflation has cooled (although not by as much as many had hoped). He'll surely point to the Dow hitting 50,000 in recent days. He'll talk about his trade deals and the like. But the speech comes at a vulnerable moment. His sweeping tariff policy was overturned by the Supreme Court just a few days ago. He's been raging about it ever since. Also his signature immigration policy, these mass deportations, has become broadly unpopular, especially after the two killings in Minneapolis and these scenes of federal agents seemingly terrorizing people.

My sense is he might just claim a broad victory, and that's not going to land well with some Americans. He has repeatedly played down the affordability crisis, deeming it a "hoax." That will be a hard thing for him to sell in an economy that is clearly doing really well for people who are rich and less so for those who aren't.

The other issue I return to is immigration. His two biggest strengths in the 2024 campaign were his vow to be a strong steward of the economy and his immigration promises. Americans seem to like that he closed the southern border. They decidedly don't like this supercharged expansion of ICE operations when it's targeting, in some cases, people who have lived here for years, if not decades--people who are known as friends, neighbors, classmates, and co-workers.

Will: What's the best-case outcome for Trump tonight? And what's the worst?

Jonathan: I think that the best-case scenario would be if he were to--suspend your disbelief here--stay on track, even appear somewhat bipartisan, and extol his successes while also suggesting that he understands there's more to be done. He needs to acknowledge there are plenty of Americans out there whose lives have not gotten better, or who want to see him do more. The worst-case scenario would be, frankly, typical Trump bluster. If he says affordability is a hoax again, if he says the economy has never been better for everybody--well, a lot of Americans are going to disagree with that. If he's going to claim that his immigration policies are popular or are targeting only the so-called worst of the worst, none of that is going to fly either.

Will: Republicans are starting to worry about this year's midterms. What are the risks for the party if tonight doesn't go well?

Jonathan: Republicans have been on a losing streak. Their polls started to sink even last summer, when the One Big Beautiful Bill Act was passed and Americans learned more about it, including how it slashes services for the less well-off, while benefiting the rich with tax cuts. We saw, this fall, a number of Democratic victories in November elections. And even in recent weeks, two deep-red districts, one in Texas, one in Louisiana--districts that Trump won by 10-plus points just 15 months ago--swung to the Democrats. Republicans see these losses as alarms going off.

It is customary for the party that does not control the White House to do well in the midterm elections. Some swing toward Democrats is to be expected. But right now, some GOP strategists are telling me that they fear it could be a blue wave. The margin in the House is so slim that even a bit of a tilt toward the Democrats would probably put the House in their hands. But if it is going to be a rout, the Democrats could open up a pretty significant margin in the House and even have a shot at controlling the Senate.

If Trump does have a big night and delivers a strong speech, I think Republicans will start to feel better about things, and that could lead to more fundraising and more optimism in the party. However, if it's a divisive speech, you'll hear Democrats condemn it as such, and say, Look, we can't have more of this.

Will: At a time when television viewership is declining and many people are siloed in echo chambers online, how much of an effect can a State of the Union really have?

Jonathan: No one speech is going to alter the course of a presidency, and I think there's no question that State of the Union addresses are less important than they used to be. But this will be the biggest audience who watches Trump all year. I think it matters in Washington, in terms of setting political momentum. This is likely not going to be a defining moment of the presidency, but it is, for a party staring at the midterms with faltering poll numbers, a moment for Trump to at least have a little bit of a reset or stem the bleeding.

Related:

	Trump's suddenly high-stakes State of the Union
 	How the Supreme Court spared America




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The White House urges Republicans to ignore Trump's diversions.
 	Alexandra Petri: Tales from Kash Patel's FBI
 	The deaths doctors never thought they'd see in the U.S.




Today's News

	More than a dozen House Democrats have invited survivors in the Jeffrey Epstein case to attend President Trump's State of the Union address tonight as their guests.
 	A new 10 percent tariff on most global imports took effect just after midnight today, despite Trump's weekend pledge to raise the rate to 15 percent after the Supreme Court struck down many of his previous tariffs. The White House said the higher rate is still being developed and would require additional presidential action.
 	Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth met with Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei over a reported dispute about the limits that the company placed on its AI tools for military use. The Pentagon wants fewer restrictions under its $200 million contract and has warned Anthropic that it could be blacklisted by the government if they can't reach a deal.




Dispatches

	The Unfinished Revolution: Introducing a newsletter course in which Atlantic writers and editors explore 250 years of the American experiment.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



The Meme From 2016 That Explains 2026

By Megan Garber

All times are interesting times, but the summer of 2016 was especially interesting. That July, as a Twitter user named Katie Loewy tried to make sense of mass shootings and Brexit and the rising political power of the host of The Celebrity Apprentice, she proposed a theory. "I'm not saying that David Bowie"--who had died earlier that year--"was holding the fabric of the universe together," she wrote, "but *gestures broadly at everything*" ...
 Recent years have been boom times for language that is inarticulate on purpose. Vibe has become a diagnosis; chaos has become an all-purpose condition. Dictionaries have highlighted, as their words of the year, brain rot and post-truth and an emoji caught between laughter and tears. But [gestures around] might be the term of the decade.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Gavin Newsom's father issues
 	"I genuinely am upset that your kids are vaccinated."
 	Matteo Wong: Sam Altman is losing his grip on humanity.
 	The edge of mathematics
 	What the Roberts Court is actually trying to accomplish




Culture Break


Archives Charmet / Bridgeman Images



Read. Michael Pollan's new book, about the mystery of consciousness, strengthens the case that technology will never truly replicate humans, Charles Finch writes.

Explore. Charli XCX believes that music isn't the point of pop stardom, Spencer Kornhaber writes. Is she right?

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 End of Diplomacy

The once-bustling corridors of the State Department are tomblike as ambassadors scrape for information.

by Vivian Salama

Tue, 24 Feb 2026




By mid-afternoon, the gray, windowless corridors of the Harry S. Truman Building, the headquarters of the State Department, feel less like the nerve center of the world's most consequential foreign-policy institution and more like the catacombs for diplomacy. A disorienting and disheartening quiet has settled in, following last year's sweeping cuts at State and its sister agency USAID. Today, decisions that once moved through interagency meetings, policy-planning staff, and regional bureaus now seem to drop, fully formed, from a small circle of advisers around President Trump. The traditional (and famously bureaucratic) step-by-step process has been replaced by after-the-fact briefings for the nation's diplomatic corps, and even those are sporadic.

Trump, in his second term, has plunged headlong into foreign policy, seeking quick, headline-grabbing deals, much as a businessperson might scour the world looking for a new acquisition. While domestic battles over affordability and immigration grind on, he has devoted outsize attention to legacy-defining international targets--at times with little warning and even less consultation with Congress.

Trump has relied on trusted lieutenants such as his son-in-law Jared Kushner and Steve Witkoff, the real-estate executive turned envoy for all things (officially he is special envoy to the Middle East). They have bounced around various capitals trying to end the war in Ukraine, cement a fitful cease-fire in Gaza, and broker a deal with Iran. Recently in Geneva, the duo held different negotiating sessions on the same day, racing from the consulate of Oman for discussions with Iranian officials on a new nuclear deal to the Intercontinental Hotel Geneva for talks aimed at resolving four years of war in Ukraine. The two men are scheduled to return to Geneva for last-ditch talks with Iran on Thursday.

Several officials in the Middle East told me that diplomats are seldom looped into the discussions that Witkoff and Kushner have about regional matters, and instead learn about them after the fact. The pair of businessmen turned diplomatic dealmakers have approached the issues with a preference for quick wins, often absent the nuance and historical and linguistic command that more traditional brokers possess. (Like others who spoke with me for this story, they requested anonymity to protect their jobs.)

"Special Envoy Witkoff and Mr. Kushner regularly communicate with President Trump and his national security team, including Vice President Vance and Secretary Rubio, before, during, and after diplomatic negotiations," Anna Kelly, the deputy White House press secretary, told me in an email, adding that those who "complain to The Atlantic" aren't looped in, because they "can't be trusted not to leak."

How you feel about all of this likely depends on whether you think that America's diplomats, as a class, have of late fulfilled their mission of protecting and advancing America's interests abroad. Trump officials I've spoken with argue that their approach is nimble and efficient, and avoids the establishment morass that President Obama's deputy national security adviser famously called "The Blob." Others argue that the absence of internal temperature-taking and dissent that State can provide, combined with the sidelining of allies' diplomats, means the administration risks mistaking unanimity for sound judgment and irritating other capitals whose support the United States will one day need. Diplomacy, this argument goes, is not only about leverage, which Washington has in abundance--it is about trust (a word I heard repeatedly from European officials at the recent Munich Security Conference).

"If policy is increasingly informal or driven by personalities, what happens to continuity when there is a change in administrations?" one European official asked me. "Obviously, the alliances will survive. But don't underestimate the cracks that occur when those channels are broken down."

Morale at State has suffered not only because some officials disagree with the policy direction (though many do) but also because career foreign-service officers feel sidelined. Their boss, Secretary of State Marco Rubio, is a fixture in Trump's inner circle, but even that represents a departure from protocol. Rubio, for the first time since Henry Kissinger, is both secretary and acting national security adviser, and his responsibilities appear determined by the crisis of the moment (so much so that his countless jobs have become a meme). As well as serving as the nation's top diplomat, for instance, he is the official directly in charge of working with the Venezuelan regime in the aftermath of President Nicolas Maduro's capture. (Several U.S. officials said they were not briefed on that raid in advance.) Rubio is seldom at the State Department, several people told me. Instead he spends more time at the White House to make himself indispensable to the president.

The State Department's culture has long depended on the belief that expertise accumulates over time--that years spent in Ankara or Accra or Moscow or Beijing are valued in Washington and necessary experience for senior positions in Foggy Bottom. But some career diplomats told me that now their expertise can feel like a liability, proof of their association with a bureaucracy viewed by political appointees as part of the so-called deep state. Meetings are fewer; paper trails are thinner. Proximity to power trumps process. "No one seems to be in the loop on anything, from policy decisions to personnel," a U.S. official in Asia told me. That includes relationships with allies, which have traditionally been routed through State but now are centered on Trump's own personal communications with world leaders.

Read: The Trump administration is ending aid that it says saves lives

Tommy Pigott, State Department spokesperson, told me in an email that the administration "reorganized the entire State Department to ensure those on the front lines--the regional bureaus and the embassies--are in a position to impact policies." He added: "What we will not tolerate is people using their positions to actively undermine the duly-elected President's objectives."

Foreign diplomats in Washington have felt a chill, too. Ambassadors accustomed to regular contact with assistant secretaries and White House national-security officials report that they struggle to identify counterparts in the know, and often see their outreach go unanswered. One ambassador told me he called a contact last year at the National Security Council, which also has been slashed, only to receive a message that the number was out of service. In many cases, embassies are left to navigate an opaque landscape of special envoys and informal intermediaries. The suspicion among some Trump appointees that foreign diplomats leak to reporters has further narrowed access. Invitations to working-level lunches are a thing of the past.

There's plenty for foreign diplomats to do, several of them noted, because they are also also responsible for economic and trade promotion across the U.S., and managing the daily affairs of their respective embassies. But when their host governments ask them to decipher Trump's statements--often on social media--many admit that they scramble for answers. Days after the 2024 election, Donald Trump Jr. posted a photo of himself, the president-elect, Elon Musk, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., and House Speaker Mike Johnson aboard Trump's personal plane dining on McDonald's, with the caption: "Make America Healthy Again starts TOMORROW." Countless foreign diplomats asked what I made of it all. (I responded with a shrug emoji.) "Should we presume this is the Trump Cabinet?" one texted me.

Since then, there has been a peculiar inversion: Allies find themselves relying less on official meetings at the State Department and National Security Council and more on back channels, personal relationships, cocktail parties, lunches, and the press. On a recent Monday, I was invited along with journalists from other outlets to an off-the-record lunch for a number of senior European officials visiting Washington. In the past, these sorts of encounters have provided journalists with the chance to learn how foreign officials see the world. This time, it was the visiting dignitaries who whipped out their notebooks and began jotting down the journalists' reflections.

Complicating matters further, foreign officials who once sought insight, and sometimes reassurance, from members of Congress now often face a different reception. Senator Lindsey Graham of South Carolina, a GOP cheerleader for NATO, critic of Russian President Vladimir Putin, and perceived "Trump whisperer" in diplomatic circles, was downright confrontational with allies in Munich, where Trump's Greenland ambitions topped the agenda.

"Who gives a shit who owns Greenland?" Graham said at a Politico event. "The point is Greenland is going to be more fortified because Donald Trump, once he feels like it's his brand or his buy-in, is going to go big." Graham also met with Danish Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen and called her "little lady," according to Puck, causing further offense. A spokesperson for Graham didn't have an immediate comment.

Earlier this week, the government of France summoned Charles Kushner, the U.S. ambassador to Paris, over comments on the State Department's X account. When Kushner failed to show, the government in Paris reacted to the snub by banning Kushner from speaking with French officials.

To compensate for the frostiness, many foreign governments have sought out intermediaries with direct connections to Trump's world; lobbyists are making a killing. India retained SHW Partners, led by the former Trump adviser Jason Miller, to manage what federal filings described as strategic engagement with the administration. Pakistan turned to firms staffed by the former Trump Organization hands Keith Schiller and George Sorial. Even stalwart allies paid up: Japan has also hired the well-connected GOP lobbying firm Ballard Partners to advise on bilateral relations, trade, and investment.

Many in the Washington policy establishment (or Blob, if that's where you're coming from) were distinctly unimpressed when Trump, for his initial meeting with Putin during Trump's first term, kicked most of his foreign-policy advisers out of the room. He allowed only then-Secretary of State Rex Tillerson to be present and asked Tillerson to take notes to relay to relevant U.S. officials and foreign counterparts afterward. Now circumventing standard channels is commonplace, and Trump seldom bothers to assign a notetaker.

Last year, Trump traveled to South Korea during the annual meeting of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (a confab of almost two dozen Pacific Rim leaders). He skipped the actual leaders' meeting, a stop that many presidents prioritize, but met with several heads of government.

During each of his bilateral meetings with Chinese President Xi Jinping, South Korean President Lee Jae Myung, and New Zealand Prime Minister Christopher Luxon, "there were zero career diplomats in the room," a U.S. official in Asia told me, noting the unusual protocol. "Not just sidelined--literally not present."

The official added that this setup fits the administration's broader intent to favor "political appointees, marginalize senior career foreign-service folks, and create conditions where they either accept irrelevance or retire."

Read: Europe and Canada are like the kids in an ugly divorce 

There was one big diplomatic get-together in Washington recently: the inaugural meeting of the Board of Peace, a new body that Trump established to oversee the reconstruction of Gaza (and potentially other post-conflict scenarios). Multiple heads of state attended, all invited by Trump, but the list did not include major democratic allies in Europe, which declined to participate. (Canada's invitation was rescinded after its prime minister delivered a speech critical of Trump's foreign policy last month in Davos.) The board relies on support from the State Department. But Trump is the chair, and the executive board includes a Wall Street financier, the president of the World Bank, a deputy national security adviser--and three familiar names: Rubio, Witkoff, and Kushner.
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Photos: Four Years of War in Ukraine

Constant bombardment and frontline fighting continues, at the cost of many thousands of lives.

by Alan Taylor

Tue, 24 Feb 2026


A Ukrainian honor guard stands while a symbolic illumination entitled "Rays of Memory" is projected over the graves of Ukrainian soldiers who died in the war with Russia, at Lychakiv Cemetery in Lviv, on February 23, 2026. (Yuriy Dyachyshyn / AFP / Getty)




A drone hits an apartment building during a Russian missile and drone strike in Kyiv, Ukraine, on December 27, 2025. (Gleb Garanich / Reuters)




Tetiana Khimion 47, now a sniper in the Ukrainian army, poses with a photograph of herself as a dance teacher taken before Russia's full-scale invasion, in a park in Kyiv on February 22, 2026. (Sergei Grits / AP)




Long-range AN-196 Liutyi drones of the Ukrainian 14th Separate Unmanned Aerial Systems Regiment stand in line before takeoff in an undisclosed location in Ukraine, on October 14, 2025. (Evgeniy Maloletka / AP)




Ukrainian servicemen walk along a road covered with anti-drone netting in the frontline town of Kostiantynivka in Donetsk region, Ukraine, on November 3, 2025. (Anatolii Stepanov / Reuters)




"Kostyl," a gun commander of the 152nd Separate Ranger Brigade, prepares to shoot down a drone as artillery units of Ukraine's 152nd Separate Jaeger Brigade fire toward Russian positions on January 1, 2026, in Pokrovsk, Donetsk Oblast, Ukraine. (Marharyta Fal / Frontliner / Getty)




Ukrainian soldiers from the air-defense unit of the 59th Brigade fire at Russian strike drones in Dnipropetrovsk region, Ukraine, on August 10, 2025. (Evgeniy Maloletka / AP)




A mother cries at the coffin of her son Oleh Borovyk, a Ukrainian serviceman who was killed in fighting with Russian forces near Pokrovsk, during his funeral ceremony in Boyarka, Ukraine, on December 3, 2025. (Evgeniy Maloletka / AP)




Employees repair sections of the Darnytska combined heat and power plant damaged by Russian air strikes in Kyiv, on February 4, 2026. (Roman Pilipey / AFP / Getty)




The body of a paramedic lies on the ground in front of a residential building damaged by a Russian strike in Kyiv, on January 9, 2026. (Evgeniy Maloletka / AP)




An injured woman looks out of her broken window after an apartment building was hit by a Russian drone in Kyiv on December 23, 2025. (Efrem Lukatsky / AP)




The ruins of residential buildings in the abandoned town of Marinka, which was destroyed in the course of Russia's invasion, in the Donetsk region, a Russian-controlled area of Ukraine, on February 18, 2026. (Alexander Ermochenko / Reuters)




A Ukrainian army veteran sits on a bench at a metro station in front of empty metro carriages during mass power outages in Kyiv on January 31, 2026. (Serhii Okunev / AFP / Getty)




An aerial view of graves of thousands of fallen Ukrainian military personnel at 18 Cemetery on February 24, 2026, in Kharkiv, Ukraine (Chris McGrath / Getty)




A woman holds photos of her missing relatives as Ukrainian soldiers return from captivity during a POW exchange between Russia and Ukraine in Chernihiv region, Ukraine, on February 5, 2026. (Sergei Grits / AP)




A local resident visits a makeshift memorial for Ukrainian and foreign soldiers in Independence Square in Kyiv on February 24, 2026. (Henry Nicholls / AFP / Getty)




Emergency tents are set up in a residential neighborhood where people can warm up following Russia's regular air attacks against the country's energy facilities that leave residents without power, water a,nd heating in the dead of winter, in Kyiv, on January 15, 2026. (Vladyslav Musiienko / AP)




An evacuated resident of the village of Riasne, Krasnopillia community, cries while telling her story to journalists in a temporary shelter on December 22, 2025, in Sumy, Ukraine. Residents of the border region have decided to leave their homes because of the ongoing hostilities. Dmytro Lykhovii, an officer of the main directorate of communications of the armed forces of Ukraine, confirmed information about the deportation of more than 50 civilians to the Russian Federation from the village of Hrabovske. (Yehor Kryvoruchko / Kordon.Media / Global Images Ukraine / Getty)




Students at the Kharkiv Regional Center for Training the Population for National Resistance undergo tactical training in field conditions in the Kharkiv region of Ukraine on November 15, 2025. During these classes, students work in small groups to develop practical skills in tactical and firearms training, mine safety, military topography, and other subjects. (Serhii Masin / Anadolu / Getty)




Ukrainian military operators prepare a heavy hexacopter drone, "Vampire," carrying a TM-64 mine for takeoff in rainy conditions on November 10, 2025, in Pokrovske, Dnipropetrovsk Oblast, Ukraine. These large Ukrainian unmanned aerial vehicles are primarily used at night for mine deployment, heavy-munitions drops, and transportation of ammunition, supplies, power sources, and medical equipment to frontline positions. (Oxana Chorna / Global Images Ukraine / Getty)




A vehicle travels at night along a road that has been covered with a net to protect against Russian drone attacks, on January 3, 2026, in the Donetsk region. (Andriy Dubchak / Frontliner / Getty)




A delivery rider on a bike checks his way using his phone in front of Saint Sophia Cathedral in Kyiv during blackout hours on February 7, 2026. (Sergei Supinsky / AFP / Getty)




In this photo taken on October 13, 2025, and provided by Ukraine's 24th Mechanized Brigade press service, a Ukrainian soldier looks at ruins from inside the damaged church in Kostiantynivka, a frontline town where some 5,000 people still stay with no water, electricity, or gas supply, in the Donetsk region of Ukraine. (Oleg Petrasiuk / Ukraine's 24th Mechanized Brigade / AP)




Volunteer Kateryna Rymaruk cares for cats, most of them evacuated from combat zones, at the Hatul Madan animal shelter, which has been experiencing low temperatures inside its premises because of regular power cuts in Kyiv, on January 21, 2026. (Oleksii Filippov / AFP / Getty)




Yuliia Davydenko holds her daughter Stephanie, wrapped in a towel after showering at a public bathhouse, as their apartment has no heating or hot water and faces frequent power outages amid Russia's ongoing invasion, in Kyiv, on February 3, 2026. Waves of Russian attacks in recent months have left hundreds of thousands without electricity and water, making this the most devastating winter since the war started, so the Davydenko family made the choice to stay at the family-owned Piggy Cafe Kyiv, with heating and power supplied by a generator. "The point when we decide to leave Kyiv again would be when Russian troops are 10 to 12 kilometers from the city. That's it," Yuliia said. (Alina Smutko / Reuters)




Mikola, a grandfather of one of the victims, walks among the rubble of damaged buildings following a Russian aerial attack in Krasnotorka, Donetsk Oblast, on January 5, 2026. (Diego Herrera Carcedo / Anadolu / Getty)




A Ukrainian reconnaissance drone flies over a field littered with fiberoptic drone cables in Sumy on January 28, 2026. (Francisco Richart Barbeira / NurPhoto / Getty)




Recruits practice military skills on a training ground in a sunflower field in the Zaporizhzhia region of Ukraine on August 11, 2025. (Andriy Andriyenko / Ukraine's 65th Mechanized Brigade / AP)
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Well, That Didn't Sound Like Casey Means

The nominee for surgeon general kept her most eccentric wellness beliefs largely in check at her confirmation hearing.

by Tom Bartlett

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




Updated at 9:53 a.m. ET on February 26, 2026.

Casey Means has, to say the least, modified her tone. When she testified today in front of the Senate's health committee, the nominee for surgeon general didn't, as she is normally wont to do, delve into her experiences with psychedelics or endorse raw milk. She also did not rail at length against birth control. Instead, the longtime health entrepreneur and influencer emphasized her medical degree from Stanford--even though she does not have an active medical license--and sought out common ground with the senators cross-examining her.

Before her nomination last spring, Means--who dropped out of her surgical residency in 2018--embraced some unconventional theories about wellness. As Rina Raphael wrote for The Atlantic last month, Means has talked to trees, implied that natural disasters are a "communication from God," and dubbed the nation's health "a spiritual crisis." When she appeared on Tucker Carlson's podcast in 2024, she denounced seed oils and suggested that the widespread use of hormonal birth control was indicative of a cultural "disrespect of life." She has also questioned the universal birth dose of the hepatitis-B vaccine.

Read: America's would-be surgeon general says to trust your 'heart intelligence'

In her 2024 book, Good Energy--which Means co-wrote with her brother, Calley, who is now a senior adviser to Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and a key figure in the MAHA movement--she advises readers to avoid tap water and conventionally grown food, and to trust themselves rather than their doctors. She recommends getting "one cumulative hour of very hot heat exposure" each week and says that people should optimize their health by using a glucose-monitoring device, which is, helpfully, available through Levels Health, a company she co-founded.

Means, who didn't respond to a request for comment, wrote in her September ethics filing that she would resign from Levels and forfeit or divest all stock options in the company. But she is still listed on Levels' blog as the company's chief medical officer. She said today during her hearing that she has spent "the last several months working with the Office of Government Ethics to be fully compliant" with rules regarding conflicts of interest. Senator Chris Murphy also pressed Means on her financial relationships with companies whose products she has promoted in her newsletter, citing an analysis that found that she'd frequently failed to make proper disclosures to her readers. "I have a strong feeling that the way in which they gathered this data is done intentionally to create these claims that you're making," Means testified.

Today, Means was far less outwardly anti-establishment than she has been in her book, her newsletter, and podcast appearances. For example, when Senator Patty Murray asked Means to explain her previous anti-birth-control comments, Means said that she was referring not to birth control generally but to particular women whose medical history might increase risk from taking birth control. She also avoided explicitly besmirching immunizations. "I believe that vaccines are a key part of any infectious-disease public-health strategy," she told Senator Bill Cassidy.

Means had reason to tone it down. Health leaders, including former surgeons general, have questioned her qualifications for the position. Dozens of health and advocacy organizations have opposed her nomination. Peter Lurie, the president and executive director of the Center for Science in the Public Interest, called Means "a virtual PEZ dispenser for RFK, Jr.'s misinformation" in a statement yesterday.

Means's confirmation hearing also comes at a pivotal moment for the MAHA movement. In the run-up to the midterm elections later this year, Kennedy appears to be shifting his focus from undermining the childhood-vaccine schedule--his least popular priority, according to one recent poll--to battling the food industry, which enjoys broad support. (The New York Times has reported that the White House wants Kennedy to downplay vaccines ahead of the midterms. The White House did not immediately respond to a request for comment. After this story was published, Emily Hilliard, a spokesperson for the Department of Health and Human Services, told me in an email that Kennedy "is doubling down on the MAHA strategy to improve the health and well-being of our nation's children, restore real food at the center of the American diet, and make medicine more affordable and accessible.")

Means's stance on vaccines today was measured, by MAHA standards. She said that "vaccines save lives" but hesitated when asked whether she agreed with Kennedy's assertion that there's no evidence that the flu vaccine prevents serious illness or death in children. "At the population level, I certainly think that it does," she said finally. (CDC data indicate that the flu vaccine prevents death across all age groups, including children.) Notably, Means said that "I absolutely am supportive" of the measles vaccine, but--against prevailing medical advice--declined to recommend it to parents, possibly hoping to avoid alienating the anti-vaccine wing of MAHA. "There's a nuanced conversation that American families are looking to have about shared clinical decision making with their doctors about specific vaccines," she told Senator Angela Alsobrooks--less of an endorsement than is customary for a surgeon general or any other public-health expert, but more mainstream than her earlier suggestions to follow one's own intuition over expert medical advice.

Read: RFK Jr.'s next move is what anti-vaxxers have been waiting for

She also sought to be a unifying voice on pesticides, which have recently caused a fissure between MAHA and MAGA. Last week, President Trump issued an executive order to boost the domestic production of the weed killer glyphosate, which Kennedy has long insisted causes cancer, on the grounds that the compound is essential to the United States' food security. Key leaders in the MAHA movement regarded the move as a betrayal. Not that long ago, Means might have also been quick to criticize the decision: Last March, she posted on X that "pesticides are a slow-motion extinction event." In her testimony, though, Means was far more conciliatory, telling senators that the issue is complicated and that "changes need to be made thoughtfully, with full respect for American farmers and the constraints that they're under."

Over the past several weeks, leaders in the MAHA movement and the GOP have been fighting over how to win the midterms without angering the factions that make up MAHA. Anti-vaccine activists won't be satisfied until Kennedy follows through on long-favored plans to do away with the childhood-vaccine schedule. But at least for now, the secretary seems to be leaning into more broadly popular priorities, such as condemning ultra-processed food (he'll be the keynote speaker at an "Eat Real Food" rally tomorrow in Austin). If she is confirmed, Means will find herself at the center of a movement that is in the midst of an identity crisis.
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When Did Literature Get Less Dirty?

A puritan strain is manifesting in realist novels as a marked absence of straight sex.

by Lily Meyer

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




When Philip Roth published his novel Zuckerman Unbound 45 years ago, The New York Times called it an "act of contrition." The literary critic George Stade read it as an autobiographical account of Roth's experiences as the author of Portnoy's Complaint, the virtuosically neurotic tale of a nice Jewish boy trying to either shake or embrace his sex obsession, which made Roth famous when it came out, in 1969. Portnoy is a tremendous novel: I'm on record in this magazine arguing that it's a great American one. Upon its release, though, it got decidedly mixed reactions. Readers, rabbis, and reviewers accused Roth of anti-Semitism, misogyny, sexual excess, deviance, and creative gimmickry. In Commentary, Irving Howe wittily if wrongly claimed that the "cruelest thing anyone can do with Portnoy's Complaint is to read it twice."

In Zuckerman Unbound, Roth's recurring stand-in, Nathan Zuckerman, seems to regret having written his version of Portnoy's Complaint at all. He accuses himself of betraying every woman who has ever been "bound to him by trust, by sex, by love." His agent urges him to quit "trying to show them up in heaven and over at Commentary"--just in case readers weren't sure this was about Roth and Portnoy--that he's a good guy, but he can't. He's so busy self-flagellating, in fact, that he hardly even has sex, which is highly unusual in a Roth novel. Stade considered it not only an apology but also a concession to the reactionary "custodians of our high literary culture." His review reads as if it were common knowledge, in 1981, that critics and readers were so prudish that Roth had to write a whole other novel wringing his hands over his sex book.

Stade was being dramatic, I think, given how much good literary writing about sex came out in the United States around the same time as Portnoy's Complaint. Erica Jong, James Salter, and John Updike all relied heavily on sex scenes to externalize their characters' inner lives. Nettie Jones's deliriously sexy Fish Tales, which came out in 1984, has recently won a new generation of readers, as has Norman Rush's Mating, first published in 1991. But Stade was right that American book culture has a puritan strain, one that showed in Portnoy's reception and that manifests today as a surprising absence of sex--of straight sex, that is--in literature.

I've been on the lookout for contemporary Portnoys for years--in particular, ones by and about women. I reread Roth's book frequently while working on my second novel, The End of Romance. In part, I was reacting to the overwhelming maleness of Roth's work, but mainly, my search was a response to a growing lack of faith in heterosexuality and in straight romance--and my desire for some optimism about both. Sex scenes in literature struck me as a natural place to go, given that intimacy is a powerful motivator for men and women alike to work through the challenges that ingrained misogyny can create. Instead of exploring this possibility, though, many male authors have shied away from writing about women's bodies, while many female writers have avoided straight sex entirely, or approached it with a mix of shyness, pessimism, and scorn.

These emotions have dominated cultural postures toward straight relationships since #MeToo, if not since the start of what Lora Kelley has referred to in this magazine as the era of the swipe. The internet, with the maelstrom of options it presents, can make sex and dating so confusing and exhausting that giving up on them can seem appealing even to people who want to pursue one or both. Novelists' evasion of sex only adds to that impulse. If literature doesn't contain realistic, hot sex, it suggests that such encounters are unimaginable. In Fear of Flying, Jong writes that women's "big problem was how to make your feminism jibe with your unappeasable hunger for male bodies." Surely giving up the unappeasable hunger can't be the answer.

Sex scenes are not, to be clear, absent from the whole world of books. Romance is booming. (May I remind you about Heated Rivalry?) It has spawned not only television adaptations but also whole subgenres: When I worked at an independent bookstore eight years ago, we didn't stock any "romantasy"--a term that wasn't yet common in publishing. Now big romance displays are de rigeur; Billings, Montana, has a whole bookstore devoted exclusively to romantasy. Fantastical romance's popularity highlights one of the genre's central properties: its relationship to fairy tales and dreams come true. Romance novels end Happily Ever After. It's part of the form.

Literary writers have other demands to satisfy. In general, readers come to their books seeking not an escape from reality but perspective on it. Romance novels can provide this, just as literary novels can have happy endings, but they're still beholden to the fantasy that's part of the genre. Literary writing can explore relationships as they are in the real world, stretching them and unearthing fresh dynamics within them. This is the reason I care so much about sex scenes, and why my novel contains so many. I want to encourage readers to think seriously but not pessimistically about the present and future of straight sex and love by imagining, as Rush once said of Mating, how a couple might "arrange things to a greater moral satisfaction." Doing this, I would argue, requires attention to the sex that a couple has. Many queer writers excel at this, but when straight sex comes up in contemporary literature, authors have a marked tendency to approach it and then, in one way or another, twist away.

Read: The death of the sex scene

Sometimes the dodge is as simple as the end of a scene. Plenty of authors lead up to sexual encounters, then cut ahead in time. Others hide in the cloud of metaphor, emerging only when everybody's got their clothes back on. In evading sex, these writers imply--intentionally or not--that it doesn't matter. In Lily King's Writers & Lovers, the heroine, a writer named Casey, balances her struggle to complete a novel with a string of relationships that King writes with heat and specificity until they get consummated. King is expert at conveying physical longing and highly attuned to her protagonist's body; when Casey's crush stands behind her at a crowded performance, King writes, "I became animal myself: alert, cautious, curious. More people came in and he was pushed in closer and there were long moments when my shoulder blades rested against his chest." Shoulder blades aren't usually considered an erogenous zone, but King changes that. She can be more direct too: After one long make-out scene, Casey reports to the reader, "When I get out of the car I'm so horny I can barely walk up the driveway." And yet there's not one detailed sex scene in Writers & Lovers, which could lead to the assumption that it matters less than desire or even that it isn't integral to the early, exploratory stages of love.

Some writers avoid detail even when they do follow their characters into the bedroom. In Erin Somers's The Ten Year Affair, the protagonist, Cora, engages in imaginary adultery that Somers writes vividly until it becomes real. At that point, the book's sex scenes, though exciting to Cora, become vaguely described and therefore dull. When Cora first sleeps with the man she's been fantasizing about for a decade, Somers writes, "They lay down and he was soft with her, then he was less soft, then he was not soft at all"--a play-by-play without any linguistic fun.

A similar effect appears in Nicole Cuffy's Dances, a close study of a ballerina managing the public scrutiny that comes with being the New York City Ballet's first Black principal, while she also deals with an unexpected pregnancy. Cuffy writes her heroine Cece's body with care and precision, evoking sweat and smells, cellulite and lost toenails. But though the plot, like any pregnancy plot, hinges on sex, when Cece is in bed with her boyfriend, the novel's sensory intensity suddenly vanishes. On the few occasions when Cuffy goes into depth, she attends to Jasper's movements--"He held my wrists above my head as he entered me, his forehead resting against mine"--but not how they feel to Cece. It can seem as if the character's experience of her body is important at all times except during sex.

This is a troubling message for a novel to send. In the 1960s and '70s, consciousness-raising groups aided women in discussing sex so that they might enjoy it more and not blame themselves for what they didn't like. Rosa Campbell writes in her forthcoming biography of the sex educator Shere Hite, who in 1976 released The Hite Report: A Nationwide Study of Female Sexuality, that Hite got thousands of letters from women that all "expressed a similar relief, 'I am so glad to know it is not just me.'"

Read: Who's afraid of women's pleasure?

For novelists to evade sex in books that are meant to mirror or comment on reality curtails the potential for such connections with the reader. It also cuts off character development. So much of Cece's life centers on controlling and perfecting her body. What might Cuffy have shown about her by depicting that body during sex?

Still, novels such as Dances and Writers & Lovers take a real interest in the physical experience of womanhood, when rejecting or ignoring it has grown common. Loneliness and lack of connection--whether brought on by social marginalization, urban precarity, the habit of living online, or all three--are among the main subjects of 21st-century literature. Male writers conjuring these phenomena often focus almost entirely on its intellectual aspects; think of Ben Lerner, whose novels rarely descend from their protagonists' heads to their bodies. Interestingly, though, many female writers express alienation through close attention to characters' disconnection from their physical self.

This has gotten so common that female characters who drift through the world experiencing no pleasure or pain have practically become their own literary trope. In Danzy Senna's New People, the main character would seemingly rather hide under a strange man's bed than get into hers with her boyfriend. Christine Smallwood's The Life of the Mind, meanwhile, follows her protagonist, Dorothy, through a prolonged miscarriage that she treats as dispassionately as possible, at one point dismissing it as "brute and meaningless physiology." Her denial of the body is, of course, a way of dodging grief, but it also reflects her belief that she lives in a blighted historical moment in which "want itself was a thing of the past." Such a conviction, which appears in many more novels than Smallwood's, drains fiction of life.

I've wondered whether this literary anti-wanting is a reaction, in part, to the ubiquity of porn in contemporary culture; maybe writers are responding to the fact that we're oversaturated with graphic depictions of bodies. That would, in and of itself, be worth addressing, as Alan Hollinghurst does in his 2004 novel, The Line of Beauty, which has both excellently written gay sex scenes and a character whose ability to enjoy other men's bodies is severely sapped by his addiction to pornography. More recently, in Moderation, Elaine Castillo writes a character, Girlie, who works as an online-content moderator, a job that exposes her to sexual imagery so brutal and degrading that she can hardly stand the thought of being touched--but then she falls in love in virtual reality. This isn't a cure-all, and the novel does not contain much sex; it does, however, have perhaps the most graphic and well-written sexual fantasy I've encountered in a literary novel. It reads as a rebuttal to the norm of anhedonic women in literature and makes clear that for Castillo, Girlie's disconnection from desire is a problem for the character, not an inherent trait.

Moderation wouldn't have to be a love story for Girlie's physical reawakening to work. It could just be a sex story, like Portnoy's Complaint. Portnoy's conceit is that it is a patient's monologue to his psychoanalyst, a structure that means it's fundamentally a story of self-discovery, told through masturbation and sex. Roth isn't exactly subtle about this; at one point, he has Portnoy say of his tendency to date blue-blooded Protestants, "I don't seem to stick my dick up these girls, as much as I stick it up their backgrounds." Of course this is hardly charming, but psychologically acute writing often is not.

Consider Miranda July's All Fours, much of which revolves around a highly erotic connection that the unnamed narrator--who is married--has with a much younger man she hardly knows. She never has sex with him; instead, she has sex with a woman who has slept with him and is willing to talk about it the whole time. The scene is intentionally unsettling, not least because the narrator thinks unkindly of the woman, whom she views as a "sad character." Still, the encounter leads the protagonist toward a much-needed rediscovery of her desires, nudging her to follow her wants wherever they lead.

All Fours' embrace of sexuality is a welcome change in a cultural landscape full not just of pleasurelessness but also what the scholar Asa Seresin calls "heterofatalism," a phenomenon that almost anyone who's dated, or read about dating, in the past decade will recognize: women making a show of their exhaustion with men. If you've heard a straight or bisexual woman say that she wishes she were a lesbian, then you know about heterofatalism. Seresin sees these declarations as performance, which isn't quite fair; dating can be a hellscape, and sexist expectations don't help. It's tempting, in this context, to take refuge in "book boyfriends"--a common term among romance readers--and decide that having a real one is simply too embarrassing.

But, as Seresin writes, to be "permanently, preemptively disappointed in heterosexuality is to refuse the possibility of changing straight culture for the better." Sex in literature--tangling with what happens between people in bed, whether it occurs once or leads to love, marriage, and a baby in a baby carriage--is one way to imagine a better version of heterosexuality. If novelists won't rise to that challenge, doing so will only get harder for everyone else.
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What the Pentagon Fears in Iran

How can the military build a strategy without an end goal?

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




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

Today, U.S. Special Envoy Steve Witkoff and President Trump's son-in-law Jared Kushner are sitting down with Iran's top negotiator, Abbas Araghchi, for talks in Geneva. Iran arrives knowing that the United States has positioned dozens of warships and military aircraft in the region, evidently ready to strike. The U.S. arrives presumably knowing that although Iran has said it wants a diplomatic end to the stalemate, its leadership is not eager to compromise with the West.

When the U.S. last launched strikes against Iran, in June 2025, the goal was apparent: destroy the country's nuclear facilities. This time around, Trump has named shifting objectives. Is it to go back and really destroy the country's nuclear capacity, which experts say were not in fact obliterated the first time? Is it to protect Iranian protesters? Force a regime change? Earlier this week, even Pentagon leaders began dropping hints that the lack of a clear objective was concerning them. In this episode, we talk to Atlantic staff writer Tom Nichols about the Pentagon's response to that lack of clarity and to Atlantic staff writer Nancy Youssef, who has been tracking the military buildup in the region.

The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: Today we're talking about a potential war with Iran, which is a fast-shifting situation. We're recording this episode on Wednesday afternoon, a day before the U.S. and Iran are scheduled to hold talks in Geneva.

Ahead of the negotiation, Iranian officials are giving mixed messages, calling [President Donald] Trump's remarks about Iran "big lies," but also saying they hope the two sides can come to an agreement through diplomacy.

U.S. Special Envoy Steve Witkoff and the president's son-in-law Jared Kushner are meeting with Iran's top negotiator, Abbas Araghchi, along with a mediator from Oman.

The backdrop of these talks, meanwhile, includes dozens of U.S. warships and military aircraft recently moved to the region and aimed at Iran, which are possibly a tool to put pressure on Iranian leaders to yield in negotiations, but also, it's a bigger buildup than you would typically use for just that purpose.

[Music]

Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. President Trump has given many signals lately that he's prepared to go to war with Iran, but very little clarity about what the goal of that war would be.

President Donald Trump: (Applause.) My preference is to solve this problem through diplomacy.


Rosin: His State of the Union this week was just a repeat of what he's said before.

Trump: But one thing is certain, I will never allow the world's No. 1 sponsor of terror, which they are by far, to have a nuclear weapon. Can't let that happen. (Applause.)


Rosin: Earlier this week, there were reports that General Dan Caine, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, had raised concerns to the president about the scale and risks of the operation in Iran.

[Music]

Rosin: Today, we talk to staff writer Tom Nichols about what military leadership might be thinking right now. But first--

Rosin: Ready?
 Nancy Youssef: I'm ready.


Rosin: --staff writer Nancy Youssef, who's been tracking the military buildup in the region.

Nancy, welcome to the show.

Youssef: Great to be with you.

Rosin: What conversations have already happened? What do we know is up for negotiation? What do we expect at the talks?

Youssef: So it kind of depends on who you ask. If you talk to the Americans, they would say that they want the talks to include several sort of categories: first, the future of Iran's nuclear program; second, the future of its ballistic-missile capability; third, the use of its proxies across the region. The Iranians would say that the talks have to focus strictly on their nuclear program, that asking them to limit their ballistic-missile capability goes against their sovereignty and their ability for self-defense. So it depends on who you ask in terms of what specifically has been outlined. The overlap on that Venn diagram, though, is the future of its nuclear program.

Having said that, the U.S. has called for a complete disarmament, which the Iranians have rejected, saying that that would be a threat to them and that they would maintain their program. And so even though we know that they agree that nuclear program is part of the talks, what is an acceptable outcome? We haven't heard publicly, at least, an agreement on what that would look like.

If, for example, the United States agreed to the Iranians limiting their program for the next three to five years, would that be an acceptable outcome for the United States? As the administration's laid it out right now, it would not be.

Rosin: Okay, so help me read between the lines here because you have experience following negotiations like this. Is this typical, or is this a massively wide gulf in which nobody's even agreeing on what they're talking about?

Youssef: I wouldn't describe any of this as typical, because we've built up such a big military force in the region and the threat of force is so imminent.

And then on the specifics of the talks, usually--let's use the agreement from 2015--it's a monthslong process, so it's really deep into the details of their program. So Ernie Moniz, secretary of energy at the time, was at those talks because he's an expert on the topic. And so I think one of the reasons you're seeing this gap is that the talks, as they've been outlined so far, don't appear to be as detailed as I think would be useful to sort of close that gap in terms of working out what's an acceptable outcome.

Rosin: So how do you interpret that? They've given themselves--it sounds like, from what you're saying--less time than they need, and there are a huge number of issues. What does that translate into for you?

Youssef: Because of the lack of details, I don't think it's clear what an acceptable outcome would look like. If the point of these talks ultimately is to avoid the use of military force, to remove threats as the United States sees them, then there should be some understanding of what could get us to that point. And I think--

Rosin: I see.

Youssef: --the lack of clarity on that makes it hard for those of us watching to get a sense of what's the off-ramp.

Rosin: I see. So it hasn't been clear: Okay, if they do this, then we pull back.

Youssef: That's right.

Rosin: We don't know what the this is in that scenario.

Youssef: That's right.

Rosin: Okay. And what about from the Iran side? Have we seen them budge in negotiations like this in the past?

Youssef: So the Iranians have always been pretty firm that they would not give up their program altogether, that that's just an unacceptable line. Having said that, we have heard from them throughout the week that they are interested in a diplomatic solution.

But I think they have shown themselves to be skilled negotiators, both in the details of the agreement, but also in buying time for themselves. Because for them, time is essential if their goal is to avoid U.S. military action.

Rosin: Right, so it sounds like there still could be off-ramps.

Youssef: I think that's the hope. The president, in the State of the Union, said that he wants to see diplomacy first. He said that he doesn't believe that the Iranians have sort of said the right thing, that he thinks they want a deal.

We've heard from inside the Pentagon that there are concerns about some of the second- and third-order effects that could come from military strikes. It is a costly prospect, and frankly speaking, the United States conducted strikes last June, and while the president has said they "obliterated" the nuclear program, Steven Witkoff came out and said that they could pose a threat within a week. And so we have seen from the administration themselves the limitations of these strikes in terms of achieving the outcome, which is an Iran that doesn't pose a nuclear threat.

And so, because of all that, you would think that there would be a hope of finding some pathway in which both sides can feel that they have come out on top, short of what could be a protracted, costly, and consequential military action.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. Let's get into what you just mentioned, because Trump did the same thing. He repeated again in the State of the Union this week that the U.S. "obliterated" the nuclear program and also said they had to go in and make sure Iran had no nuclear weapons. So how do you make sense of that? What does that add up to?

Youssef: That they didn't obliterate the nuclear program. (Laughs.)

Rosin: (Laughs.) Okay. But does it add up to that a military action can't obliterate a nuclear program?

Youssef: Yes.

Rosin: Okay.

Youssef: And I'll unpack that. Look, let's say the president's right and that the strikes completely eliminated those programs, those facilities, their capability, okay? That alone doesn't stop their ambition to have a nuclear program. It doesn't remove all the scientists who can rebuild it. So this is not a problem that can be solved strictly through military action, because military action can't deal with those other two factors.

But also, we know that it didn't happen the way that the president has described it in terms of a total elimination of the program, that while there was damage, we have seen the Iranians through satellite damages rebuilding it.

And so, at face value of the president's statement, you can't call that an obliteration of the program. And if you believe, as the evidence would suggest, that there was damage but not an obliteration, then also military strikes, in and of themselves, don't work.

Rosin: Right, so essentially, these talks are necessary to achieve the goal. If the goal is limited to the nuclear program--we haven't talked about other potential goals--then you need these diplomatic talks to get there.

Youssef: That's right. These programs don't end through strikes alone.

Rosin: Right. And do you get the sense from sources in the Pentagon that they are putting faith in these negotiations to change anything?

Youssef: I get the sense from the Pentagon that they were prepared to send as many resources as possible, in part in the hopes that their presence would serve as a form of leverage, and that they are in the best position possible to defend themselves--roughly 40,000 U.S. troops in the region, in addition to the thousands now on these aircraft carriers, destroyers, and then on the fighter jets. So they, first and foremost, want to defend themselves, carry out whatever objective the president outlines.

But I wouldn't say that they are hopeful, because that's not sort of their job, in a way. Their job is sort of preparedness for multiple outcomes. I think the challenge they're having is the same one the public is having, is there hasn't been a clear articulation of what the U.S. wants to achieve. And without that clear objective, it is harder for the military to make plans, right? Objectives sort of set the agenda for their strike plans.

And so until that is outlined, how long does the United States give the Iranians to reach a deal? How much patience does the president have for talks? If they fail, what are the military options? What is the U.S. hoping to achieve through those military options? That hasn't been, in my mind, clearly articulated such that you see a military planning towards it.

Rosin: Right. So all we know is that, right now, they're preparing for every possible option.

Youssef: Not every, because they don't have enough--for example, we don't have the 170,000 U.S. and allied ground troops that we did in the run-up to the 2003 invasion of Iraq, right? We don't have the capability, for example, to go in and remove the leadership of Iran or put in a regime change such that we are there and able to shape that post outcome.

They're preparing for an outcome where it's the same strikes over targets, potentially nuclear targets, potentially ballistic-missile and other defense targets, I would say, and potentially to go after leadership from the air.

Rosin: Mm. I didn't know that, what you just said, that we don't have those potential troops, because it seems as if we sometimes talk like we do, that every option is possible, that we could accomplish whatever we needed to in Iran.

Youssef: No, it's such a great point. So right now, we have two carriers in the region, more than 120 aircraft and drones, and roughly 40,000 ground troops. In the run-up to the 2003 invasion, we had five carriers, multifold more aircraft, and 170,000 U.S. and allied troops assigned to go in Iraq.

That's the difference in scale. It doesn't mean that this is small; it's one of the largest military buildups we've seen since 2003, but it is not on the same scale of 2003.

Rosin: So one option, of course, is that Trump is using the build-up as a threat to force Iran's hand at the negotiating table. What do you think of that theory?

Youssef: Steven Witkoff said as much. He said in an interview with Fox earlier this week that the president was "curious" that the presence of U.S. military forces near their shores wasn't enough to lead to a capitulation of some kind. So they've said that.

I would argue that that's a fundamental misreading of the Iranians, in that the Iranians see the threat to their program as an existential threat and are prepared to risk war to protect it and are prepared to suffer casualties, arguably more than we are prepared to suffer casualties to dismantle it. So it was revealing to me in terms of how they're revealing the Iranians, if what Steven Witkoff is saying is an accurate description of the president's position.

The other thing I would note is, if the use of force is designed to be leveraged--and let's assume that I'm wrong and they're right and they've read the Iranians correctly--it is a very, very large presence for leverage. I think the accurate way to think about it is that, at one point, it was potentially a form of leverage, but they're also there in place to be ready to go should negotiations fail.

Rosin: A basic question: Why the urgency? Why is this happening now?

Youssef: That is the question. And I don't fully know the answer. There are pieces of it that we know.

You remember, at the end of December 2025, we saw remarkable protests that were happening across Iran in a bid by Iranians to change the leadership within their own country amid real economic hardship. And at that time, the president sent out a social-media post saying that we were coming to help, and the Abraham Lincoln carrier strike group started moving towards the region.

And then protests were put down, frankly, by the Iranians, potentially at great cost--the estimates are anywhere from 3,000 to 30,000 killed in the push to end those protests. And then we started hearing this discussion about needing to strike a deal.

I don't know if it's a scenario where the president started on this path with one goal in mind--thinking that the regime was in trouble and that there was an opportunity for the U.S., with just a little bit of help, could sort of tip the scales in the protesters' favor--and it's expanded to something else. That's one potential one. But there hasn't been an articulation for the urgency now.

Rosin: Okay. Let's say there is a strike. Is the U.S. on their own in this scenario, or do they have backing?

Youssef: Well, that's a great question. So far we haven't heard allied support. We've heard from Gulf partners in the region that they don't want U.S. military jets taking off from bases in their countries, because they're worried about potential retaliatory strikes by the Iranians. We haven't seen an effort by the United States to build a coalition of nations that could help.

Now, could some be doing intelligence sharing? Potentially. That might be one way. But in terms of military assets, this is not like the U.S. campaign against Yemen, where you saw a few allied partners support those strikes. So far, this is a U.S.-only operation in terms of military assets in the region.

Rosin: You and other national-security reporters have essentially been on "war watch" for the past few weeks. So what kind of signals are you going to be tracking while we all wait to see what happens next?

Youssef: So there aren't many. One practical one that comes to mind for me is if we start to see U.S. troops being evacuated or nonessential being moved out of military bases, that's the most tangible signal, then, I can think of, of potential imminent strikes.

That would happen maybe hours before a strike would start, but that's the one tangible that comes to mind that I don't have to depend on public statements, that I can watch that and know that that's a real possibility that we're gonna see strikes soon.

[Music]

Rosin: After the break, we talk with Tom Nichols about what the "war watch" might look like inside of the Pentagon.

[Break]

Rosin: Tom, welcome to the show.

Tom Nichols: Thank you, Hanna. Nice to be back.

Rosin: Okay, so let's say you're a general inside the Pentagon right now. What are you thinking at this moment about Iran? What calculations are you making?

Nichols: I think one of the questions that they must have is, aside from all of the operational details, which the Pentagon is very good at: Why are we doing this? What is the goal here? What is the objective?

Because this is how they are trained to think, and rightly so. We are going to apply military force to an enemy regime. What is it, exactly, we want them to do--sign an agreement, agree to sign an agreement? Is it regime change? How many people are we willing to kill? How many people are we willing to lose? What is the end state? What is the outcome, the resolution that tells us when we're done?

Rosin: And why is that an important set of questions? Are those operational questions because we know what weapons and ships we need? Why is that the main calculation? 'Cause it seems like a political question, so why is it a military question?

Nichols: It's a strategic question. It's not a tactical question about how to fight with small groups of planes or men or tanks. It's not an operational question; it's not about how to move large military assets around and achieve objectives in the theater.

It's a strategic question, and that's what generals and admirals are supposed to be thinking about. And working with the secretary of defense and the National Security Council and the State Department and everybody else to give the president good advice and especially to get clarity from the president about what it is we're supposed to be doing. We teach military officers in war colleges: "Ends, ways, means." Strategy is a dance among these things.

What's really worrisome, and again, going back to that notional general or admiral in the Pentagon, they have to be thinking the president hasn't made this case to Congress. He hasn't made it to the people of the United States. I doubt he's made it to his own generals, because he's so mercurial and changes his mind. I think it's really revealing that the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, it leaked out that he had concerns, that he was trying to caution the president about this whole business. But without knowing where you're going, any road gets you there.

Rosin: So here's what was confusing to me about the news about General Dan Caine, which you mentioned. The way he put it was any operations against Iran will face challenges because the U.S. munitions stockpile has been depleted by defense of Israel and support for Ukraine. Can you analyze that for me? That's not about what you just said. That's about something very specific: How much munitions do we have?

Nichols: Well, one of the ways that the senior military communicates to the senior civilian leadership is to talk about constraints. One definition of strategy is choice within constraints because if you think about it, if you have no constraints, you don't need a strategy, right? If you're Superman, you can do anything you want and you don't really have to think about how you're gonna do it; you just kind of use your superpowers and make it happen.

But the issue of munition stocks will come into play depending on how long a war the president is considering. And once again, we don't have any clarity on that. Is this gonna be two nights, three nights? Then Caine's concerns are not gonna come into play in a very short-term, one-and-done kind of strike. But if we're going in there for a month, two months, three months, and we're just gonna pound a country of more than 90 million people, that's gonna be a problem.

Also, I just wanna say one other thing, Hanna--he brought up some other stuff, including things like alliances. So it wasn't just about munitions. He was kind of issuing a general concern that we are not in the best strategic condition right now.

Rosin: Right. So it would be inappropriate or out of protocol for him to say, Can you name a strategy, Mr. President? That's not the way generals communicate. They communicate very straightforwardly.

Nichols: Absolutely not. The only thing he could say is, Well, if you're asking me, and the thing that you can then let leak out--any general is gonna say, I'm concerned about munition stocks. I wanna make sure our alliances are in order. Wanna make sure that we have all our ducks in a row. That's normal. Putting it in these stark terms and then letting it leak, to me, that seems like a strategy on Caine's part.

Rosin: Mm-hmm. So what is your sense about how much Trump would hear that message and take that position into account? How does that message get received inside the White House?

Nichols: I don't know. Caine supposedly is one of the few people he respects and will listen to. But when we say this is a person Donald Trump listens to, that verb listens is really doing a lot of work. This is not a deliberative president who takes on board news that he doesn't like.

We saw it in his first term, and we're certainly seeing it now.

Rosin: Okay, so from a general's perspective, you're not clear about the mission. You don't necessarily know how to plan for it. What's your guess about what Trump's main goal is in Iran, what he's trying to accomplish?

Nichols: Trying to get inside the decision loop of somebody like Donald Trump is very difficult.

I think what he really wants is regime change. But I think, because the way the president tends to wish-cast and ignore problems, he's hoping to do regime change on the cheap.

Can it be done? Maybe. Look, if Donald Trump somehow cleanly and efficiently removes one of the worst regimes in the world, I'll congratulate him. But I don't think it's gonna be that easy, and I don't think he's thinking of it in those terms.

And the problem for the generals is that when you're thinking about a goal like regime change, that's really not a military operation. That's where you really need good intelligence: You need the CIA. You need people on the ground. You need Iran experts. You need allies who are gonna help you with intelligence.

All that the military can do is kind of pull the fangs out of the regime's ability to repress people. So it can hit their military targets and ground their aircraft. That's what we did to [former Libyan leader] Muammar Gaddafi. We, the United States and Europe, did not depose Muammar Gaddafi. We basically just stripped away his military ability so that he couldn't defend himself. We kind of put him on an even--more even footing with the people that wanted to overthrow him.

Rosin: All right, so let's play out a couple of scenarios. With the information that the Pentagon has right now, if we were to go to war, what would that look like?

Nichols: Well, the first order of business for Americans playing in away games like this is to suppress all of the enemy's air defenses. It's to gain control of the skies. And so what you'll see is waves of flights coming off of those carriers and from American bases that are going to hit air-defense sites, radars, basically to just blind and take out anything that could be a threat to our aircraft.

What you do with that--I'm back to saying it: It depends on what you think you're there to do. If you're going after the nuclear sites, then you're going to hit those sites and any associated infrastructure you can find, and you're gonna try and do that with as few casualties as possible.

If, on the other hand, you've decided that you're going to go big and that you wanna take down the regime, then you're gonna do a whole bunch of different things. You're gonna strike communications nodes. You're gonna strike all things that give the government control and power and the ability to command.

So you're gonna hit command posts. You're gonna hit communications. You're gonna try and hit the leadership; you're gonna try and figure out where they are and hit their bunkers. It's a very different profile for that kind of operation. And you're gonna price in that you may lose some of your people but that you're also gonna kill a fair number of Iranians in that kind of operation as well.

Rosin: Okay, so your best guess is that what he wants, even if it doesn't end up going this way or he articulates it, is something like regime change, because there's something heroic in that.

What do you think his understanding is of the U.S.'s influence in the world and how it should behave?

Nichols: I think the best model for how Donald Trump understands the world is a great book. There are two great books of international affairs. One is The Peloponnesian War, and the other is The Godfather.

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Nichols: The Godfather explains everything you need to know about international affairs in the modern era: that the world is basically a violent and unruly place, which is true, and that it's ruled by families.

And there's [Russian President Vladimir] Putin's family, and there's Don Xi Jinping [the leader of China], and there's the unruly neighborhoods to the South, and I think he thinks of himself as the head of the commission, that he's the senior boss of the five families.

So this upstart in Iran, he needs to make his bones here, not only to show who's boss but, again, because I do think there's an issue of glory involved here. I know that this sounds like kind of dime-store psychology, but you're talking about a man who keeps plastering his name on things in Washington and has started a diplomatic crisis with our own allies because they didn't give him a peace prize.

Rosin: Okay, so let's say this is the theory--it's sort of mafialike, a little bit arbitrary and determined by whims. If that is true, what do you most worry about in that scenario?

Nichols: I most worry about people like Trump and Putin, among others, walking into situations that they don't know how to get out of later.

Trump is not a man who ever admits a mistake. He backs down while declaring victory, and backing down sometimes is his only option.

But I worry that he is so invested in his own image and his own ego and his own, again, his sense of glory that he will start the ball rolling on something that starts to turn into a larger conflict, and that his answer and the only way he thinks he can get out of it is to just keep getting bigger hammers every time.

Rosin: Well, Tom, thank you so much for helping us understand what's going on.

Nichols: My pleasure. Thanks, Hanna.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Rosie Hughes and Jinae West. 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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Enough With the Bros

For a decade, the trope has been a reliable--and lazy--way to elevate pet peeves into trends.

by Dan Brooks

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




David Foster Wallace's famously long novel, Infinite Jest, turned 30 this month, and an old specter came back with the anniversary: the lit bro, annoying and probably sexist, smugly reading a book that you didn't. "The book has become shorthand for a certain kind of pretentious, performative, male-coded lit bro," Lit Hub's Literary History newsletter observed. "It's no longer cool, and might even be a red flag." Has there ever been a cleaner distillation of the type? Pretentious: The lit bro thinks he is smart. Performative: The lit bro reads to impress others. Male-coded: The lit bro is not a woman. Red flag: You thought you might want to date him, but you do not.

The lit bro is one in a series of types that have proliferated over the past decade; attaching bro has become a reliable trope, a way to elevate pet peeves to trends. Think of something that annoys you, connect it to masculinity by adding bro, and proceed as though that bro were a category of person. Robinson Meyer produced a seminal early example with "Here Comes the Berniebro," a funny essay that, like Rage Against the Machine, was tarnished when it became a genre. The tech bro, the gym bro, the film bro--these archetypes have given people a way to complain about innocuous things by imagining people who make those things their whole identity.

Don't get me wrong: I love to complain about things that might actually be fine, and I love to make up people and then get mad at them. But the bro construction robs us of the pleasure of these activities by keeping us from thinking deeply about why we don't like innocuous things and imaginary people. It is an obstacle to clarity in hating. I want Instagram posts about why going to the gym is a waste of time, essays about how the tech sector has spent billions to make cities boring, and TikTok videos about Marty Supreme having nine Oscar nominations and three unfinished plots. I want to be intoxicated by negativity in its undiluted form, but instead I get watered-down descriptions of what kind of people like things that the user of bro does not. After more than a decade of bro-ing our resentments into demographics, the time has come to bury the construction, maybe forever.

Read: Social media broke slang. Now we all speak phone.

First, the autopsy: Bro has obvious roots in brother, but not every brother is a bro. Brother can mean sibling, or it can be an honorific title for members of fraternal and religious organizations, and it can be used as a term of address--all predate the specific usage of bro that I am talking about here. This usage is strictly for the third person; bros are other people, and they are bad. Can bro in the third person ever be positive? Not yet. There have been no viral posts about charity bros or listening bros.

The bro is someone who conforms to a type to an irritating degree, but he is also similar to his critics in many ways. Consider the lit bro, defined by his zealous advocacy for certain male authors--Wallace, Jonathan Franzen, Cormac McCarthy--whom he condescendingly tries to get women to read. To recognize the significance of this behavior, you have to know those authors and their valence within the charged field of contemporary literature. In other words, you have to be a lit person yourself. Thus the bro suffix enables the narcissism of small differences: The problem is not literature--or movies, or going to the gym, or Bernie Sanders, or working with computers, which plenty of people like--but the guys who like those things and are bros about it.

And they are guys. While the concept of the female bro is tenable in theory, in practice people are talking about men when they talk about bros, because an essential function of bro is to connect a pet peeve to a feminist critique. On the internet, that critique is often reduced to the idea that men are problematic--see manspreading, a concept that introduced a feminist interpretation of a previously gender-neutral annoyance by connecting it to men. Andrea Dworkin they ain't, but these memes took advantage of the fact that everybody except trad bros agrees the feminist critique is good, and that people generally get the gist of it, even if they haven't exactly done the reading.

Read: Why is everyone talking about getting 'oneshotted'?

This gap in specifics is where bro comes in. Let's say that I find craft beer annoying, which I kind of do, even though I have consumed a lot of it. If I say that hazy IPAs should be stopped, you are likely to demand evidence or at least some kind of argument, which I will not be able to supply. But if I say that I am sick of beer bros, and especially if I fortify my position with concrete details--for instance, they wear sunglasses on the flat bills of their caps and, crucially, condescend to women by lecturing them about brewing standards--suddenly I am doing feminism, kind of. The precise connection between beer and the social subordination of women is not clear, but you can feel it, and that is the kind of feeling no right-thinking person wants to argue against.

In this way, the bro construction exploits the vaguely negative connotations attached to masculinity in order to tar something else with the same brush. Masculinity is not bad per se, but it is suspicious. By connecting it to something else suspicious, such as the tech industry--which is not unequivocally bad but is dominated by men, notoriously unpleasant for many women who work in it, and seemingly dedicated to exploding previously stable elements of society for money--we produce the tech bro, who heaps suspicion on suspicion and therefore gives us probable cause. In the process, discussions of exactly what is objectionable about his industry tend to get lost in expressions of distaste for his type.

The tech bro is a huge problem, by the way. Defined as men who work in tech and are not my friends, such bros are everywhere now, wearing black vests with white sneakers and eating and drinking in the same establishments as me, but in more annoying ways. My friends who learned to code or took jobs as project managers are not like that; they have specific, nontech interests and cool T-shirts from when we were in college, and they're funny, unlike the mass of interchangeable 25-year-olds standing around the falafel place looking at their phones. Were it not for those tech bros, I could probably afford to buy a place in the city, and I definitely would have gotten my falafel faster.

Read: The collapse of feminism

Herein lies the essence of the bros: They are all the same, and they are all in it together against the rest of us. This way of thinking leaves "us" undefined--we are not the bros, but the distinguishing conditions are not clear. The ambiguity appeals to the essential paranoid fantasy of the internet, that a mass of similarly behaving others are conspiring against you, and that you are not one of them even though you do a lot of the same things. Social media and the past 10 years of bro-based trend pieces have delivered an exhaustive supply of such people--infuriatingly familiar in their enthusiasm for certain books, movies, sports, foods, cocktails, musicians, political candidates, and the internet itself, but still obstinately and impenetrably other. They are--at the risk of sounding like an existentialism bro--strangers.

Resenting strangers has been a lifelong hobby for me, and I'm not suggesting that anyone give it up. All I am asking is that we think clearly and specifically about why we resent these bros, given their documented tendency to go to the same places and do the same things as us. So much merits our contempt, out there and probably in ourselves, too. The bro distracts us by turning our minds to whom we condemn--when really, the question should be what, and why.
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The Women Who Transformed Journalism

Two new books demonstrate how Martha Gellhorn, Janet Flanner, and other reporters took journalism in directions that men could not.

by Casey Schwartz

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




This is a dangerous season for journalism. Legendary newspapers are being gutted by careless owners, foreign correspondents fired while still in war zones, local papers shut down entirely. Into the tumult come two new books that focus on some of the most pathbreaking journalists of the 1930s and '40s. These reporters, all women, broke social norms to chronicle the seismic years they were living through. When read together, Mark Braude's The Typewriter and the Guillotine and Julia Cooke's Starry and Restless prompt an obvious question: Why women? In other words, what is the value of looking at the history of journalism through this gendered prism?

For starters: Women were handed nothing. In many cases, when they were interested in doing serious, international stories--say, reporting on a war--they had to tell editors that they happened to be going anyway, Cooke writes, and ask: Should they send some articles? These women's lack of access led to a resourcefulness that animated their subjects as well as their style. They also avoided the insularity of the boys' club from which they were excluded, an inner circle whose chumminess helped breed dangerous misinformation. From 1917 to 1920, for instance, The New York Times proclaimed the imminent collapse of Communism in the newly formed Soviet Union more than 90 times. "Over drinks as often as in briefing rooms, reporters (mostly men) had taken other men's word for it," Cooke writes in Starry and Restless. 

And because female reporters were banned from battlefields, they had to get creative in finding an angle that could illuminate the larger conflict. If they couldn't go to the front lines, they would write about the hospital, or the home front. They had to use their voice, their style, to make the most of those subjects, establishing, Cooke argues, a precedent for the "New Journalism" that men such as Tom Wolfe were credited with having invented in the '60s and '70s.

Braude, in his sharply honed new history, singles out one of these writers in particular. Janet Flanner, also known as Genet, was the subject of a 1989 biography by Brenda Wineapple; here she is seen through a tighter lens, focused on the years leading up to World War II. Braude grounds his narrative in the persistent dilemmas of journalism, especially the question of how to tell the story of a bewildering moment without the benefit of hindsight.

Flanner had escaped from a Midwest upbringing--and her husband. In 1922, she moved to Paris with her lover, Solita Solano. Both women hoped to become novelists. They lived in adjoining rooms at the Hotel Bonaparte, sharing a toilet with everyone else on the hall. Flanner wrote colorful letters about Paris to a friend back home, Jane Grant, who happened to be launching a magazine, called The New Yorker, with her husband, Harold Ross. They encouraged Flanner to keep sending her lively notes from Paris. Ross wanted, his wife wrote to Flanner, "dope on fields of the arts" and "a little on fashion," all with "a definite personality injected."

Read: When Freud meets fMRI

Flanner became The New Yorker's first Paris correspondent, but she wrestled with insecurities in her new role. She was, after all, a woman from Indianapolis, the daughter of a mortician. Could she rise to this beat and capture this majestic capital that represented, as she put it, "Beauty, with a capital B"? She read 10 French newspapers a day. Some of her best sources were the waiters at the Brasserie Lipp, who saved their stories to whisper in her ear. In the early years of her Letter From Paris, her subjects included masked balls, gallery openings, and new additions to the cocktail menu at the Ritz. She evoked a country that many of her readers back home were hungry to hear about.

But as the mood in Europe began to turn, she struggled with how to match it. On a trip to Germany in 1933 with Solano, they saw Jews not welcome signs at the entrance to towns and "the Hitler salute from every passerby," as Solano wrote in a dispatch for D.A.C News. The New Yorker in those days did not tend to weigh in on social or political issues. E. B. White joked that even as late as the mid-'30s, the magazine's only political stance had been to oppose the relocation of the information booth at Penn Station.

Yet Flanner's pieces began to widen in scope; by 1935, in a Europe rapidly darkening under a cloud of fascism, she wanted to address the largest shadow of all: Adolf Hitler. She struggled with how to approach such a daunting assignment. She was allergic to what we would now call "activism." Braude writes that she "thought of her public role as that of a mere witness to the fractures of her time, rather than as one who would use her position to contribute to the deepening of those fractures." She decided to take on Hitler just as she had Queen Mary, and Coco Chanel: He too was a human, and she would write about him as such. She returned to Germany to report, but chose not to pursue a direct interview with him, instead observing him from a distance, amid the enraptured crowds. She herself, Braude suggests, may have been a little too enraptured.

Flanner opened her portrait with a light-hearted observation. "It was odd," Braude paraphrases, "that a man who didn't drink, smoke, eat meat, or apparently, sleep with women, should be 'dictator of a nation devoted to splendid sausages, cigars, beer, and babies.'" She'd worried about being barred from Germany for what she would write. What she didn't expect was the reaction she received: Hitler, she heard, was pleased with the piece, even as many American readers were aghast at her light tone, her banal details, her minimizing of the Jewish plight. Malcolm Cowley, a prominent writer and editor, called Flanner a "fascist." To a New Yorker colleague, Flanner recounted that on a trip to Hollywood she took in 1936, "the Jewish film gentlemen candidly said they thought my Hitler article was not unfriendly enough! No pleasing everybody."

Braude uses the Hitler profile as a case study of Flanner's complications: her courage--to go, to see, to do--as well as her blind spots. In Braude's telling, Flanner is not straightforwardly heroic, but she is always evolving. Less rewarding is Braude's decision to braid into the narrative the story of a German serial killer, Eugen Weidmann, whose 1939 execution by guillotine was covered by Flanner. If writing about Weidmann represented a significant breakthrough in Flanner's career, we don't see proof of that here. A few months after Weidmann's execution, with France now at war, Flanner decided to return to the United States. She ceded her position as The New Yorker's Paris correspondent to A. J. Liebling, handing over her sources at Ross's request.

Read: The woman who would be Steinbeck

In Starry and Restless, Julia Cooke focuses on the practice of journalism in the same era, but broadens the context with a banquet of detail, alongside a portrait of three women who truly broke with the expectations of their day. Her central protagonists are Rebecca West, Martha Gellhorn, and Emily "Mickey" Hahn, the least well remembered of the trio today, though not for lack of color or talent. All three women were extraordinary in their nonconformism, bravery, and style.

According to Cooke, the number of American women working in journalism nearly quadrupled from 1930 to 1960. And although at the start of the century they had mostly been confined to subjects that helped bring in advertising--cooking, decorating, fashion--during World War II 180 worked abroad, comprising 11 percent of all U.S. foreign correspondents. Through these crucial decades, we follow West in the making of her masterpiece about Yugoslavia, Black Lamb and Grey Falcon, in which she ingeniously combined the personal voice with history and reportage. We follow Gellhorn to Spain during the time of its civil war, when she found her voice while writing about "the contrast of domesticity and war, sociability and war, safety and war." Afterward, married to Ernest Hemingway and ensconced in domesticity in Cuba, she felt cut off from what drove her; finally, she returned to Europe, wanting to witness the actual fighting. Famously, Hemingway tried to undercut her, claiming the single accreditation offered by Collier's, the magazine they both wrote for. She went anyway: traveling on a Norwegian freighter, ducking under a fence to escape a nurses' training camp where authorities had hoped to confine her, persuading a Royal Air Force pilot to fly her to Naples with a made-up story about a missing fiance. "I do not want to be good. I wish to be hell on wheels, or dead," Gellhorn once wrote.

All of these women had an infectious "hell on wheels" quality. Hahn, who arrived in Shanghai on a whim in 1935 and stayed for six years, reporting regularly for The New Yorker, wanted her readers to see the China she had come to know and deeply love--based not only on her long tenure in Shanghai but also on her (brief, polygamous) marriage to a prominent Chinese man who introduced her to opium. Having found the reporting of other Americans on China glib, she sent pieces home aiming to deepen American understanding of the layered society she inhabited.

During the Japanese invasion, Hahn was trapped in Hong Kong; a poet there proposed to her, telling her, as she recalled, that "obviously somebody should take care of me." She was indignant. "I'm sort of a genius myself," she thought. "I'm entitled to a nurse or mamma too." She rejected his proposal, and kept writing. (She eventually married someone else.)

These writers got to know one another. They were colleagues in a global endeavor. They sometimes covered the same stories, including the Nuremberg trials, for which both Flanner and West trudged to that freezing, destroyed city where 22 high-ranking Nazi officials stood in the docket--charged, for the first time in history, with crimes against humanity. Each woman would publish her impressions in The New Yorker. Flanner "didn't flinch when describing the evidence of atrocities presented during the trial," Braude writes, including "a child who had been decapitated and several adult heads without bodies." This was a marked evolution from her days of reporting on the cocktail menu at the Ritz. What drove Flanner and West to that ruined place were the same forces that propelled all these women during the war years, when they so decisively honed their craft, and beyond: the need to bear witness, and to do it their own way. Their legacy is still with us, precious and precarious.
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How America Chose Not to Hold the Powerful to Account

Our national project of elite impunity

by Adam Serwer

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




Around the world, powerful men are facing consequences for their actions. Former Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro was convicted of trying to overthrow the government in a January 6-style coup, as was his South Korean counterpart, Yoon Suk Yuol. Marcin Romanowski, the former deputy justice minister in the right-wing Polish government, is in hiding in Hungary, accused of misusing public funds. The former Prince Andrew--Andrew Mountbatten-Windsor--became the first member of the British royal family in several centuries to be arrested; he's been accused of crimes related to his relationship with the late sex-trafficking financier Jeffrey Epstein.

They're all unfortunate not to be American. Otherwise they probably would have gotten away scot-free.

Helen Lewis: The former Prince Andrew never should have forwarded those emails

One way to look at the rise of Donald Trump is as part of a decades-long backlash among the American leadership class to the idea of accountability. Since Richard Nixon was forced to resign, powerful people in both political parties have worked assiduously to ensure that their leaders would escape the consequences of their actions. Trump has evaded punishment for crimes both low (campaign-finance violations, for which he was convicted, though he will serve no time thanks to his 2024 victory) and high (his attempted overthrow of the federal government in the aftermath of his 2020 election loss, for which he was spared by the Supreme Court's decision to grant him a kingly immunity). This is not just about Trump; his impunity is the product of a society that has worked hard to help the rich and powerful elude punishment for criminal behavior.

Gerald Ford pardoned his predecessor in the name of "healing," but inadvertently set a precedent that executive lawbreaking was no crime. The Reagan administration engaged in blatant violations of federal law during the Iran-Contra scandal, in which it sold weapons to the Iranian regime and used the finances to support anti-communist death squads in Nicaragua. George H. W. Bush, the former head of the CIA, pardoned nearly all of the officials implicated in Iran-Contra--a move that many Americans supported, because they believed that fighting communism justified extreme measures. George W. Bush's administration broke laws fighting the "War on Terror" but almost no one faced consequences, because many Americans believed that fighting terrorism justified extreme measures.

Bill Clinton lied under oath, was impeached, and then was acquitted--and many Americans supported that too, because they sympathized with lying about infidelity. After that, Congress decided in bipartisan fashion that it had had enough of special counsels sniffing around the executive branch. Barack Obama pledged to look forward and not backwards, not only closing the door on prosecutions for executive lawbreaking but also failing to hold accountable those responsible for the 2008 financial crisis and the ensuing Great Recession.

While Congress and the presidency have been working hard to raise the executive branch above the law, the Supreme Court has done its part to ensure that laws against bribery and corruption are near-unenforceable. With a series of rulings on campaign finance, the Roberts Court has ensured that the rich can try to buy elections without formally breaking the law. As a result, politicians are indebted to a few hundred billionaires who drop unholy amounts of cash every election cycle.

Getting convicted of bribery in America requires some serious effort--take former Democratic Senator Bob Menendez of New Jersey, who was convicted of selling influence on behalf of local businesses and the country of Egypt after being caught with gold bars in his house. When Trump first took office, he paused enforcement of foreign bribery cases entirely--but there are some signs that he intends to revive such prosecutions as a weapon against his political enemies, in the mold of the Hungarian strongman Victor Orban.

Such erosion of anti-corruption law has often been a bipartisan project. In 2016, the bribery conviction of former Virginia Governor Bob McDonnell for receiving gifts from donors was overturned unanimously by the U.S. Supreme Court. Since then, the Roberts Court has slowly dismantled anti-corruption law. In 2024, it decided in Snyder v. United States that federal law does not bar receiving "gratuities" given after the fact for "official acts." Convenient not just for politicians, but also for justices who enjoy lavish lifestyles funded by billionaires with interests before the Court!

Read: The care and feeding of Supreme Court justices

The logic of the Roberts Court's quest to legalize white-collar crime led to Trump v. United States, which decided in 2024 that the president is basically entitled to commit whatever crimes he wants in the course of his "official duties," and which successfully shields Trump and potentially future presidents from federal criminal prosecution for any "official" actions while in office. This was comically framed by the right-wing justices as protecting democracy, rather than undermining it.

Although some of these decisions were more defensible than others, together they suggest a pattern of elite class solidarity: powerful people making sure that powerful people rarely face real consequences.

The #MeToo and Black Lives Matter movements can be seen as, at least partially, a brief rebellion against this culture of elite impunity. Left with few formal avenues for redress, large numbers of people demanded that the powerful--bosses and celebrities who had used their status to coerce others into sexual relationships, or police officers who had used their authority to kill without consequence--be made to pay a price for hurting others.

Those movements didn't last. The backlash against them nevertheless fed a Trumpian nostalgia for the good old days, when sexual assault and police brutality were easily rationalized or not even discussed. This nostalgia also helps explain the extreme response to the call for accountability--many powerful bystanders behaved as though they had narrowly survived Robespierre and the guillotine and worked to prevent such movements from ever emerging again by trying to censor speech associated with them. An echo of that earlier outrage followed the revelations of the Epstein files, though this round has so far been diverted into mutual partisan recrimination, more than the focus on institutional changes that characterized those earlier movements.

This is not to say that the rich and powerful are never held to account. Menendez is one counterexample, and Epstein himself was a billionaire who died in a jail cell, after all. But his crimes were taken seriously by authorities only after the journalist Julie Brown uncovered the extent of Epstein's crimes and the lenient response from law enforcement over decades.

Unfortunately, many Americans who might have been outraged at this edifice of impunity have instead directed their resentment toward the poor and weak, supporting a cruel and unforgiving system of criminal justice that harshly punishes those at the bottom of the socioeconomic ladder while exempting many at the top from any accountability at all. So you did a few death-squad massacres or wedding bombings? Well, that was what America's leaders had to do to fight communism and terrorism. You can even take a sack of cash from an undercover FBI agent if you're the Trump immigration czar Tom Homan. But if you overstayed your visa or got an abortion, you deserve to have the book thrown at you.

Trump himself can be seen as benefiting from a backlash against accountability in the last place powerful people in America seem to face it: the court of public opinion. Trump, and other powerful figures, made the public an offer: Let us get away with what we want to do, and you will too.

"They voted for impunity for themselves and authoritarian brutality directed at everyone they hated. Lesbian feminist bitches, dirty job-stealing immigrants, evil perverted trannies, on and on and on," Katherine Alejandra Cross writes of Trump's implicit bargain in Liberal Currents. "The brutality of state violence was supposed to only ever be directed at their ideological foes. And in exchange, the Trump voter would never again have to live with the mortifying ordeal of responsibility."

MAGA also offered an implicit bargain: Not only can you be a bigot toward whatever group makes you mad by existing, but everyone will have to love and respect you anyway. This was an impossible promise to keep--not even Trump has managed to bully comedians mocking him into silence--but politicians make impossible promises all the time. Many Americans are simply content to live vicariously through Trump's impunity, even if they cannot share it.

I don't want to overstate the case that America is unique in its embrace of elite impunity. Brazil and South Korea are arguably outliers in their commitment to defending the integrity of their democracy against the corruption of the wealthy and powerful. But they also don't hold themselves out as the indispensable nation, the shining city on the hill, the model to which all other democracies should aspire.

The answer to why powerful people in some other parts of the world face consequences, while in America they rarely do, is that elite impunity is now an American national project. We might need to reframe "American exceptionalism." Instead of a New Deal, we have a Great Society for white-collar crime, a New Frontier of executive lawbreaking, a No Rich Crook Left Behind. Most of us probably don't even realize it. Nevertheless, this has been the priority for the wealthy and powerful, who have managed to convince a critical mass of Americans that they will be able to enjoy the same privileges. They won't.
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Trump's Favorite Voter-ID Bill Would Probably Backfire

<span>Congressional Republicans are trying to pass a strict "election integrity" law that seems almost custom-designed to disenfranchise their own supporters.</span>

by Marc Novicoff

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




On the surface, the debate over the SAVE America Act is familiar, even predictable. At Donald Trump's urging, Republicans are pushing yet another voter-ID bill, ostensibly to prevent fraud and noncitizen voting. Democrats are opposing the bill on the grounds that voter fraud is negligible and that the law is really meant to disenfranchise their supporters.

But upon closer inspection, something very strange is going on. For decades, the politics of voter-ID battles were based on a simple premise: The voters most likely to be screened out by such restrictions were probably Democrats. In 2024, however, that fact stopped being true. Trump beat Kamala Harris among voters who didn't regularly participate in elections. In the low-turnout, off-cycle elections that have happened since then, Democrats have overperformed dramatically, suggesting that their advantage with the most educated, plugged-in voters remains strong. In other words, the politics of voter ID have not caught up to its new partisan implications. Making voting more difficult would most likely hurt Republicans' chances, yet they're pushing hard to make that happen; meanwhile, Democrats, who insist that Trump and a MAGA Congress are existential threats to American democracy, refuse on principle to help Republicans sabotage themselves.

The world is different from how it used to be, and the electorate is different too. The debate over the SAVE America Act suggests that some of the last people to realize that fact are the people whose job most depends on it.

In the fall of 1998, Democratic volunteers greeted Black churchgoers in New York as they headed into prayer, handing each congregant a leaflet that read, "When We Vote, We Win." The slogan crystallized what had become conventional wisdom: Higher turnout helps Democrats, the party of the downtrodden. The Democratic coalition was disproportionately young, lower-income, less educated, and nonwhite--all demographics that were less likely to vote and more likely to be prevented from doing so if friction was added to the voting process. Republican voters were whiter, older, and richer, and thus more likely to vote and to jump through hoops to do so. This reality motivated Democratic get-out-the-vote efforts for decades. If you were a Democrat, you wanted to get people to vote; it was a civic good that featured a nice bonus of helping your team win.

Republicans, rather than take the position that voting is bad, found a countervailing civic good of their own: election integrity. In 2005, Indiana passed a restrictive voter-ID law, which was upheld by the Supreme Court in 2008. More states soon followed. By all indications, these laws were addressing a fake problem: Voter fraud, in which one person casts a vote on behalf of someone else, almost never happens. Republican officials occasionally let slip that their motivations were not wholly pure. In 2012, for example, a state lawmaker boasted that Pennsylvania's new voter-ID requirements would allow Mitt Romney to win the state. (The law was blocked from taking effect that year and eventually ruled unconstitutional. Pennsylvania went for Barack Obama.)

The basic trend held up year after year. In 2016, according to the Democratic-aligned data firm Catalist, Trump won a majority of voters who had voted in the previous four cycles, but lost with everyone else. He repeated that performance in 2020, although the difference between frequent and infrequent voters became less stark. Kamala Harris, accordingly, held "When we vote, we win" rallies in 2024.

Roge Karma: The strategist who predicted Trump's multiracial coalition

But that November, the pattern flipped. Trump won the popular vote for the first time and, according to multiple analyses, did better with sporadic voters than with consistent voters. Harris won educated voters, rich voters, and well-informed voters, and her coalition was whiter than Joe Biden's had been. Trump got the downtrodden. Some of the biggest shifts in his direction were among young people, Latinos, and immigrants. The Democratic analyst David Shor has found that Democrats dominated in 2024 with voters whose political identity was very important to them. If every eligible voter had voted, Shor concluded, Trump would have won by five points instead of one and a half.

Since 2024, Democrats have run up the score in special elections, when highly engaged voters dominate the electorate. Savvy politics-watchers have started to take note. In August, the liberal Substack author Matt Yglesias wrote a post titled "When People Don't Vote, Democrats Win." Zachary Donnini, the head of data science at VoteHub, told me, "In the ideal world for Democrats, elections are held where you have to drive eight hours across the country on a snowy Wednesday. That's when Democrats do the best." A co-founder of one liberal PAC changed his X bio to "Voter-ID Democrat." Another liberal account posted, "You should need a passport AND a ski lift ticket to vote."

Politicians seem to be further behind. Republicans' current voter-ID push seems almost custom-designed to disenfranchise their own voters. Many versions of the bill have floated around Congress lately, but the one that finally passed the House earlier this month requires not just voter ID to be shown when voting in person (or a copy to be included when voting by mail), but proof of citizenship when registering to vote. This is a high bar. Only half of Americans own a passport, and only five states issue IDs that prove citizenship. Everyone else would need an American birth certificate and a matching ID or a certificate of naturalization. Married women (who broke for Trump in 2024) whose last name no longer matches their documentation (who lean more conservative on average than women who keep their last name) would need to add proof of name change.

And it is a bar that Democratic voters would have a much easier time clearing. One recent YouGov poll showed that 64 percent of Harris voters reported having a valid passport compared with 55 percent of Trump voters. According to an analysis by the voting-rights nonprofit Secure Democracy USA, the 13 states in which people are least likely to have a passport voted for Trump in 2024. Passports are especially rare in rural counties, where Republicans run up the score, Daniel Griffith, the author of the report, told me.

Barring some abrupt realignment between now and November, the bill, if passed, would be likely to drive Republicans away from the polls. Yet elected officials appear to believe the exact opposite. Republican Representative Buddy Carter of Georgia said on the House floor that Democrats "oppose this bill because it chips away at their voting base." During his State of the Union address this week, Trump argued that Democrats don't support the bill, because "their policy is so bad that the only way they can get elected is to cheat." At a news conference hyping the bill, Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem declared, "We've been proactive to make sure that we have the right people voting, electing the right leaders to lead this country."

One possibility is that Republican legislators genuinely don't realize that the law could disenfranchise more of their voters than the other side's. Maybe they think the coalitions haven't changed much since 2016, or perhaps they sincerely believe the Trump-era dogma that illegal immigrants and fraudsters are voting en masse and casting their ballots for Democrats.

Representative Andy Harris of Maryland, the chair of the House Freedom Caucus, told me that his support for the SAVE America Act had nothing to do with "whether it hurts or helps any party." He also noted that voter-ID requirements are popular, and that "we have no idea" how common noncitizen voting or fraud currently is. He has a point: It is theoretically possible that the conservative Heritage Foundation's database of 1,620 incidences of fraud since 1982 is wildly incomplete. Harris is also right that the policy polls well. David Shor's data firm, Blue Rose Research, found last year that requiring IDs and proof of citizenship to vote was one of the most popular policy proposals out of a list of 190 that they polled.

And whether it helps Democrats or Republicans doesn't really matter--because the bill isn't going to be passed. Republicans know that Democrats will filibuster. This allows them to take a public stand that voters agree with and that helps bolster their law-and-order image.

A similar dynamic is playing out on the Democratic side of the aisle, but in reverse. Democrats, accustomed to rallying against efforts to suppress turnout among their voters, have slipped seamlessly back into that familiar groove. "The only hope that Republicans have of holding on to power this November is to rig the election before it even starts," Senator Alex Padilla of California told me. This seems to be the party line. "The act is all about rigging elections for the Republican Party," Senator Jeff Merkley of Oregon told me. Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer has gone so far as to describe the bill as "federalizing Jim Crow."

From the December 2025 issue: Donald Trump's plan to subvert the midterms is already under way 

Democratic rhetoric on voter-ID laws has always been overheated. Academic research tends to find very small effects on turnout, concentrated among those who don't have ID and were unlikely to vote anyway, and with no consistent partisan valence due in part to the mobilization efforts that often emerge in response. New Hampshire and Arizona require proof of citizenship when registering to vote. Election-day voter-ID requirements, even when voting by mail, are in effect in Arkansas and North Carolina. Even if such laws do screen out some less-engaged voters, to say that these states have been "rigged" into Republican rule would be absurd. New Hampshire has voted for a Democrat for president in every election since 2004. Arizona's governor and both of its U.S. senators are Democrats. Now the rhetoric is not merely exaggerated but also, when it comes to the likely electoral consequences of the SAVE America Act, backward.

Of course, Democrats have another reason to oppose the bill: principle. Merkley, for example, told me that it's "very unlikely" the bill would help Democrats, but that, even if it did, he would oppose it because "every citizen should have an appropriate opportunity to participate in elections, regardless of who benefits."

Even at a moment in which Democrats have embraced hyperaggressive partisan gerrymandering, actually supporting legislation that might prevent eligible voters from casting a ballot may be a line they still won't cross. Their party has been focused on expanding access to voting since the civil-rights era. If they go back on that now for a small electoral advantage, what principle is left to stand on?

Moreover, as the recent paradigm shift shows, changes to electoral coalitions can be fast and unpredictable. Democrats won with low-propensity voters until very recently. Members of Congress, who mostly occupy safe seats and came of age during a bygone political era, may feel that any shift toward Republicans will be short-lived.

Some evidence suggests that the least-engaged voters are beginning to drift back to the left. CNN recently reported that people who didn't vote in 2024 said they plan to vote for Democratic congressional candidates by a 16-point margin in the upcoming midterms. The pollster G. Elliott Morris recently published a survey showing that voters who didn't know which party controls the House or Senate--a metric of political disengagement--disapproved of Trump by a margin of 13 points. (Voters who did know the state of partisan politics disapproved of Trump even more.)

The general trend of midterm-year polling shows that Black voters, Latino voters, and young voters, all of whom swung to Trump in 2024, are now swinging away from him. Even so, the Democratic base remains disproportionately well educated and politically engaged. Any change to election procedures that increases this demographic's share of the electorate would likely give Democrats an edge--one that, given the extremely unfavorable realities of the Senate map, they could sorely use. "It'd be a big irony if that was the case," Merkley said. He was talking about the Democrats whipping against a bill that would help their chances while Republicans line up to support it. An even bigger irony is that the very people whose job is to understand the electorate don't seem to understand it at all.
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This Looks Like an Insider Bet on Aliens

Someone just put a lot of money on ET.

by Ross Andersen

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




On Monday night, someone placed a peculiar bet on the prediction market Kalshi. At 7:45 p.m. eastern time, a single trader put down nearly $100,000 on the claim that, by the end of December, the Trump administration will confirm that alien life or technology exists elsewhere in our universe. According to The Atlantic's review of Kalshi's trading data, about 35 minutes after this bet was executed, it was followed by another that was almost twice as large (possibly from the same person). These were market-moving events: For one brief stretch, the market appeared to think that there was at least a one-in-three chance that the U.S. government will announce the existence of aliens this year. Perhaps this was just some overexcited UFO diehard with a hunch and money to burn. Or maybe, as some observers quickly noted, it was a trader with inside knowledge.

When this alien-prediction market first opened, in December of last year, it didn't attract much action: By early this month, only about $1 million had been traded on it, a pittance compared with the $195 million that has so far been wagered on Kalshi for who will be the next chair of the Federal Reserve. But money started pouring in 10 days ago, after Barack Obama was asked, in a podcast interview, whether aliens are real and replied, "They're real, but I haven't seen 'em." Although he later clarified on Instagram that he had meant only to suggest that in our mind-bendingly expansive universe of stars and planets, other life forms are very likely to exist, his remark had already made international headlines.

Trump seemed to get a kick out of Obama's flub. A few days later, he accused the former president of leaking classified information and, in a post on Truth Social, directed Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth and other parts of the federal government to "begin the process of identifying and releasing Government files related to alien and extraterrestrial life, unidentified aerial phenomena (UAP), and unidentified flying objects (UFOs)."

It's possible that Trump was simply delighted by the prospect of a slow-drip document release that has nothing to do with him or Jeffrey Epstein. Either way, his announcement brought even more money into Kalshi's aliens market. One gambling-industry site published some "X-Files" trading advice: Buy on the rumors of congressional hearings, then sell the moment that officials start dodging questions.

This week's mysterious and mammoth bets did not get placed until a few days after this flash of interest had mostly gone away. From February 20 to the night of the 23rd, when the peculiar trades occurred, no further alien news was reported, no congressional hearings were held, and no rumors received significant circulation online. Whatever the Monday-night whales (or whale) knew--or thought they knew--it doesn't seem to have come from the public-information environment, and no one has made bets of that size in the alien-prediction market since.

Read: AI is getting scary good at making predictions

The two wagers had some other unusual qualities. When high-volume traders stake out large positions on Kalshi, they tend to build them up incrementally in "slices" to avoid spooking other traders and driving up the price on themselves. Monday's traders, though, plunked their money down all at once, and as a result, they paid more than they needed to. Also, their long-shot bets seem to have no obvious, strategic purpose. In theory, positions like these could be used as a hedge: A wager on an unlikely interest-rate shift or tariff might offset a business's exposure to such financial news. But it's hard to figure why anyone would feel a need to cushion against the downside risk of alien life (unless they were a publisher of science textbooks). The big "aliens exist" bets would make sense only if the traders actually believed that they would pan out, perhaps because they knew something about a hushed-up discovery that the rest of us are about to find out. When I asked Ben Shindel, an expert on prediction markets, about the trades, he told me that they could have been made by an inexperienced and sloppy trader. "The other possibility is that it's an insider."

Prediction markets are designed to convert private knowledge into public prices. Their proponents argue that they tell us more about the world than polls do (and certainly more than individual pundits do) because they aggregate the convictions of lots of people who have real money on the line. But certain features of the platforms--the possibility of enormous profits, the pseudonymous accounts, and the opportunity for crypto-based transactions--have made them magnets for insider trading. (Kalshi did not respond to a request for comment on this story.)

Today, Kalshi announced that it had taken action against an employee of the YouTuber MrBeast for improperly trading on markets having to do with the show, and reported him to government regulators. Earlier this month, Israeli authorities charged a civilian and a military reservist with using classified military intelligence to place bets on Polymarket related to Israeli operations. Last month, a new Polymarket account placed a large bet on Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro being removed from power before the end of the month, and cashed out more than $400,000 after the U.S. military did just that. Members of Congress are starting to call for a ban on public officials making these bets. Some people are even using AI to surface large, suspicious trades that don't correspond to any news, but this may become more difficult if trading volume continues to increase.

Shayne Coplan, the CEO of Polymarket, has described prediction markets as global truth machines. On subjects where official information sources are suspect, they may instead serve as paranoia generators. Thanks to a fair amount of government bumbling, and decades' worth of pop culture, everyday Americans are already predisposed to assume that they're being lied to about alien life. People seize on the tiniest scraps of evidence to justify their belief that Earth has already received interstellar visitors. They have put their faith in blurry pictures and videos, unverified rumors about crash sites and autopsied bodies. Even an offhand joke from a former president was eagerly interpreted as a long-hoped-for disclosure. And now someone, somewhere, is betting a small fortune that the truth is about to come out, and the rest of us are left to decide what, if anything, that actually tells us about the world.
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The State of the Union Revealed a Sad Reality

Donald Trump misused the annual presidential tradition in ways so radical as to call the ritual itself into question.

by David Frum

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




President Trump's State of the Union address last night was very like the man who delivered it: divisive, abusive, and childish.

The speech turned reality on its head in many ways. The president who has enriched himself and his family by more than a billion dollars in his first year in office called on Congress to clean up its corruption. The president who has collected about $175 billion in illegal tariffs from the American people falsely told them that he had given them a great big tax cut. The president solemnly condemned political violence--the same president who ended his first term by inciting a mob to sack Congress and overturn an election. Maybe most shocking, Trump demanded that members of Congress rise to agree that it's the first duty of government to protect American citizens--even as his own government by its brutal police methods has shot American citizens dead on the streets and then tried to deceive the country about how those Americans had been killed and why. Then of course there were the many misstatements of fact about the economy, about crime, and about wars and peace--many of which look like deliberate decisions to deceive the public watching on television.

The most radical fantasy in the speech, though, was its claims of a new golden age of prosperity. That misstatement surely deceived nobody. Prices continue to rise; the job market stagnates. In almost every way that can be measured, Americans are communicating economic anxiety and discontent. Trump insisted that they are all wrong. It is as if the nation were being soaked by a torrential downpour, water rolling over umbrellas and into boats, soaking everyone's clothes--and the leader whose job it is to lead them through the deluge insists that it is not raining at all, that in fact it is sunny, the sunniest day ever.

States of the Union are rituals intended to demonstrate the unity of the nation: the president addressing two houses of Congress, backed by his Cabinet, speaking to the largest audience in the regularly scheduled year. Even the nonpartisan institutions of government--the Supreme Court and Joint Chiefs of Staff--attend in robes and uniforms, adding the symbolism of their respectful neutrality.

The ritual depends for its meaning, however, on certain standards of behavior. Something important broke when a member of the House shouted, "You lie!" at President Obama during his first joint-session speech in 2009. Last night, Trump repeatedly and persistently hurled much worse accusations at his political opponents--only days after he accused the six-justice majority of the Supreme Court that overturned his illegal tariffs of being "swayed by foreign interests."

Through the first Trump term, many Americans consoled themselves that Trump's outrageous antics would not last forever. He would depart in time, and the old ways could then reassert themselves. The best response to Trump, it was often said in those days, was to defend existing institutions. And the worst response was to respond in kind--because somebody had to protect the institutions that Trump seemed determined to wreck. As former First Lady Michelle Obama said, "When they go low, we go high."

But there comes a point when sad realities must be faced. The speech last night was empty and uselessly garrulous. Its length was its first declaration of disrespect for those obliged to sit through it. Trump's name-calling of his predecessor and of the members of Congress in the chamber, his demands that legislators rise at his command, his strategic deployment of systematic untruth in service of those demands to rise and clap--put together, he misused the State of the Union ritual in ways so radical as to call the ritual itself into question. Are members of Congress really supposed to sit meekly and quietly while the president uses the rostrum of their chamber to abuse and insult them in the ugliest language? The president is present in Congress as a guest: That's the reason for the famous language about the "high honor and distinct privilege" of welcoming him to speak. He has no right to be heard in person; it's a courtesy.

Article II, Section 3 of the Constitution provides that the president "shall from time to time give to the Congress Information of the State of the Union, and recommend to their Consideration such Measures as he shall judge necessary and expedient." The Constitution does not set an annual schedule for such information, nor does it require the information to be delivered in person. George Washington and John Adams started the in-person tradition. Thomas Jefferson ended it, both because it reminded him too much of the British practice of the speech from the throne that opens a session of Parliament and (very likely) also because he disliked speaking in public. Woodrow Wilson reverted to the Washington-Adams precedent. Then came television, and the modern State of the Union spectacle. The spectacle is founded, however, on an invitation from the speaker of the House. No invitation, no spectacle.

Given the intentional abuse of Congress's time and hospitality last night, the next speaker, if there is a different next speaker, should consider very hard whether to extend another such invitation. The case for suffering Trump is that the tradition, if interrupted, may take a long time to return. A future Republican Congress will requite the next Democratic president the same way. But there's also a risk of setting a precedent that anti-institutional Republicans get to smash things, which pro-institutional Democrats must then clean up. Maybe the only way to restore norms is by imposing some meaningful costs for breaking them. Next January, the next speaker could do everyone a favor with a letter that begins: "Dear Mr. President, the time has come for your State of the Union message. Please send it in writing in the enclosed envelope. Congress will give it all the attention it deserves. This is the method that was good enough for Rutherford B. Hayes, and, Mr. Trump, it is more than good enough for you."
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Is It Aging, or Is It ADHD?

Middle-aged Americans are considering a new possible explanation for their slowing brain.

by Yasmin Tayag

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




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

Realizing that your brain is slowing down can be jarring. After the age of, say, 45, anyone might start forgetting names, misplacing items, or struggling to pay attention, and the onset of such symptoms can often prompt a visit to a doctor, if only to confirm a patient's hunch that the passage of time is to blame. Yet, as ever more of the United States' aging population enters the "What's happening to my brain?" stage of life, many patients are asking a new question, providers told me: Am I just getting old, or do I have ADHD?
 
 In recent years, awareness of ADHD has spread dramatically--CDC estimates from 2020 to 2022 showed that roughly 11 percent of American children aged 5 to 17 had received a diagnosis. Now many Americans in midlife and beyond have started to question whether their cognitive chaos really is just a symptom of aging. For at least some people, the answer might very well be that they have undiagnosed ADHD and that the symptoms are becoming too prominent to cope with. Because the condition manifests differently as people age, the answer can also be "both."

Historically, ADHD was closely associated with overactive boys. But global studies suggest that roughly 3 percent of people older than 50--which would translate to about 3.6 million Americans--are expected to have ADHD, David Goodman, an expert on adult ADHD at Johns Hopkins University, told me. Tensions persist around whether, in general, ADHD is overdiagnosed or underdiagnosed. But as awareness continues to rise among providers and the general public, diagnoses have been climbing in populations that were previously overlooked. The CDC reports that prescriptions for stimulants increased "substantially" among people in midlife from 2020 to 2021.

Midlife can complicate the already tricky process of diagnosing ADHD, though. Adult ADHD was directly addressed in the DSM-5, the American Psychiatric Association's handbook of diagnoses, only in 2013, and it's barely touched upon in medical schools, so many providers don't think of it as a possible explanation for a patient's worsening condition, Goodman said. As I have written previously, the only clinical guidelines for diagnosing or treating ADHD focus on childhood, and the disorder can show up very differently across the lifespan. For example, what looks like physical hyperactivity in childhood may manifest as internal restlessness later in life. Few physicians are trained to treat adult ADHD, and even those who are might struggle to tease apart the disorder's symptoms from those of other health conditions that arise in midlife.

Read: Adult ADHD is the Wild West of psychology

The potential causes of declining cognition in midlife are numerous and frequently intersect. The shifts associated with "normal" aging can partly be attributed to the natural shrinkage of the brain and a decrease in the number of its neuronal connections. Mental- and cognitive-health consequences similar to those of ADHD can arise from psychiatric conditions that are prevalent in midlife, such as depression and anxiety. Mild neurocognitive disorder, a stage between healthy cognition and dementia that is common in people aged 65 and older, also has similar signs as ADHD, including missing appointments and frequently losing things. (Crucially, people with MND, but not ADHD, tend to forget words and how to spell them.) For some people, early-onset dementia or Alzheimer's disease may be behind the symptoms. Caregiving, physical ailments, and increased work responsibility--all hallmarks of midlife--can exacerbate cognitive issues caused by any of these factors. "It can be tricky to rule all those things out," Dara Babinski, a clinical psychologist at Penn State who studies ADHD across the female lifespan, told me.

Middle-aged women are particularly difficult to diagnose with ADHD. That's partly because girls are less frequently diagnosed with ADHD than boys are, so many adult women live their whole life with the disorder without ever suspecting it. It's also because many middle-aged women are dealing with perimenopause, which comes with cognitive changes such as brain fog, trouble concentrating, and forgetfulness. The fluctuations in hormone levels that cause perimenopausal symptoms can also exacerbate ADHD by interfering with dopamine signaling in the brain, Brandy Callahan, a neuropsychologist at the University of Calgary who studies ADHD in older adults, told me.

Increased awareness of adult ADHD, thanks in part to social media, has led many women to seek help for their symptoms, Babinski said. And stimulant prescriptions have risen especially sharply among women aged 50 to 54. Still, the combination of hazy diagnostic criteria and overlapping symptoms means that many older Americans with ADHD very likely don't have a diagnosis. Even fewer are being treated, and so people may be having a worse experience of aging than they need to. A first-time diagnosis in midlife can profoundly improve the experience of aging. For one thing, it makes people feel validated at a time when major life changes can make it harder to cope with the effects of ADHD, which can include trouble maintaining relationships, paying bills on time, and performing at work. And a stimulant prescription can lead to improvements in attention, impulse control, and hyperactivity among people with ADHD.

Read: ADHD's sobering life-expectancy numbers

Aside from improving life in middle age, a diagnosis has implications for future brain health. ADHD is associated with neurodegenerative disorders such as Alzheimer's disease, Parkinson's disease, and some types of dementia, but scientists aren't yet sure why. One possibility is that people with ADHD struggle with habits that maintain a healthy brain, such as managing stress and getting adequate sleep and exercise, Craig Surman, a neuropsychiatrist and a scientific coordinator of the Adult ADHD Research Program at Massachusetts General Hospital, told me. Callahan and others have shown that ADHD brains have abnormal white matter--the communication pathway of the brain--which may make them less resilient to later disease. Researchers don't know whether ADHD drugs actually protect against the underlying causes of more debilitating brain diseases. But if stimulants enable a person to maintain other habits that protect brain health, it's reasonable to suspect that they might help.

Yet stimulants aren't prescribed to older adults as often as they are to younger people. Most ADHD drugs are FDA-approved only for people up to age 55 or 65 because they haven't been tested in anyone older and, as such, aren't typically covered by Medicare. Stimulants also raise blood pressure and heart rate, which can be especially risky in midlife and later, when health issues such as cardiovascular disease and obesity are common. For these reasons, some providers are hesitant to prescribe stimulants to older adults. (The federal government, too, in the Make America Healthy Again report, argued that the drugs are overused.) But evidence is growing that prescribing ADHD medications to older adults can be done safely. This makes a reliable diagnosis all the more important.

The American Professional Society of ADHD and Related Disorders, known as APSARD, is expected to release the first clinical guidelines for adult ADHD this year. It's an attempt to "put out some ground truth about how to treat ADHD," Surman, who is on the guideline committee, told me. (He would not say whether APSARD will include specific guidelines for middle-aged and older adults.) Still, information is slow to disseminate, and there is pushback against the notion of adult ADHD from within and outside the medical field. Some providers feel that the risks of treating older adults with stimulants are not worth the benefit; other providers are concerned that the diagnosis over-medicalizes normal aging.

Yet as the American population skews older, perhaps it is worthwhile to question what constitutes normal aging. The medical literature offers only a loose definition: Rapidly deteriorating cognition is not normal, but gradual decline with age is. At the very least, the rise in adult-ADHD diagnoses presents an opportunity to refine the latter notion. No one's brain stays sharp forever, but some people may have more time to maintain their edge.
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The Tariffs Loss Is Paradoxically a Win for Trump

The president will need the Court to have a veneer of legitimacy for when it blesses other, more damaging parts of his agenda.

by Rosalind Dixon, David Pozen

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




The Supreme Court's ruling in the tariffs case has been hailed as a devastating blow for President Trump and a triumph for the rule of law. Even though Trump had warned that a loss in this case "would literally destroy the United States of America," the Court broke from its pattern of siding with him. Prominent media outlets have described the decision as a "resounding ... smackdown," a "declaration of independence" by the justices, maybe even "the most important Supreme Court decision this century."

The tariffs ruling is indeed a smackdown. And Trump obviously doesn't like to lose. But his critics' celebrations and his own furious response risk obscuring a deeper dynamic at play: Both the White House and the Court stand to gain from the decision.

To see why, first consider that the tariffs ruling is unlikely to do significant damage to the Trump administration or the Republican Party legally, politically, or otherwise.

As a matter of law, the opinion breaks hardly any new ground. Notwithstanding the decision's "blockbuster" trappings, the holding of the case is simple and surgical: One particular statute (the International Emergency Economic Powers Act), which never uses the word tariffs, cannot be used to impose tariffs. No other issues had to be decided. None was.

A large chunk of the opinion's 170 pages is taken up by a vigorous dispute over the major-questions doctrine, which requires Congress to "speak clearly" if it wishes to delegate broad authority to the executive. This dispute was academic, however, given that the six justices in the majority agreed on the outcome regardless of whether or how the doctrine applied. Difficult questions about remedies were deferred for another day. Outside the obscure realm of IEEPA, the Court's conservative majority can--and almost certainly will--continue to expand presidential power while constricting agencies' regulatory authority.

Jeffrey Rosen: What Justice Gorsuch fears

As a matter of policy, the IEEPA tariffs were both unpopular and ineffective. Many Republican officeholders in the Reaganite mold opposed them, and economists from both parties warned that they were poorly designed to reduce the overall trade deficit. Although they brought in billions to the Treasury, there is little evidence that they helped revitalize domestic manufacturing. And they raised revenue by effectively taxing ordinary American households and the consumption of basic goods.

The IEEPA tariffs were also partially substitutable. By signaling the likely outcome of the case at the initial oral argument and then again at a subsequent oral argument, the justices gave Trump's team plenty of time to prepare. J.P. Morgan has been advising clients for months that it does "not expect a decision revoking IEEPA tariffs to have a material impact on where the level of the effective tariff rate settles." Although IEEPA would have been easier to use, presidents can impose tariffs under other statutes, such as the Trade Act of 1974, which is exactly what Trump is already in the process of doing.

There is a less direct but potentially even more significant reason this loss may prove useful for the administration, whatever the ultimate effects on the economy. Trump is going to need a respected judiciary on his side in future cases, and the Supreme Court has been in desperate need of some victories of its own in the court of public opinion.

In constitutional democracies across the globe, researchers have found that confidence in the judiciary is linked to its perceived independence. The Roberts Court has been learning this lesson firsthand, as the belief that it is in the tank for Trump and the Republican Party has contributed to a dramatic decline in public approval, especially among Democrats and independents. The conservative justices have come to be seen by so many Americans as partisan that legal scholars have begun to speak of a "post-legitimacy Court."

To safeguard its institutional legitimacy, the Court thus needs to rein in Trump once in a while, and not just through relatively "invisible" maneuvers. The tariffs case presented a perfect opportunity to do so on account of its large symbolic value and limited legal stakes.

By showcasing its independence in this way, the Court earns currency that it can spend in subsequent decisions that enable Trump rather than restrain him. Such a dynamic has played out in a number of declining democracies. Courts shore up popular support by vindicating a small set of high-profile claims, even as they allow the executive to undermine core democratic norms.

In Hong Kong, for instance, the Court of Final Appeal has handed down a series of decisions protecting LGBTQ rights at the same time that it has withdrawn from protecting political protest and dissent. The legal scholar Rehan Abeyratne argues that this is no coincidence: The LGBTQ rulings have helped maintain at least some faith in the Hong Kong judiciary as being free from Chinese control. Similarly, the Indian supreme court has decriminalized consensual same-sex conduct and recognized transgender rights while upholding ever more repressive actions by Narendra Modi's government.

In fact, Abeyratne suggests that something similar happened in the United States with cases such as Obergefell v. Hodges. The Obergefell same-sex marriage ruling is now a decade old, though, and its legitimating effects for liberals and centrists have faded. Recent decisions such as Trump v. United States, granting then-former President Trump sweeping immunity from criminal prosecution, are more salient for Americans today.

It is not just the Court that needs to put some short-term distance between itself and Trump to advance its longer-term goals. Perhaps paradoxically, Trump needs the same thing.

The past decade or so has seen the rise of a new model of "stealth authoritarianism" (also known as "autocratic legalism" and "abusive constitutionalism"), in which strongman leaders subvert the substance of constitutional democracy while appearing to comply with its formal requirements. Compared with more overt methods of authoritarian takeover, tactics of this kind have several benefits. For one, they are less likely to provoke criticism from allies and international partners. For another, they are less likely to spook markets and lead to adverse economic effects.

Sympathetic judges play an important role in this model. Through their rulings, they can endorse, entrench, and sanitize dubious expansions of executive power. The rub is that judges can play this role effectively only if they are viewed as independent from the regime. Otherwise, their decisions will be written off as the product of coercion or collusion.

Hungary provides an example. In the early years after Viktor Orban came to power, the Constitutional Court struck down some of his reforms and engaged in "cautious resistance," leading to a perception among segments of the Hungarian public and the international community that the regime maintained a commitment to the rule of law.

This perception unraveled, however, once the court came to be seen as fully captured by Orban. The result was a series of rebukes from the European Union's Court of Justice and the EU itself, and a growing consensus that Hungary had lost its status as a true constitutional democracy. Once that occurred, the fact that the court still intermittently ruled against Orban counted for little. Neither the justices nor the Orban regime could redeem their reputation, and Hungary has lost large sums of European funding as a result.

Sarah Isgur: What the Roberts Court is actually trying to accomplish

The lesson for Trump is clear. Insofar as he wants the Court and the country to back him on issues such as voting restrictions, immigration enforcement, and environmental deregulation, he needs the Court to rule against him in some widely watched cases. He then needs to toe the line. Support for Trump and his policies has been dragged down by the widespread belief that he has been abusing his powers. Complying with a prominent, adverse judgment is one of the most legible ways he can combat that belief.

Granted, Trump's press conference on Friday, after the tariffs ruling came down, was not exactly a model of restraint. And he may well be outraged by the ruling. But beneath the bluster, Trump made clear that he will comply with a decision that he believes is deeply misguided--not at all what a tyrant might be expected to do. The notion that Trump is lawlessness incarnate looks a little shakier today than it did a week ago, which may be just what he needs to pursue the rest of his agenda.

None of this means that the Supreme Court was wrong to strike down Trump's tariffs. The Court's holding is more than justified on statutory and separation-of-powers grounds.

That said, the Court has only diverted, but by no means derailed, one piece of Trump's program that scared Wall Street and split the Republican coalition. Nothing in the opinion heralds a new willingness to push back against Trumpism in other settings. And fundamental democratic norms continue to be under assault. Whether and to what extent the United States continues its slide toward authoritarianism will depend much more, for example, on how the Court responds to Trump's efforts to dismantle independent agencies, quell political dissent, and interfere with the midterm elections.

The tariffs case must therefore be understood as a warm-up act in the fight to preserve the core of American democracy, rather than the main event. And the Roberts Court still stands as a key enabler of Trumpism as well as a check against it, unless and until the justices prove otherwise.
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What Justice Gorsuch Fears

His concurring opinion in the tariffs case may become the Roberts Court's most influential statement on how to prevent the steady accretion of executive power.

by Jeffrey Rosen

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




Updated at 2:13 p.m. ET on February 25, 2026

In 1952, President Harry Truman asserted his power as commander in chief to seize America's major steel mills. He insisted that the emergency action was necessary to avert a strike that he believed would threaten national defense during the Korean War. By a 6-3 vote in the landmark case Youngstown Steel & Tube Co. v. Sawyer (1953), the Supreme Court disagreed. The majority opinion, written by Justice Hugo Black, held that Congress had refused to pass a statute that authorized the president to seize this kind of private property and, therefore, the president lacked legal authority for his actions. In the eyes of history, however, the more influential opinion was a concurrence by Justice Robert Jackson. In it, he emphasized the importance of defending liberty through the separation of powers.

Last week, also by a 6-3 vote, the Supreme Court held that President Trump lacks the authority to impose tariffs under the International Emergency Economic Powers Act. The majority opinion, written by Chief Justice John Roberts, held that the text of the statute authorizes the president to "regulate" imports but that the word regulate does not include the power to tax. The concurring opinion of Justice Neil Gorsuch emphasized the importance of defending the separation of powers to check the consolidation of executive power. Following in Jackson's footsteps, Gorsuch's concurring opinion may become the Roberts Court's most influential statement on how to prevent the steady accretion of executive power by encouraging Congress to do its job. (Gorsuch is a co-chair of the National Constitution Center, where I serve as CEO emeritus.)

Gorsuch did join Roberts's majority opinion in full, but it was in his concurrence where he sought to defend his vision of the major-questions doctrine, which he defined as the idea that "the President must identify clear statutory authority for the extraordinary delegated power he claims." Citing cases "across many fields," he observed that officials claiming "substantial" powers have traditionally been required to ground their claims in a "clear legislative basis" or "definite and unmistakable expression." Since "highly resourceful members of the executive branch have strong incentives to exploit any doubt in Congress's past work to assume new power for themselves," the major-question doctrine's requirement that Congress must speak clearly when delegating power to the executive branch "helps prevent that kind of exploitation." Gorsuch depicts the major-questions doctrine as a fulfillment of the Founders' vision by preventing "the few (or the one)" from expanding "their power based on loose or uncertain authority."

Gorsuch goes on to criticize nearly all his colleagues' approaches to interpreting statutes. First, Gorsuch responds to the criticisms of Justices Elena Kagan, Sonia Sotomayor, and Ketanji Brown Jackson, who "insist," he writes, that "they can reach the same result by employing only routine tools of statutory interpretation." Gorsuch argues that their narrow constructions of statutory text in a case denying Trump's authority is at odds with their broad constructions of statutory text in other cases that would have expanded Joe Biden's. In particular, Gorsuch says that Sotomayor and Kagan managed to somehow find "expansive language" in statutes in order to justify Biden policies such as a vaccine mandate for workers of large companies, COVID regulations on landlords and tenants, and the cancellation of $430 billion in student-loan debt.

In the past, the liberal justices have criticized the major-questions doctrine as "a novelty without basis in law" and "an anti-administrative-state stance." Gorsuch responded that the major-questions doctrine is not "anti-administrative state" but instead "pro-Congress." In his view, it protects congressional prerogatives from resourceful presidents, who are likely to exploit ambiguities in statutes to seize power for themselves. (Gorsuch's argument is most convincing when the president, rather than administrative agencies, are exploiting the ambiguities.)

David Frum: The Supreme Court delivers Trump a humiliating gift

Moreover, he worries that without something like the major-questions doctrine, the power of the president will expand infinitely at the expense of the other branches: "Once this Court reads a doubtful statute as granting the executive branch a given power, that power may prove almost impossible for Congress to retrieve." This argument closely tracks his observation during oral argument that, without a veto-proof supermajority, "Congress, as a practical matter, can't get this power back once it's handed it over to the President. It's a one-way ratchet toward the gradual but continual accretion of power in the executive branch and away from the people's elected Representative."

After addressing the critics of the major-questions doctrine, Justice Gorsuch then addresses its supporters. He first turns to Justice Amy Coney Barrett, who also joined the principal opinion in full. "I understand Justice Gorsuch to require Congress always to speak precisely to any major power that it intends to give away," Barrett writes. "But if the Constitution permits Congress to give the Executive a particular power, who are we to get in the way?" Gorsuch takes issue with Barrett's attempts to recast the major-questions doctrine as a common sense way of interpreting texts in order to "soften its blow." Instead of an ordinary principle of statutory interpretation, he believes that the doctrine should be conceptualized as "a 'dice-loading' rule" that requires a clear legislative statement for any executive claims of "extraordinary delegated power."

Gorsuch then addresses his dissenting conservative colleagues. Justice Brett Kavanaugh argues that "strict limitations upon congressional delegation of power to the president over internal affairs do not apply with respect to delegation of power over external affairs." In response, Gorsuch contends that this broad exception to the major-questions doctrine would allow Congress to delegate "not only the power to impose tariffs, but also the power to establish uniform rules of naturalization, appropriate money for armies," and other core powers that the Framers expected Congress to exercise.

Gorsuch then turns to the "final camp" and criticizes Justice Clarence Thomas for being an inconsistent originalist. In an idiosyncratic opinion, Thomas argues that the nondelegation doctrine forbids Congress only from "delegating core legislative power, which is the power to make substantive rules setting the conditions for deprivations of life, liberty, or property." Thus, to Thomas, the "power to impose duties on imports can be delegated," since "foreign commerce was not within the core legislative power, and engaging in foreign commerce was regarded as a privilege rather than a right." Gorsuch rebukes Thomas's version of constitutional history and argues that his position is also inconsistent with the text of the Constitution, early congressional practice, and Supreme Court precedent. In a notable passage, Gorsuch points out that "it was duties on foreign tea that triggered the Boston Tea Party." Gorsuch asks, "Are we really to believe that the patriots that night in Boston Harbor considered the whole of the tariff power some kingly prerogative?"

In the 1953 steel-seizure case, Jackson concluded with a warning about the importance of parliamentary deliberation to check a tyrannical executive. "For all its defects, delays, and inconveniences, men have discovered no technique for long preserving free government except that the Executive be under the law and that the law be made by parliamentary deliberations," he wrote.

Ilya Somin: How the Supreme Court spared America

Gorsuch ends on a similar note. Like Jackson, he issued a solo concurrence that struck down a unilateral presidential action with major foreign-policy implications by a president of his own party. Like Jackson, Gorsuch did not allow presidential claims of emergency power to justify extraordinary intrusions into core congressional authority. Like Jackson, Gorsuch developed a jurisprudential framework with an eye toward future cases about the separation of powers. And like Jackson, Gorsuch concluded his opinion with a paean to the value of legislative deliberation:

"The deliberative nature of the legislative process was the whole point of its design," Gorsuch wrote. "Through that process, the Nation can tap the combined wisdom of the people's elected representatives, not just that of one faction or man." He continued, "If history is any guide, the tables will turn and the day will come when those disappointed by today's result will appreciate the legislative process for the bulwark of liberty it is."

It is a warning about the importance of the separation of powers that all Americans should heed.



This article originally misstated the scale of Joe Biden's student-loan-debt-forgiveness policy.
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When Caring Becomes Counterculture

Tim Miller on what he saw in Minnesota, why "Resist libs" turn off younger generations, and whether Never Trump has veered too far to the left. Plus: reacting to Trump's tariff defeat and rethinking the tradition of the State of the Union.

by David Frum

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




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

On this week's episode of The David Frum Show, Atlantic staff writer David Frum opens with his take on President Trump's reaction to a recent Supreme Court defeat on tariffs, arguing that the real issue is not just economics but the president's drive for unchecked power.

Then David is joined by Tim Miller of The Bulwark to unpack Tim's recent trip to Minneapolis and what he saw on the ground amid ongoing ICE enforcement operations in the Twin Cities. They explore why younger Americans find "Resist libs" cringe and how that cynicism has helped fuel Trump's politics. David and Tim also debate whether Never Trump conservatives are losing the core values that once defined them and whether that evolution is necessary in order to actually take on Trump.

Finally, David revisits the history and meaning of the State of the Union address, questioning whether this long-standing ritual needs rethinking in the Trump era.

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 Tim Miller, host of The Bulwark's daily podcast. My literary topic this week won't be a book; it will be a discussion of the ritual and performance of the State of the Union address, and I will get to that after the interview with Tim Miller. But first, some opening thoughts on the dramatic recent events. There's so many that one can hardly begin to tally them all.

I record this podcast the day before the president is to deliver the State of the Union address. You will see it or hear it, at the earliest, the morning after the president gives the State of the Union address. So you will know more than I do about what happens; I have no idea, although I can make some guesses.

I'm going to guess there's going to be a lot of ranting and raving in the State of the Union address about the Supreme Court and the recent tariff decision. And one of the questions that should spring to mind is, Why is the president so very, very upset that the Supreme Court struck down the tariffs he's been announcing over the past year? I get it. No one likes to lose. This is an important issue for him. But it's not like he doesn't have recourse. He continues to hold a majority in both House and Senate. The Supreme Court has said, Your tariff measures would be fine if they came from Congress. You just can't do them alone. Why not announce in the State of the Union, I've drafted a tariff bill. I'm sending it to Congress tomorrow. I look forward to you enacting it at your earliest convenience? There are enough Republicans, enough in the House and Senate, and there are some anti-trade Democrats--you might get a majority. Why not just pass the bill and do it the legal way that the Supreme Court pointed out to him? Why is he falling back instead on all these convoluted other schemes for using imaginary balance-of-payments crises, which don't really exist anymore in a day of floating exchange rates, or false claims of unfair trade practices? Why not just write a tariff bill and send it to Congress and have them pass it?

Well, once I say it that way, you know why he's so upset: because for [President Donald] Trump, the appeal of the tariffs was not just his primitive, mercantilist view of international economics. He loved the feeling of raw, arbitrary, discretionary power he got from a tariff mechanism that he insisted--and the Supreme Court just corrected him on--that he insisted he could apply to anyone at any time for any reason, without permission from anybody, Congress least of all. What he is mad about is not that he's lost his tariffs; he could enact them. What he is mad about is that he has lost his power. And that, I think, will be a real theme of the State of the Union address: the president's desire to insert personal, arbitrary, whimsical, if need be, power, unlimited by anybody or anything.

That power comes to its sharpest point when the issue is one of war and peace. Congress has not had a chance to debate, but we are very, apparently, on the edge of a major war in the Middle East against Iran. The president has assembled an enormous amount of air and naval resources within striking range of Iran. He has made threats. People around him have made threats. They say they want a negotiation, but they point to the revolver on the table and warn that the revolver will go off. And war seems to be imminent, and it may be, even, an unintended war. It may be a war that Trump thinks he can sort of bully the Iranians into acceding to what he wants to do, they don't, and then he's trapped--he has to go to war even though he thought he could intimidate them, and when and if that hope or expectation turns out [to be] wrong, he's backed into a position where force is his only remaining recourse.

This, again, is arbitrary power. Congress is supposed to vote on these things. There's no figment or tissue of any kind of authority that the president has to initiate this kind of major regime-change conflict that he has in mind with Iran without the approval of Congress. So what we're going to see is a drama of the tension between a president who wants personal power and a constitutional system that is designed to deny the president personal power. That is why I think these alternative-tariff regimens that are being discussed by the administration are ultimately going to collapse and may well be rejected by the courts: because the alternative forms of presidential tariff power all require a lot of process, all require a lot of explanations, all have rules. They have preconditions that must be met, time limits that must be met. Some of them must go to court, where there are opportunities for the tariffed party to make itself heard and to say, I did not engage in the unfair trade practice alleged by the president, and under this trade power--Section 301, as it's known--you don't just take the president's word for it; there is a process and a hearing, and the accused party gets to make itself heard.

So we are going to see a drama of the individual will meeting institutional limits. And that may be the theme of the rest of this political year and the rest of the Trump presidency. The Trump drive to individual, unchecked power has met some rebuffs, but with war in the offing, he may have his greatest opportunity yet to remake the United States as the kind of one-man system that he wants it to be.

And now my dialogue with Tim Miller.

[Music]

Frum: Tim Miller is known to all, or should by now be known to all, as the star host of The Bulwark's daily podcast. He is also the author of the 2022 New York Times best-seller Why We Did It: A Travelogue From the Republican Road to Hell.

Tim is a veteran of Republican presidential campaigns: [John] McCain '08, [Jon] Huntsman 2012, Jeb Bush 2016. He built a consulting business before switching to full-time journalism for the Never Trump fight.

I've been privileged to be his guest on many, many occasions on The Bulwark, and it's a pleasure to be able to return to the hospitality at last. Tim, thank you so much for joining me today.

Tim Miller: Let's do this. My gold-jacket guest, David Frum. It is my honor to be in the other seat.

Frum: [Laughs.] I wanna ask you just a brief question because it's not impossible that there is someone who is unaware of The Bulwark. Can you take us through the rich and varied Bulwark cinematic universe? What is The Bulwark? Where did it come from? How did you join this crew?

Miller: Sure. Before you started your podcast, it was the unofficial podcast of The Atlantic--I had so many Atlantic guests--so I assume most people do know us, so I'll keep it brief. But The Bulwark was--the shorthand version of it starting was it was built out of the destruction of The Weekly Standard. My old friend Sarah Longwell had a terrible idea, which was to start a Never Trump aggregator website. I told her as much. But she just wanted to do something. She was so mad about Trump. She, like me, had a past in conservative PR and communications work. And the site had been around for a couple of months or whatever when the owner of The Weekly Standard, the old neocon magazine, shut it down, and so a bunch of people were out in the wilderness. Sarah had met Bill Kristol, in particular, at a lot of meetings of sad Republicans in the basements, some of which you've attended--

Frum: I've attended some of those sad meetings.

Miller: One was called "The Meeting of the Concerned." I love that name--"The Meeting of the Concerned." We were all very concerned. And they were just talking. They're like, What can we do? And it's like, Hey, maybe this little aggregator thing I had, we can start something else, and see how it [goes]. And that's how The Bulwark was born. It was basically a side hustle for a lot of people. My colleague Jonathan Last took over the editorship, and it was a real hustle for him, but for a lot of folks, it was something that they were doing 'cause it felt good to have a place for Never Trump Republicans to gather and to write and to give their opinions and to vent and lament. And I had been friends with Sarah, so she asked me to do it. As you mentioned in the intro, I was still doing PR work full time. And it took off beyond our wildest imaginations. Charlie Sykes did the daily show at that time, and he brought over his audience from The Weekly Standard, and [Last's] newsletter writing enraptured a lot of people, and we brought in a lot of guests from the universe.

And I just would hear from people that the audience wasn't just Never Trump Republicans--that was kind of the core base; a lot of people that had used to be Republicans were turned off by Trump. But it was also a lot of liberals--I'm sure you hear this, David--who were like, I have this uncle or best friend or son or mom or whatever who I used to argue with, and I can't argue with them anymore because they've gone so insane. And now you guys are the "Oh, this is what it would be like if my beloved family member who is a conservative had not totally lost their mind and we can have legitimate disagreements about this issue or that issue."

And that was kind of the genesis of it. It went from being everybody's side hustle to a real deal really, I think, during that crazy summer and a half ago with the [President Joe] Biden debate, and then Trump getting shot, and we had gone onto YouTube, and kind of, it really just took off.

Frum: Can we sum up the politics of The Bulwark as pro-market, anti-polio?

Miller: Pro-market, anti-polio? (Laughs.) Yes. My favorite summation that anyone ever gave us was "the capitalist wing of antifa."

Frum: (Laughs.)

Miller: Maybe not quite right, but I did like it. It has a nice ring to it.

So, yeah, look, we're pro-markets, anti-polio, anti-illiberalism. And I think a lot of folks now come to us because we're no bullshit, honestly. And that was the point I was trying to make about YouTube. There are a lot of people who don't know this backstory, who just saw our material on social media now and are like, We like the cut of their jib. And they don't have to know about [Friedrich] Hayek or [William] Buckley or the history of conservatism to appreciate the content.

Frum: So you had a big outing last week. You took much of the staff, maybe all of the staff, of The Bulwark to Minneapolis to do a live performance there but also to do some on-the-ground observation of a situation you have spoken so much about. What did you see, other than, I assume, a lot of snow and ice?

Miller: Yeah, I did get a cold; I was not built for Minneapolis. And so it gave me even more respect for the folks who've been in the streets protesting, exercising their rights.

Yeah, we ended up having to do two shows. We planned to do one. We wanted to do it in support of the people of Minneapolis; it sold out in, like, two minutes. And so we did a second one, where it was more of an interview show. We brought in [Governor] Tim Walz and [Senator] Tina Smith. We appreciated them for coming.

And so, look, my main takeaway is that I was a little bit humbled about something. I was wrong about something. I sit here in my room, and it is important to leave my hole and not just talk to the camera because you can learn things. And I was really seeing Minnesota through a political prism, right? Obviously, I was just deeply just angered and saddened by what happened to Alex Pretti and Renee Good, and so there was a human element to it, but just my analysis of it was very political. And the political analysis was that it was a win, that the people of Minneapolis won; they defeated Trump. And they made him do something he doesn't like to do, which is back down. He does it a fair amount, but he doesn't like to do it.

And so I went there in this mindset that it was almost--not celebratory, but almost there was a little bit of a waving of the shirt. It was like, Yeah, congratulations to the people of Minneapolis. And when I went to the Whipple [Federal] Building and talked to people that showed up to the events and had meals with activists, what I found out was that, yeah, they had had a political victory, and that's not nothing. It's meaningful. But the occupation is ongoing, and the only difference is the tactics with which the government's using, right, and they've dispersed. And so I was talking to one woman, for example. She lives across the border in Wisconsin, she said about a 45-minute drive. She drives to the Whipple building, which is the main headquarters of where ICE has been staging. She protests every day for three hours. And I was talking to her, and she was like, Look, my neighborhood in Wisconsin, we had seen, I think she said, four ICE or CBP agents in our little community text; we'd heard about four in the past couple months. In the past week, there'd been 10. And that was just one anecdote, but there was more of that, going out into north Minneapolis and even into South Dakota. And so [whereas] I think the government feels like the thing that has worked with the resistance, which is monitoring and videoing and documenting their actions, that is easy to do in Minneapolis, where there's these built-in networks, it's harder to monitor and document if they go out into other regions of the country, other areas.

Frum: Are the tactics of the authorities less confrontational and, one hopes, less violent than we've seen in the recent past?

Miller: Well, again, this is all anecdotal, but there's some elements of demonstrating that it's craftier, like the ICE agents have been putting on their cars--it's just like point-counterpoint. It's like any sort of battle, right? The tactics shift. One thing that they've done is they start putting like gay-pride stickers on the cars and other things to try to trick people into not seeing that it was an ICE vehicle.

And so I think that the violence towards the protesters has dissipated, but is that because their tactics have dissipated or because the manner in which they're doing this means that they're encountering organized protests less, you know what I mean? I think that still remains to be seen. I think that we can say meaningfully Greg Bovino was trying to instigate fights. When he was walking around town, he wanted violence. And so God love the people of Minneapolis that this did not turn into anything that was like 2020, that there was not really any of that.

So I think, in some ways, the tactics have modified a little bit and the idea that people in Minneapolis and the surrounding areas are still having to deliver food to families under cover of darkness, and there's a network of doulas--Tim Walz was telling us about this network of doulas that is helping people give birth because they don't wanna go to hospitals.

Frum: You described it as an occupation. Does Minneapolis still feel like a city under the hand of an unwanted police presence? Or does it feel like the hand is hidden, and therefore, it's not such an unwanted police presence?

Miller: I would not say that it felt like they were still under the hand, as if things were everywhere, as if these secret police were everywhere. I will say this, though, here's the way in which it still felt like an unwanted occupation: When you talk to people, everyone had a story. Everyone had an example of someone they know at the school that their kids go to or at work or in the community, right? And I think that they were all still very conscious of the fact that this is ongoing. It's not back to normal. And in that sense, I think it's still ongoing.

Frum: This leads me to a more challenging question that you and I have talked about in the past, and I wanna hear your views, and I think many people will wanna hear your views on it. Actually, I've got a couple of them that are a little more to challenge you with.

The first is--so I'm not aware of this. I'm not at the cutting edge of the latest in internet culture, by any means.

Miller: Yeah, okay.

Frum: I'm not--

Miller: So you don't know about "bone smashing"?

Frum: Unfortunately, I do know about bone smashing, but that's only because people tell me. Sometimes the internet culture gets to a point where I'm not even sure it exists. I think it mostly exists in order to upset and shock people like me, not because there's any actual consumer of it. (Laughs.) Why, I'm reading here in The New York Times about this very distressing thing that the young folks are doing online. (Laughs.) [Insert] sound of newsprint shuffling.

Now, I wanted to ask you about something that--and I don't know how real this is, but people who keep up with this more than I do tell me that there is a mood among the young that there's something lame about the project that you're engaged in, and I guess I'm engaged in, too, of standing up for what they would call "resistance liberalism." And this is somehow unfashionable, uncool. And I wonder, is this a perception of something that actually exists, or is this just chat? And if, to the extent it exists, let me ask you about two different strains that I can see for what's motivating it.

One is--and there's just nothing to be done about this--is real leftists who say, Look, you're standing up here for the Constitution, the rule of law, for international free trade, for--you don't wanna say open borders; you just wanna say orderly police procedures without abuses and without violence. So you're not a real leftist. You're not smashing the system. You're not overturning the hierarchy. You're not socializing the means of production. You're not globalizing the intifada. It's just lame. So, okay, real leftists, I get why they would have a beef.

But the other thing that seems to be going on, to the extent that this is a real phenomenon I'm describing, is a feeling that simply having beliefs is, in itself, a sign of lameness and that the cool thing is not to have any. Am I talking about anything real? You're at the center of this business. Do you see this? Am I describing something you recognize?

Miller: You are describing something real, unfortunately, and this stuff's all evolving and changing, but I think that there is a sense among some, particularly, younger folks in the public that "resist libs" are corny and cringe, and I think that what is underlying this--like you said, for some people, there's ideological elements to it. But to me, what is underlying it is that the most visible elements of resist liberalism are people that seem like they are in the establishment or in positions of power, right, that they are protecting an existing order, right?

And if you were just putting yourself [in] a stereotype for a second, an imaginary 23-year-old, whether they're a Joe Rogan 23-year-old or a leftist Hasan Piker 23-year-old, who are they seeing as the avatars of resist liberalism? It's their parents, right, probably, or people that seem like they are part of an established older culture that they're trying to be a counterculture to, right? In a lot of this, this is a story as old as time, right? It's like thesis, antithesis, synthesis, right? They have to rebel against something, and the resist liberals got in this weird position--it's something I think about a lot--where we have no power, basically, right? (Laughs.) But we're also seen as the establishment. And so how, then, can people that have these views start to change that and start to appeal to a broader audience?

And I think that Trump is doing a lot of favors right now in that sense, right? And I think that Trump, by engaging in such obvious corruption, but also in sidling up to the richest people in the world and having all of the trillionaires at his inauguration and caring about what Jamie Dimon thinks and also using the spy state of Palantir to go after people. I think there's a combination of different things where you're starting to see cracks in this, and you are starting to--less so on the left because they have an ideological incentive to continue to position resist liberalism as cringe, but more in the center, in the comedian podcast world, where they kind of went along with Trump because it was counterculture. to whatever extent. You're seeing, now, elements of them start to say, Wait a minute. (Laughs.) Maybe MSNBC had a few things right. (Laughs.) So I do think that there's a little bit of that cracking, but it is a problem, and it exists. It's real.

Frum: Two of the three presidential candidates running against Donald Trump were women. And when people mock the resist libs, they often feminize what they have in mind: wine moms. I don't imagine Hasan Piker's audience is very female. And is there something that there's a kind of leftism or nihilism that is especially attractive to young men and that is sort of uncomfortable with the idea--the anti-Trump movement is, in many ways, a female-led movement: Sarah Longwell. And they're a little--

Miller: Look, I just said MSNBC. Look [at] who are the big faces--Nicolle Wallace and Rachel Maddow, right? Yeah.

Frum: There's a little bit of alienated young men being alienated not against their parents, but against their mothers.

Miller: Absolutely. It's funny that you say that because I don't even actually remember what I said when I said that when they see the resistance, they--did I say their parents? Because in my mind, I was thinking their mothers, I swear to God. (Laughs.) I don't know if I said parents, but in my mind, I was thinking their mothers. And I think, absolutely, there is something to do with that. And I think that a lot of these young men--and, look, Scott Galloway is good on this. I think that there are some legitimate issues that young men have in this country and ways in which they're left behind and ways in which--I rail at Democrats all the time about this, where I'm saying, Look, you care about representation and making sure people feel seen in every instance, for every group, except for young men. That's the one group that you don't think needs to feel seen. And if you understand the value of "feeling seen" and of representation you should understand it.

So there's some legitimate element to this, but I think that those legitimate grievances are being preyed on and that there are a lot of influences of folks that are either trying to ideologically prey on young men by turning them into right-wing nationalists or far-left agitators like Piker or to the other thing that you mentioned: just black-pilling them--nihilism, right? This idea that nothing matters, that there are these powerful institutions out there that are gonna prevent you from having the success that your parents had or having the glory that your father or grandfather had, and so why care about this? And that's a powerful message, right? I can understand why it's persuasive. And so I think that we can recognize that there is misogyny that is maybe, if not at the heart of this, a big element of it, while also saying that, okay, that doesn't mean that there isn't potentially powerful counter-messages that could be delivered to these young men if an effort was put in.

Frum: So your background is in the world of messaging and political communication. And so it is not your nature ever to say to any substantial group of people, You're just wrong. (Laughs.) But my business has always been a much less popular one, so I'm prepared sometimes to say to people, You're just [wrong]. Isn't [it] the job of saying, You know what? The United States, in the summer of 2015, it hadn't recovered fast enough from the Great Recession. Many of its foreign-policy commitments were not working as advertised, and people were frustrated with them. Got it. And there does seem to be a slowdown in the rate of growth compared to what previous generations had, and obviously, there are the chronic problems of climate change--and all true. Nevertheless, all of that calls for reform, not revolution. The system is basically good and fair and worth defending. And not only that, but individual action matters, and you shouldn't just tune out and defect from the political process. Sometimes you have to say to people, You're wrong. You're wrong about [it]. And cynicism doesn't make you smart; cynicism makes you vulnerable.

Miller: I had a whole project that was centered around this with Cameron Kasky before he decided to run for Congress--he's a young guy that started March for Our Lives--where we did a show where we interviewed young people. So it wasn't entirely about this, but this topic came up a lot, right, particularly with young men. And I found myself in the shoes of you, making that case a lot, which is, like, Okay, I hear you. Your complaints are legitimate. But in the grand scheme of things, a young man that was born in 1999 or, whatever, 2002 has had some challenges, but they are a lot better off than young men and women who were born in almost all of the years of the past, frankly. (Laughs.) And so, at some level, you wanna say, Oh, poor baby, right?

Frum: Yeah. Well, congratulations on your high school diploma, class of 1932.

Miller: Yeah, right. (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) Class of 1941. (Laughs.)

Miller: Think about the class that graduated into World War I and then the first plague, and you had the Depression, yeah. So there were a lot of bad years out there.

That said, okay, great, wwe're right, but Donald Trump is the president, and the head of the FBI is a podcaster who is a total buffoon, who preyed on these fears and did so successfully. So I guess my response to what you said is, yes, it is true that it is overstated, the grievances and the complaints of young men in the year 2026, but some of their complaints are real, and the job of people who are political practitioners is to win people over. And I think that there was insufficient effort in winning people over, in part because a lot of people on the left got into a bubble of their own, where they were made to believe that these young men were something that they weren't, that they were deeply, irredeemably racist, misogynist, problematic, whatever followers of Joe Rogan. And it's kind of like, no, actually, when you talk to most of them, they're like a lot of young men: They're reckless and dumb and have some strong views on things and have some unformed views on other things, and Barack Obama appealed to that group very easily, and I kind of feel like, had Barack Obama been the candidate in 2016, he would have appealed to them very easily again.

Frum: How do you personally adapt to this? You have a style that is very contemporary and very humorous, very demotic, and you're trying to bring people in. Does that work?

Miller: Very demonic?

Frum: Demotic, not demonic.

Miller: (Laughs.) I knew. I was just making a joke. (Laughs.)

Frum: The demos is the voice of God, not the voice--anyway. But is that calculated as a way to overcome this problem, or is that just who you are and you couldn't be any other way?

Miller: It's mostly the latter, and I think that one of the things that has worked for The Bulwark is that all of us were cast out and were just able to kind of be ourselves and say what we really thought. And I had a Democratic strategist once tell me after I got off TV, and they're like, I'm so jealous of you. I was like, Why? And they said, Well, even if I don't think I wanna be White House press secretary ever again, there's this little person in the back of my head that's saying, Maybe I will be, and so I should soften the edges of whatever I'm gonna say. And I just don't think any of us ever--I don't know. I think we all felt like, Okay, that part of our life is over; now we can just say what we think, and that's freeing. So part of that is, I think, natural.

But there is a calculated effort to try to reach different demographics. And I saw a pretty concerning poll over the weekend about the Michigan Senate race. And I like Mallory McMorrow the best of those candidates. In candor, she's about my age and is very online and casual in the way that she speaks. And there's more establishment--Haley Stevens is perfectly fine. And then there's a lefty candidate, Abdul El-Sayed. And if you looked at the polls, McMorrow was doing the best among 60-plus. (Laughs.) And there's something to be--and I feel this, right--there's something about, I think, a generation older than me, my parents' generation, who are like, Oh, that's a young person that talks like a young person, and I like that. It's a little different. It gets me out of my bubble. I learn some new things. And--

Frum: But then you get to the Maine race, where you see the same process sort of in play and likely to cost Democrats the Senate seat.

Miller: Right, yeah, with Graham Platner. I don't know about "likely to cost," but potentially, it could cost them. It's a risk to have somebody like Graham Platner in that race, right?

Frum: Actually, we should probably hit the pause button to explain who Graham Platner is and what's going on in Maine.

Miller: Sure. Yeah, yeah. So the Maine race is Janet Mills--it's funny, this race is, for me, such a microcosm of the problems of the Democratic Party, of the two different factions. Janet Mills seems like a perfectly competent person. Present governor, in her late 70s, she kind of represents a lot of what Biden represented--has been a very competent governor but seen as not exactly inspiring, seems out of touch with what people want. Then you have Graham Platner, who is this kind of left, populist, younger candidate, oyster fisherman, tattoos, and speaks more normal and casually, and so there's an appeal there--I think that there's more excitement around him--but has a lot of the baggage that left populists have with their online past, saying crazy shit, saying far-left stuff.

So now you get into a situation where it's like, well, okay, there are these two groups that the Democrats need to do well with, right? It's our people, right: centrist, college-educated folks; Democrats have gained a lot of ground with them. And so Janet Mills will do fine with that group, right? But then there's this other group of working-class folks--the Obama-to-Trump voter, to just use a shorthand, right--working-class voters that have traditionally voted Democrat that started to move more to the right, and there's a theory of the case that Graham Platner types might appeal more to them. And so who can appeal to both, right?

It becomes a fundamental problem because you imagine there's this college-educated group that has moved more toward the Democrats. Maybe some percentage of them will look at Graham Platner and Susan Collins and say, Susan Collins, not my cup of tea, exactly, but I know what I'm getting with her--responsible, blah, blah, blah. It's not my point of view, but just political analysis. And that costs Democrats a Senate race. You can imagine that. You can imagine on the other side Janet Mills eking it out against Graham Platner, and the types of people that Platner appeals to don't turn out to vote in a midterm election--they're just like, I'm not the type of person to vote in a midterm election--Susan Collins wins. So it's a conundrum. It's a pickle. Hopefully, Donald Trump screws things up enough that there's a big enough wave to carry either of them through. But I do think that it's a problem with the party, and just one last thing to--circling it back to how I think about my role. I do think about, How can I talk to the people that Platner's appealing to?, particularly in the younger men side of things, 'cause maybe I'm the type of person, as a former Republican who watches football and talks casually, that they would listen to, when they might not listen to, because of misogyny or whatever, some of the other voices.

Frum: Last thought before we close this subject: On the rare occasions when anyone asks me for political advice, I always say, When you get to the final round, there are two candidates. You have a one-in-two chance of winning, a one-in-two chance of losing. So there's a reasonable statistical probability that you're going to lose. You should think in advance, if you lose, how and why would you like to lose? Because it's a terrible thing to lose for things you didn't believe in, to lose because of positioning, to lose because you weren't yourself. If you lose because you were yourself, you can live with that. If you lose over issues that you feel are important, you can live with that. And so I sometimes think, as I listen to this detraction, You know what? If democracy loses because the defenders of democracy were too serious about it, too earnest, believed in it too much, then at least we lost the fight the way we wanted to fight the fight.

Miller: I'll just say one thing about this. We totally agree at the candidate level, and having worked for a lot of losing candidates, particularly in primaries, I've given this same speech to probably four or five people and said, Hey, go down with integrity. Go down with dignity. Don't do it any other way, and then I agree with you.

At a macro level, though, at a scale, I think, I guess, I have a slight disagreement. I do think it is incumbent upon the people who see the threat to our country, to our democracy seriously to try to grapple seriously with how to thwart it. And I guess my point is I don't want people to not do things because they're high on their own supply about their norms and their values. And be true to yourself, be true to your values, but also, look, we only have two parties, okay, so you're getting 60 million votes, right? The country is big and diverse. Every successful winning coalition in the history of this country has had cranks in it, has had racists in it, has had stupid people in it, right? That's just how you have to win. And this is not like a European country, where there are seven parties and you only need to win 22 percent of the vote to get a [plurality], right? That's part of the deal, and so I just don't wanna write people off. And I think sometimes my critique of people in our movement is that they write people off because they don't have the right thoughts or the right views on everything, and so then they're problematic and they're not worth appealing to. And I guess that's all I'm arguing, is that it's worth at least trying to appeal to them.

Frum: Well, since you raised coalition politics, let me ask you--and this is the last challenge I wanna put to you. As you said, The Bulwark began as an extension of The Weekly Standard, of a certain kind of subsection of conservative politics, and that's the life story of the core group that runs The Bulwark. But you have discovered this extraordinary new appeal in a much wider set of viewers and listeners who tilt more to the liberal side and even to the left. Probably, the median Bulwark fan in 2026 was not voting for George W. Bush in 2003, if they were active in 2003. How do you find a stopping place?

And when you and I were talking about this in advance, I mentioned that there is a kind of very favorable treatment of Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez by you and by Bill Kristol. You had Zohran Mamdani on--and you gave him a tough question, and indeed, you asked the question that has caused him the single greatest difficulty of anybody, so I don't wanna slight that. But how do you say, This is who we are, and this is who we used to be; this is who we are not going to become, and this is where we don't go? How do you think about those questions?

Miller: I appreciate this because it's complicated and I'm evolving my views about it all the time, and I say that because one of the benefits of having a daily podcast is getting to bring smart people on, is I get to hear smart people's opinions, and sometimes people say things that makes me think about things in a different way. And so I wanna frame this up in that sense, where I'm trying to think about the best way to solve the last question, right: "How do we protect the country?" And sometimes the answer to that, it does not necessarily align with what my particular policy priors are, right? And so how do you think about that? How do you integrate that information? And how do I talk about those types of politicians or those types of issues without being untrue to myself or without doing audience capture, etc.?

The audience-capture problem is easy 'cause, like, once a month, I do my best to just piss everybody off as much as possible about a topic. (Laughs.) I find a topic that I know that the left part of the audience does not agree with me on, and I'm like, You know what? I'm gonna do two more segments on this than I should just so we can clean out any false assessments that I'm gonna go along with every crazy thing that the left wants me to go along with.

But what the red lines are--the best way to answer this question, I think about, and we've all talked about this and thought about it, is around the word illiberalism, right? What is our core mission right now? And to me, it is in defense of liberal democracy, not necessarily limousine liberalism, not liberalism in that sense, but in the sense of the values that undergird liberal democracy, that have made our society work, and which is not too dissimilar to the constitutional values, right, to our old conservative points of views, the values that are in the Declaration [of Independence]. And so to the extent that there is illiberalism that spouts up on the left, I think that it's important for us to oppose it or call it out. I think it's also important for us to think about, just because you are in favor of liberal values and American traditions doesn't mean that there can't be reforms. In order to defend liberal democracy, you have to defend every institution that has become sclerotic and that has developed in our liberal democracy, and I don't think that, but I just mean the underlying values.

And so the threat from illiberalism, to me, very clearly at this point comes from the right. And one line I like to use is if somebody came up to me with a gun and said, You get to be the one that decides the future of the country. Do you want it to look like [Viktor] Orban's Hungary, or do you want it to look like a Scandinavian social democracy? They wouldn't have to even put their hand to their holster before I would say a Scandinavian social democracy. It doesn't have all my preferred economic views or any other views, but it's just not close; the threat is from illiberalism. And so when I look at a person like Zohran or AOC, I think what we see is there are definitely some illiberal left views that they've held in the past. I think, also, that both of them have demonstrated that they are trying to appeal to folks outside of that, whatever, that [Democratic Socialists of America] cul-de-sac. They're trying, so it's important to talk about that.

Frum: I wanna put a pause button there because I think you're combining two things that, in my mind at least, are different things. So let's bracket Zohran Mamdani, who I regard as a more sinister figure than maybe you do. But let's talk about AOC. I agree--I think AOC is absolutely a normal American politician. And I have no doubt that if she were to somehow become president, if she got a Supreme Court order saying, Don't do this, she wouldn't do it. And I don't think she would run a meme-coin business while being president.

So if the question is, "Is this person an acceptable and an unthreatening participant in American democracy?," yeah, absolutely, she is. The scope of unthreatening American politics extends Marco Rubio to AOC--that's sort of the universe. If, however, you say, I, David Frum, at this microphone, or you, Tim Miller, at your microphone, do I support her?, I can draw a line by saying, I don't find her threatening, but no, no, I don't. And I'm not determining the outcomes of American politics; I'm just speaking for myself. And if the choice were AOC or Trump, I would, very unhappily and with a lot of foot-dragging and grumbling and complaining to my loved ones, have to put up with AOC. But if the choice is AOC or somebody else, I choose somebody else, and I remember that when I talk and write about her. Again, Zohran Mamdani, I wanna bracket because I think that's a different kettle of fish.

So you in your work, one of the things that I think that led to the favorable treatment she got was a misstatement she made, and I don't wanna mock her for it; it's a natural one. She said "Trans-Pacific" when she meant "transatlantic," which is not such a big mistake, except the Trans-Pacific Partnership was a very specific piece of legislation that the left destroyed and that I, for one, lament,and the transatlantic partnership is a much vaguer, more notional idea.

Miller: Okay, I wanna talk first about the question of whether we support her, and then we'll get to the favorable treatment that me and Bill gave her on the podcast about a week ago.

I wouldn't say that I support her, no. Look, Donald Trump got elected twice in this country--Donald Trump, who I regard to be totally unacceptable and moronic and unappealing and for whom there was never even a moment for me where I was like, I get it. I see what people like in this person. I find him repulsive, and I have all the way since 2012. And so if Donald Trump gets elected, the first time, it makes you think about some things. If then he tries to overturn our democracy and instigates a riot at the Capitol that causes the death of police officers, and then people elect him again, that makes me think, Okay, well, look, sure, the easier thing to do is say, Well, it was bad luck 'cause of inflation. But to me, I think that there should have been no type of inflationary environment that should have led to Donald Trump getting elected again after January 6. And yet he did. And so I, as an analyst of our politics and as somebody who cares deeply [about] trying to get us out of this, have to look at that and say, Okay, well Democrats have to do something differently. Doing the same thing over and over again, and putting up somebody else in the Hillary-[Clinton]-to-[Kamala]-Harris kind of wing of the party or those with their similar positions and with their similar affect, that would be a mistake. And so as I look ahead to 2028, I feel like what my job is, as a podcast host, is to try to encourage Democrats to look at different options.

Now, AOC is not gonna be my kettle of fish, as you said. I think that, God willing, there'll be multiple candidates that I prefer a lot more. But I think that there's things that she's doing that's very interesting and important that other Democrats I like better should learn from. Like, for starters, she has a differentiated brand from an unpopular Democratic Party. Number two, she talks like herself on social media; she's very relatable and authentic. Number three, she has some--again, these are all towards the left--but she has heterodox views that differentiate herself. I think that, for a Democrat to be successful, barring luck--sometimes you get successful luckily, as you mentioned; if there are only two candidates, it's like, you have a coin flip's chance--but for them to be actually successful, Democrats should learn from Obama and Trump and the successful politicians and differentiate themselves from an unpopular establishment of their party. And AOC is doing that. I have not seen a lot of that from the center-left. I hope to encourage some of them to learn from the good parts of AOC and not take some of her more troubling positions.

And so now getting back to Bill Kristol, to the extent that I give her plaudits for anything, it's usually, one, for doing that thing I think Democrats need to do. And two, it's when she shows some glimmers of saying, Hey, I plan to be more responsible than some others on the left, I think it's okay to note that. I think it's okay to note that AOC, while she flubbed it and fucked up, we gotta grade her on a curve, but so did George W. Bush, flubbed it and fucked up his first appearances on the world stage, and we graded him on a curve. We can both say she flubbed, and also, I thought her speech was more responsible than Marco's. That's my final sentence. I thought her speech was more responsible than Marco's.

Frum: I love the flub. I got excited about the [flub]. The Trans-Pacific [Partnership], be still my heart. Trans-Pacific free trade, you're talking my language. (Laughs.)

Miller: Yeah. Anyway, but my final point was just, I thought her speech was more responsible than Marco's--period, end of story. Does that mean that I'm gonna agree with all of her foreign policy better than Marco--you know what I mean. There are a lot of other things, but that's just speaking about that speech.

Frum: Let me move the camera a little bit from AOC and back more directly upon you. So in politics, as individuals, we have red lines, things we cannot accept, and green flags, things we believe in and are excited about. Mine would include U.S. global leadership of democratic nations, free trade abroad and free commerce at home, constitutional restraints on the government, but also fiscal responsibility, generally preferring a government that taxes less and does less--

Miller: That's a red line for you?

Frum: No, that's my green flag.

Miller: I was gonna say, if that's a red line, you've not had anyone to support for 40 years. (Laughs.)

Frum: No, the red lines are the things where you say, I will fight against this in the company of anybody. Sometimes, when you're battling the red lines, you can forget what your green flags were or should be or used to be. In fact, this is the story of the first neoconservatives. They began by being upset about disorder in the cities of the industrial Northeast and Midwest in the 1960s, and pretty soon, they've become completely different people, with a kind of--Andrew Sullivan calls it the "neocon slide." And that's just natural, but it's also something that maybe you wanna make sure, I'm making my own decisions about where I go. I'm not being pushed by the force of events.

Miller: Yeah. No, I understand that. I'm very conscious of it. I always think about the thing I most took from Jeb,speaking of my losing campaigns, is he had a phrase that he liked to use, that what was his north star was making sure that people had an opportunity to live a life of purpose and meaning. And that's what's the government's job. It doesn't mean you had to give people purpose, right? If people didn't want to find purpose in their life, they could go and make fools of themselves, and we'd have a kind of a minimum safety net to make sure that they could enjoy the life part of the having a life of purpose and meaning, but we couldn't give people purpose and meaning; we had to give them opportunities to. And that the government should do what was possible to nourish that and that the government shouldn't do anything that would infringe on it, right? And you can think about any policy kind of through that prism.

And so when I see things on the left that I think are dehumanizing, are preventing people from being able to do that, I wanna speak out about it. I know you wanna speak more in the policy space, but just one thing that jumps straight to mind that was a red line for me that I said very clearly in the podcast was I had a pretty disturbing amount of people that came up to me and said that they were basically okay with Charlie Kirk's assassination--somewhere between it didn't bother them and they celebrated it. And I was just horrified by that. I was like, No. I believe in humans' ability to grow and change and be redeemed. That's why, in Hillary's "deplorables" line, when she called MAGA the "basket of deplorables," I didn't mind "deplorables" 'cause they are, but I didn't like that the next thing she used was "irredeemable": a lot of these people are "deplorable" and "irredeemable." No, everyone is--almost everyone; I don't know if Stephen Miller is redeemable--almost everyone is redeemable in the eyes of God. And so, my view is, I had to speak out. I had to say, No, I will not actually be side by side with somebody who believes that political violence is either appropriate or allowed or encouraged in service of some broader democratic goal. I won't. Even if it's rhetorical, I won't give any aid and comfort to that. That seems like a very low bar. Unfortunately, we live in a society where the bar is pretty low. We saw a similar thing with Luigi Mangione and others.

And so, look, I think that it's important to have a north star, to know where the guardrails are. I just also think, in the context of AOC and Zohran, that we live in a world where the old way of thinking led us to two Donald Trump terms and led us, really, to the brink of potentially losing our democracy. I'm more open to creative solutions to that and other solutions that are outside of what my green flags are, of fiscal responsibility and ... (Laughs.) I'm more open--I want fiscal responsibility. I want cutting red tape. I would love for those to be elements of a broad coalition that allows us to get our society back on track. I'm also open to the possibility that there might be other, more effective ways of reaching the types of people that Donald Trump reached. And so when I analyze AOC and Zohran, I just try to be mindful of that.

Frum: I sometimes think--and I hope that this is an accurate quote, or that it's an authentic quote and that I'm reproducing it accurately--but I recall Friedrich Hayek once saying that when he was a young man of 20, the only people he could speak to with mutual understanding were old men of 80, and now that he's an old man of 80, the only people he could speak to were people of 20.

Miller: I feel that really hard. (Laughs.)

Frum: But what he specifically meant was he had been 20 at the beginning of an era of authoritarianism and war and statism and control, and you had to be kind of a screwy oddball at age 20 in 1917, when I think he was 20, to believe, I still believe in freedom and limited government and a world in which goods and people move. And only at the end were those things rediscovered. And so we say, The old ideas have failed. Well, there were the old ideas, and there was failure. Have the old ideas failed, or is liberty an idea that's eternally new?

Miller: Liberty is an idea that is eternal in me, for sure. And I think that I do believe that, over the long arc of history, it will continue to bear itself out. And I think that the basic ideas of why I became a Republican, of free markets and free people, will bear themselves out. And I think that my pushback to a lot of what Trump is doing is in that spirit. His administration is a direct assault on liberty and free markets and free people. And so I guess my caveat--not caveat, because I would not be for someone that was anti-liberty; I would not be for someone that wanted to subjugate a certain group of people, even if they were MAGA people I don't like. But I also think that recognizing the trends, the patterns is the word I was looking for--this is not the first time we've been through this, to your point with Hayek, right? And if, in order to get out of it, we need to have an intermediating period where there are people that do not share my total ideology but who I can stand side by side with in protection of liberty and in opposition to the fascist creep, I think that it is important to do that in ways that are strategic and smart. And I think that there are limits on that, but also, I think that being an old man shouting at the clouds, going, If only we had stuck to our guns on Simpson-Bowles, and whatever (Laughs.) while Barron Trump reigns supreme over the land, I don't wanna be that person either.

Frum: (Laughs.)

Miller: And so I think that these are--it's a complicated topic, and it's a challenge; I I appreciate the challenge. But that's kind of how I look at it. I hope that this makes sense.

Frum: The Atlantic editors advise me to footnote things that need to be footnoted, but you know what? I'm just gonna let Simpson-Bowles pass into the dust of history without elaboration. (Laughs.) Those who remember, they remember, and those who never knew, they're not missing anything.

Tim Miller, thank you so much. Those were beautiful and wise last words. I'm so grateful you joined today.

Miller: Thank you, David. Appreciate it.

Frum: Bye-bye.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Tim Miller for joining me today on The David Frum Show. As I mentioned at the top of the program, my literary discussion this week will be an evaluation or an assessment of the State of the Union address as a ritual.

Now, as you know, the Constitution requires that the president, from time to time, give information to Congress on the state of the union and make recommendations to Congress about the state of the union. That constitutional injunction has become the basis of a ritual that commands the attention of the world: the president of the United States standing in front of two houses of Congress, House and Senate, with the Supreme Court in attendance, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, other distinguished people, senior representatives of his administration, the Cabinet. It's a statement that, whatever partisan divisions Americans may have, on this day, for this ritual, Americans are united.

Now, not everybody claps at the same thing, but there's an expectation of decorum. Even people who are strongly opposed to the president's programs or policies are supposed to sit quietly and listen to what the president has to say, and it's considered quite shocking if there's an outburst of dissent or interruption or heckling from anybody in the room. It's happened before and has always been regarded as a grave scandal. You're supposed to sit there and listen politely as the president speaks.

Well, as I said before, I'm recording this before we know what President Trump did on his 2026 State of the Union, but there's a pretty high likelihood he's going to do something untoward. The Supreme Court is supposed to be there. Trump has called them all kinds of names for the tariff decision, has said they should be ashamed of themselves and their family should be ashamed of them, has even suggested that they might be in some kind of thrall to a foreign power. The House and Senate will be there. President Trump recently tried to indict four members of the House and two senators for things they said, a violation not only of the First Amendment, but of the speech-and-debate rights of members of Congress--House and Senate. President Trump has formally opened an investigation into one Federal Reserve governor, Lisa Cook, and is making a lot of noises about investigating and indicting the other, the outgoing chairman, Jay Powell. And who hasn't he insulted in that room? If you were a potential guest at the Trump State of the Union 2026, you'd wanna think twice: I'm going to have to sit in my seat, I'm gonna have to behave in a respectful way, and the president might say or do anything.

One of the destructive features of the Trump presidency has been the way his inability to control himself, his inability to respect the rules of the game has actually changed the game. It isn't just Donald Trump who behaves worse; people, in response to Donald Trump, are put into a position where they either match his behavior, or they look like suckers and fools, or they look like victims who are bullied by him and intimidated by him. And so you've begun to hear talk of a number of members of the House and Senate saying they do not want to attend the State of the Union, and maybe they will not. Some people have suggested there might be a lot of visible empty seats or seats where Donald Trump and his people have to hastily scurry to put extra bodies where the senators and members of the House should go.

It's a hard thing to think about because even those of us who most wanna retain the great traditions of the American republic, the symbolic demonstrations of unity, have to say, If somebody asked me, if a member of the House or Senate asked me, should they attend, I'd have a hard time telling them that it's a good idea.

I think we are being pushed toward an evaluation of whether this tradition may have outlived its usefulness, at least so long as Donald Trump is present. Remember, while the president is obliged and required to make a report to Congress, there's no requirement that he do so in person. From Thomas Jefferson's time to Woodrow Wilson, the State of the Union was submitted in writing. Thomas Jefferson broke with the precedent of his predecessors, [George] Washington and [John] Adams. He thought that the State of the Union address reminded him too much of a British speech from the throne; plus, he hated public speaking. So he submitted his reports in writing. And so it continued until Woodrow Wilson returned to the spoken form. In 1973, Richard Nixon went back to the speech in writing. He sent six statements in writing to Congress. He did not speak that year. There's no reason that this can't be done in writing. It's just a tradition. It's just a practice.

And it may be time, as long as Donald Trump is president, to rethink this. And for the next Congress, remember, the president is before the two houses as a guest. That's why the speaker of the House begins by saying, It is my honor and privilege--I forget the exact phrase. The Congress invites the president to enter its chamber and to speak to both House and Senate. That invitation doesn't have to be extended. Congress could say, You know what, President Trump, if you're going to insult the Supreme Court, if you're going to abuse members of the House and Senate, if you're going to try to arrest us for things we've said or indict us for things we've said, why don't you put your thoughts in writing? Send it to us in writing. If it was good enough for William Howard Taft, it should be good enough for you. So put it in writing. We'll read it; we'll debate it. But we don't want you on our platform, insulting and abusing the people here, people whom you've tried to arrest and are opening bogus criminal investigations into. Put it in writing. You stay home. We'll read it. We'll get back to you at our earliest convenience.

Thanks so much for joining me today. Thanks to Tim Miller for being my guest. Remember, the best way to support the work of this podcast, if you're so minded, is by subscribing to The Atlantic. That's the best way to support me and all of my colleagues. Thanks so much for joining me today on The David Frum Show. See you next week. Bye-bye.
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The Most Manly Drink, Now for the Girls

Caffeine-boosted soda, once marketed mostly to young men, is showing up in new, more pastel versions.

by Ellen Cushing

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




For a while in the 2000s, drinking neon-colored sugar water was just about the most manly thing you could do, at least if the marketing for energy drinks was to be taken literally. These drinks came in flavors such as "Hardcore Apple" and, um, "Assault"; the art on their cans referenced venomous snakes, mythical beasts, the military. The companies that made them tended to forgo traditional advertising in favor of sponsoring athletes famous for getting punched or jumping off things. Their slogans made promises invoking conquest and might: A can of this stuff would give you wings, fuel your fire, unleash the beast.

Recently, though, a new kind of energy drink has emerged. Or rather, the same drinks have emerged in a new package. The active ingredients tend to be pretty much the same--taurine, guarana, and, most saliently, caffeine--but the marketing is gentler, the flavors are fruitier, and the cans are cuter. Beverage companies seem to have realized something that--not to brag--I have understood since I was about 15: There is nothing inherently male, or masculine, about being tired.

As of this year, energy drinks are a roughly $80 billion business. Relatively speaking, however, the category is quite young, about 200 years younger than soda. In the 1980s, an Austrian businessman fell in love with Krating Daeng, a bottled drink adored in Thailand for helping workers stay alert. He partnered with that company's founder, added carbonation (to appeal to international consumers), and rebranded it with an English name. Thus Red Bull was born, and an entirely new class of beverage was introduced to the world.

Read: The drinks Americans can't quit

These beverages were different from soda, which was already an impossibly crowded market, and they needed to set themselves apart. So Red Bull--along with, most notably, Monster and Rockstar, which arrived in the early 2000s--worked to appeal to a demographic that was supposedly ripe for the taking: adolescent and early-20s men. They did this by positioning themselves as fuel for masculinity's great pursuits--playing video games, doing sports, getting drunk. In essence, they laundered the feminine connotations of sweetness and fizz into something a real man would drink. Much like many of the people consuming them, these drinks seemed to revel in being a little disgusting: They tasted vaguely of poison and looked like nuclear waste. They dared you to find a problem with this.

Then, as that demographic grew up, energy drinks became a tool of efficiency. Starting sometime in the 2010s, it was really not all that uncommon to see a guy in khakis drinking NOS, which is named after a method that street racers use to make their cars go faster. The energy that had previously been acquired and expended while playing Grand Theft Auto was now being used to format a spreadsheet. Life comes at you fast.

In the past decade and a half, as energy drinks started to go more mainstream, advances in flavor science and packaging technology enabled companies to more easily produce a wider variety of drinks--which a novelty-obsessed consumer base happily guzzled down. At the same time, soda popularity flatlined and wellness culture ascended. These conditions created the perfect environment for energy drinks' second explosion, when Celsius came along and transformed them from party fuel and productivity juice into something just as improbable: liquid fitness.

Celsius's formula was sugar-free, and its flavors were much less abstract--fruits and herbs, ingredients you could feel good about if you squinted. Its slogan--"Live Fit"--spoke not to conquering one's external enemies but achieving domination over one's physical form. Its cans were slim and neutral, almost elegant, and they promised to boost metabolism and burn body fat. (They also noted, in much smaller print, that the drink is unlikely to lead to weight loss on its own.) From 2020 to 2023, Celsius sales increased tenfold. It now makes up more than 20 percent of the energy-drink market, for which it has also created new customers. People who would never be caught dead swilling neon fizz from a camouflage can were suddenly consuming a drink that was materially the same, but was being sold by exploiting a different set of unattainable aspirations, using a different vocabulary.

Last year alone, convenience-store sales of energy drinks increased by 10 percent. This new interest is largely being driven by female-coded drinks such as Alani Nu, which was created by a fitness influencer and is promoted by Brittany Mahomes and Paris Hilton. (Last year, Celsius bought Alani Nu for $1.8 billion; that same quarter, Celsius's revenue increased 84 percent.) Bloom, a different brand founded by different fitness influencers, sold $1.3 million worth of drinks in a single week after introducing its own lilac-canned, "metabolism boosting" energy drinks in 2024. This week, the caffeine-free energy-drink company Update announced that it would be "relaunching" itself with a new partner,  Kim Kardashian, already an avid fan of the brand.

And sometime this spring, Monster is set to launch FLRT, an energy drink marketed so squarely at women that it feels a little humiliating. The drink claims to support skin and hair health in addition to doing the normal energy-drink stuff (providing energy); its website showcases gals in going-out tops and vows that "energy should be as vibrant, fearless, and fun as those who drink it." It comes in flavors that could just as easily be nail-polish shades: "Berry Tempting," "Guava Lava," "Sunset Squeeze." In case the target audience wasn't obvious enough, the logo is a hand-drawn daisy.

Read: Why bros love energy drinks

Just over a decade ago, when energy drinks' first, male-focused wave was cresting, researchers from the University of Akron, in Ohio, embarked on a small study to try to understand what all this energy--and all this advertising--was doing to the people drinking it. They asked their subjects whether they agreed with a series of statements, including "I think a young man should try to be physically tough, even if he's not," and "If I consume energy drinks, I will be more willing to take risks." They also asked them about their sleep habits and overall health. They found that men who were more invested in masculine ideals--especially young white men--were markedly more likely to drink energy drinks, and also that the ones who drank more energy drinks tended to have worse sleep.

The study, which was published in the journal Health Psychology, was groundbreaking in that it showed that men, too, were being hurt by rigid physical standards, gendered stereotypes, the way ubiquitous advertising turns ideals into expectations. Functionally, energy drinks and their marketing had done to men what so many other products had done to women: manufactured inadequacy, and then sold something that they claimed would fix it. Now women have energy drinks too. Great.
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The Democrats Who Got Weird During the State of the Union

They found a bizarre, crass way to push back against Trump.<strong> </strong>

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




The middle-aged man in a giraffe costume removed his sunglasses and told the crowd that he was breaking character in order to deliver an earnest message about the most effective way to counteract President Trump. "We do not fight absurdity with valor," Rob Potylo, a comedian and political activist also known as Robby Roadmaster, said last night as Trump was delivering his State of the Union address. "We fight absurdity with more absurdity!" He then turned around and began to twerk. His little giraffe tail bounced up and down to the rapturous applause of an audience that included people wearing inflatable frog suits. Most people in the crowd were drinking. Earlier in the evening, Potylo had led the group in throwing dildos at a screen showing a livestream of Trump's address to Congress.

The carnival-like atmosphere was a deliberate feature of the State of the Swamp, an event designed as counterprogramming for Trump's most high-profile speech of the year. According to organizers at Defiance.org, the gathering at the National Press Club, in Washington, D.C., was also an effort to give Democrats a new, albeit bizarre and often crass, way to push back against a president who is adept at defying norms. Hosted by Miles Taylor, a former Homeland Security chief of staff during Trump's first term who turned on his boss, the event was one of several last night that gave Americans an alternative to tuning in to the president's record-long,108-minute State of the Union speech.

The evening featured a smorgasbord of figureheads from the so-called Resistance, a group of actual celebrities and those who command the spotlight on Bluesky: the actors Robert De Niro and Mark Ruffalo, the conservative lawyer turned Trump hater George Conway, the former Trump national-security official Olivia Troye, the voting-rights activist Stacey Abrams, and the former CNN anchor Jim Acosta. Several members of Congress also showed up, forfeiting their seats in the House chamber--where House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries had urged attendees to engage in "silent defiance"--to be part of something louder and more brazen.

American politics is suffering from fragmentation, as political partisans abandon shared national rituals in favor of gathering with like-minded crowds. The opposition party used to sit respectfully through the president's address, offering its rebuttal only after it concluded. But now, even the Super Bowl halftime show inspires counterprogramming; this year, the conservative youth organization Turning Point USA put on its own event to protest Bad Bunny's performance. At the same time, American politics is coarsening. Some progressives, observing Trump's skill at dominating the attention economy, have concluded that the only way to beat him is to win the race to the bottom. The State of the Swamp, in a single evening, put both of these impulses on display.

In addition to the couple dozen inflatable frog costumes--a group called the Portland Frog Brigade made the costumes popular last year during anti-ICE protests--the crowd featured people in green attire and green hats with bulbous eyes glued onto either side. As a series of speakers gave remarks--several laced their speeches with profanity and references to Trump's presence in the Epstein files--a video montage, which included images of Jesse Jackson, Malcolm X, Colin Kaepernick, and Muhammad Ali, played in the background. At one point, a woman pretending to be the White House press secretary held a mock press conference while sporting Fake News buttons and what appeared to be a fake baby bump. (Karoline Leavitt, the real White House press secretary, is pregnant.)

The crude and confrontational approach was a central part of the message and has become a dominant aspect of the broader anti-Trump effort during his second term. Representative LaMonica McIver, who was charged by Trump's Justice Department last year with allegedly assaulting federal law-enforcement officers outside an immigration detention facility, told me that attending the event felt more appropriate than sitting silently in the chamber during the president's speech. "We can't operate like this is the norm, because everything that this president is doing is not normal," said McIver, who has called the ongoing case against her a baseless political persecution. "We're not in normal times, and we shouldn't lead and operate like that."

Read: Trump's suddenly high-stakes State of the Union

In addition to the State of the Swamp jamboree, there was a rally on the National Mall, dubbed "The People's State of the Union," and at least three rebuttals to the speech from elected Democrats. The night of resistance was not without its challenges. While the liberal podcaster Wajahat Ali was wrapping up a panel discussion with former Senator Jon Tester of Montana, the former federal prosecutor Glenn Kirschner, and the political commentator Tara Setmayer, he attempted to lead the crowd in a chant that married defiance and patriotism.

"On the count of three, we're going to yell 'Defy' and then we're going to yell 'Love,' because I don't want to just be angry," he said. Perhaps realizing that the successive chants would come out as "Defy Love" (not the most harmonious note to end on), he changed the second chant to "Love America." After the crowd tried out that version, Setmayer stepped in to offer an option more pleasing to the ear: "How about 'We defy because we love America'?" she said. Ali responded that he appreciated the "editing in real time," and the crowd eagerly embraced the motto.

Or at least most of it did. At the end of the event, De Niro told the crowd that "in the current climate, expressing love, declaring love for our country, is like an abused spouse professing love for their abuser." He repeatedly asked the attendees if they could love a country that had adopted so many of Trump's policies. "No!" the audience yelled back as De Niro listed many of what he believed to be the president's transgressions. (They included Americans being killed in the streets by masked agents, tax cuts for billionaires, and health care denied to people who can't afford it.) Backstage, I asked De Niro, 82, why he'd shown up. "I don't want to be part of this," he said. "But I don't see any other way. I can't sit by and watch what's happening in this country. I have to say something."

The same urge also motivated many of the attendees, who sought an alternative to rage-watching Trump's speech from their couch. Tickets for the event, which organizers said sold out, started at $99. Those with VIP tickets, starting at $1,000, received a full frog suit and had access to a VIP meet and greet where they had the chance to mingle with Resistance figures who are staples of cable news and social media. Walking the halls offered a throwback to the heady days of Trump's first term; I saw characters such as the former Rudy Giuliani associate Lev Parnas, the former Playboy White House reporter Brian Karem, and the high-profile lawyer Abbe Lowell, who'd represented Jared Kushner and Ivanka Trump during Special Counsel Robert Mueller's probe. Conway, who is running for Congress in New York, appeared by video pledging to "impeach" Trump. Several people wore Deport Melania hats. There was a "reading room" with two laptops set up beside signs saying Browse Jeffrey Epstein's Emails. Each seat in the main hall had a pocket-size Constitution, a mini U.S. flag, and some kind of frog-related paraphernalia to make it easier for attendees to get into the act. Merch included State of the Swamp T-shirts for $34.99. Taylor, the host, said that the proceeds from the event would go toward "pro-democracy efforts" such as peaceful protests and legal-defense funds.

Chicago Mayor Brandon Johnson told me that it was important for Democrats to "use every single tool that's available" to push back against Trump, a man he called a "tyrant." When De Niro learned that Trump intended to speak for close to two hours last night, his response summed up attendees' sentiment toward both the president and State of the Swamp itself. "It's crazy. It's crazy," he told me. "It's fucking lunacy."
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Nine Books to Reset Your View of the World

Each of these titles will widen your perspective, offering you original insight and vision.

by Deb Olin Unferth

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




Books rise to the level of enduring art, I believe, when their writers take something ordinary and reintroduce it in a way that radically transforms it. The right work can make a subject that's never crossed my mind, or that strikes me as aggressively boring, into something incantatory, pulsing with meaning. I've read many books animated by someone's desire to show me a new manner of thinking; they've placed me inside the minds of animals entirely unlike me, made me look into the faces of strangers with fresh curiosity and empathy, or reminded me that we are all floating through outer space. This kind of writing partly inspired my new novel, Earth 7, in which I try to portray common beach sand as the transcendent substance I've discovered it to be.

Each of the nine books below modified my understanding of something I had considered mundane. More important, they widened my perspective, giving me original insight and vision. I offer them here in the hope that they do the same for you.



Swimming Studies, by Leanne Shapton 

I find swimming laps in a pool--trudging up and down a colorless lane--painfully dull. So I was surprised to fall in love with Shapton's recounting of her childhood as a competitive swimmer. Shapton trained for the Olympic trials twice, almost making the Olympic team, her time long by mere seconds. But this isn't the story of a loss or a win. Instead, the book is a collage of outtakes, nonsequential essays, and lists. Most interesting are several series of paintings and photographs that feel as repetitive as lane swimming across pages and pages of half-forgotten teammates' blurry faces, swimming pools' rectangular shapes, and almost-creepy old bathing suits on a dressmaker's dummy. You may be tempted to flip by them, but if you slow down, they begin to reveal themselves as the building blocks of Shapton's young mind, full of variation and subtlety. My favorite series is a group of watercolors that show a body swimming through water, full of light, movement, distortion, and freedom.

Other Minds, by Peter Godfrey-Smith 

A philosopher of science wrote this book, so readers should expect some pretty heavy intellectual lifting, but I promise it is well worth the effort. In Other Minds, Godfrey-Smith--a lifelong, nearly fanatical snorkeler from Australia and, most recently, a scuba diver and a world-class underwater videographer--attempts to understand the inner life of the octopus, not by observing them in captivity or for a short summer in their habitat but from the perspective of a man who's spent many years observing octopuses in the twists of reefs and along the sea floor. The book goes beyond analyzing their behavior: As a philosopher, Godfrey-Smith considers the nature of consciousness, using the animals' evolutionary development to theorize about the similarities between their minds and ours. At one point, in what felt like a long, mesmerizing tangent about cuttlefish, I realized I was actually reading an explanation for why animals, including us, die. I was challenged again and again, scribbling in the margins, gasping. If you are going to read one book this year, I'd suggest this one.

Split Tooth, by Tanya Tagaq 

You may know Tagaq, an Inuk artist from the Canadian high Arctic, for her innovative improvisational throat singing, or from her appearance on the fourth season of True Detective--but she's also a writer. Of all the books on this list, this one surprised me the most. Although published as a novel, Split Tooth is a collection of essays, stories, songs, poems, prayers, drawings, and passages lifted from her journals, all inspired by the small Inuk town she grew up in. Memoiristic explorations of lemmings, foxes, childhood violence, and pregnancy give way to a sequence of love stories dedicated to the northern lights, diving into mythology and spirituality. Most exciting is how Tagaq decenters the human race, openly wondering whether it would be so bad if our species died off. Are humans better or more important than any other creatures or nonliving objects? she asks, writing, "Is the air more enlightened than we are?" I love having my assumptions disrupted in this way, and she does it with electric, offhand confidence.

Read: The race to safeguard the Arctic's natural heritage

A Woman in the Polar Night, by Christiane Ritter, translated by Jane Degras 

In 1934, the Austrian painter Christiane Ritter, tired of her husband leaving her at home while he went off hunting in the Arctic, packed a bag and boarded a ship to follow him to Spitsbergen. I picked up this memoir feeling half-expert on the topic of the beauty of the island, after spending three weeks there, and was immediately humbled. Ritter describes an astonishing land of giant icebergs, gleaming pack ice, powerful storms, shining mountains. She is attuned to the sounds of the pounding wind--"insane music," she calls it--eerie green moonlight, unending night, and the moment a glimmer appears on the horizon after months of darkness. She writes absorbingly about humans' utter subjugation to the elements in this otherworldly place. After one tremendous storm that she has to face alone (because her husband has disappeared, again), she manages to dig out of the hut where she nearly froze to death. The quiet and tranquility of the world outside unnerves her. "Why have I been so shaken by the peacefulness of nature?" she asks. I felt her awe at the ferocious turning calm.

Exhalation, by Ted Chiang 

Anyone who tells you they don't like story collections likely has not read either of Chiang's. His stories ask the reader to grant the most delightful, ridiculous, imaginative premises: Let's say, for the sake of argument, that we found a race of humans without belly buttons. Or, say, we could breathe only through external mechanical lungs that we have to lug around like air tanks and refill. Then each story becomes an engrossing thought experiment, leading you into unexpected philosophical terrain--the meaning of life, the identity of God, the existence of free will. As the protagonists painstakingly untangle deep mysteries about time and fate, about future generations and ancient ones, you will find yourself contemplating similar questions. Does free will exist? you may wonder. If so, am I embracing it, or am I being a lemming? We see our own lives echoed in these stories, for we, too, are surrounded by labyrinthine problems that might take a lifetime to solve. We, too, must untangle ourselves and escape.

Read: Ted Chiang is wrong about AI art

The Voices of Marrakesh: A Record of a Visit, by Elias Canetti 

I'm suspicious of anyone who goes to a foreign country for a few weeks, comes home, and writes a book about the journey, but this little-known volume of essays by Canetti, a brilliant Nobel-winning, German-language writer, is an exception. First published in 1967, this short book documents, through Canetti's powers of contemplative observation, a Marrakesh long gone. He depicts its camels as having the gentle faces of old English aunts, describes the rooftops as places for women and the ground as places for men, and explains how haggling is a matter of dignity. A minaret, he writes, is different from a church spire; it is "more like a lighthouse, but with a voice for a light." Canetti is an expert in how to listen and how to look. Every person and animal he describes becomes an unforgettably unique individual with their own beauty and suffering. You might wish the book were longer; certainly you will look more carefully at any city you walk through.

Dear Friend, From My Life I Write to You in Your Life, by Yiyun Li 

Li has written so many books that I fear this gem is sometimes overlooked. In this collection of essays about the books she's reading, Li is ostensibly traveling for work. She always carries a book with her, we learn. She sits reading by a fireplace at an inn; she turns pages on a rock by the river. Soon she reveals that she is struggling with suicidal depression and is between hospitalizations. She tells us bits of what pushed her into crisis, along with stories from her past, such as memories of growing up in Beijing. Running through these reminiscences is her inner monologue about the authors whose work keeps her company in a deeply lonely season: Katherine Mansfield, John McGahern, Marianne Moore. She talks with them in her mind, turning them into friends and talismans, as she tries to figure out how to stay alive--and whether she can manage it. In the gorgeous, revelatory closing chapter that should be anthologized everywhere, "Reading William Trevor," she rejoins the breathing world, telling the story of her friendship with Trevor on and off the page. Her book might make you weep over the power of artistic connection.

Yiyun Li: Some have yoga. I have Montaigne.

Little Lazarus, by Michael Bible 

Little Lazarus turns on one pivotal moment: Two teenagers, drunk and in love, speed down a dark country road. An old man in a seersucker suit, with a magnificent giant tortoise beside him, walks into their path--and the consequences are far-reaching. I read this beauty in a book club devoted to short, strange books. The novel returns to the tortoise again and again--revealing how he wound up crossing the road at that moment, where he came from and who accompanied him--but its scope extends far beyond the car crash. The story stretches back 2 million years to show the tortoise's earliest relative, and goes forward into the future to look at his last. This is a quiet but explosive book, full of emotion and erotic desire. I don't want to ruin the plot, which keeps unfolding like a sprawling puzzle, but every detail is a clue: the seersucker suit, the car, the distant lake, the night. The book is an argument for how much meaning each distinct moment can contain.

Orbital, by Samantha Harvey 

In Harvey's radiant novel about six people aboard the International Space Station, the characters simply go about the mundane tasks that make up most of their days: eating from their food packets, exercising on machines, recording the results of the various experiments they are conducting, and gazing out the windows at the vivid view of Earth. All along, readers can never forget that the crew is soaring around the planet at 17,500 miles an hour. From their vantage, everything becomes unfamiliar--time moves strangely, nationality seems to drop away, language appears to lose its referents, food becomes flavorless, and even their bodies feel drastically different. The astronauts have to will themselves to hang on to their ground-bound selves, and they each come to different conclusions about their time in the sky. Harvey began Orbital before the pandemic but wrote most of it during lockdown, when the world seemed to come to a stop. As her travelers would know, though, the Earth was still spinning. To get that kind of perspective--what a great gift, what a thing to strive for.
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Lucky Winner Mike Johnson Gets Dream Trip to State of the Union

Send me someone who looks at me the way Mike Johnson looks at Donald Trump while he rambles about fountains of blood.

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




What a lucky man Mike Johnson was! Through no merit of his own, but some wonderful act of Providence, he got to sit in one of two Big Chairs behind the president in a nice room full of wood paneling while the president delivered the State of the Union address!

The State of the Union was a special Trump rally held, in accordance with tradition, on the floor of the House of Representatives. Being there was a real treat for Mike. The president was chief executive. This meant that he was in charge of the government and got to determine important things, like whether laws were constitutional (despite what nine robed traitors, "an embarrassment to their families," had to say) and what the country's budget was (impossible to imagine the wise Founders delegating that sort of thing to 435 individuals). Mr. Trump got to put his name and face on buildings and coins and soon, if the country was lucky, would be worshipped as a household deity. It would have reminded Mike of Julius Caesar, if he ever allowed himself to think about the Roman Empire. (Generally, he tried not to: The people involved in its Senate had not worn pants, and whenever he thought about people who were not wearing pants, he was required to notify his son via an app.)

What a wonderful place to sit, in this large chair, behind some kind of big desk. (He wondered what it was used for. Ceremonies, perhaps! To honor the president!) No, not sit--mostly stand and applaud because the speech was so wonderful. He loved living in a country where he had the freedom to decide for himself how to respond to the president's words--whether to stand and clap or merely sit and nod, with a little, delighted smile, as though admiring a sandwich that had exactly the right amount of mayonnaise. He had heard that Cabinet meetings were like this too, but with a little more sitting. Someday, perhaps, he could aspire to such real power, rather than whatever it was he did--codify the president's wishes? A formality, to be sure.

The speech was very informative, except for all of the blood.

So many wonderful things were happening in America, it turned out! You might not know if you read the newspaper, or turned on the television, or peered into the internet, or went to the grocery store, or had any errands that might take you to the city of Minneapolis, but America was back, it turned out, in a big way! This was a golden age, no matter what the polls said or your wallet said or the armed forces who now patrolled your streets with or without masks said.

The president had many guests at this State of the Union, and he lavishly retold the worst things that had ever happened to some of them: their daughter, "dead in a bathtub, bleeding profusely, after being stabbed 25 times. Violently and viciously." Now their daughter, whose subway attacker "viciously slashed a knife through her neck and body. No one will ever forget the expression of terror." Even the survivors were awash in gore--"her son, laying helplessly in bed, blood all over." The heroic helicopter pilot, "gushing blood, which was flowing back down the aisle." Not just flowing, "pouring down the aisle!"

It was amazing how all of the blood showed that the president was right--about calling for mass deportations, about dispatching troops abroad, about how much he deserved a Nobel Prize. (If other people had bled and died on the sidewalks or in the streets or even in the detention facilities in this country, the president did not stop to mention them.)

Donald Trump. Bless that man! Four more years!, one voice shouted, in rapture. Other voices shouted other things. That these were lies, maybe. Some of the people in the chamber got up and left. Imagine leaving such a speech! Democrats really were crazy, as the president said they were. They would certainly ruin the country if ever allowed to win another election (something they only ever did by cheating).

But it was not only a night for hate. It was a night for love. The president loved tariffs very much. Whatever that word meant--it seemed to sound beautiful to the president, although the room did not respond with the same ardor that it had for the other things--Mike knew it was his job not to object. It was not his job to do anything! "Congressional action will not be necessary. It's already time-tested and approved." That settled that! Mike stood and clapped.

What a blessing, when a man's only business was to lean forward and listen, to determine whether this was a moment to stand and clap or sit and nod. Or perhaps to laugh, as when the president joked about blowing fishing boats out of the water! A moment to chuckle, certainly.

What a gift, to be so close to greatness! Mike Johnson had his little beige tie and his spectacles and his flag pin and his salt-and-pepper hair, neatly in place, and his pink Kewpie-doll cheeks, and he was just thrilled to be visited by the president. What an honor for a humble fellow like himself! If only he could remember what it was he did for a living.
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Michael Pollan Punctures the AI Bubble

His new book, about the mystery of consciousness, strengthens the case that technology will never truly replicate humans.

by Charles Finch

Tue, 24 Feb 2026




Here is a possibility worth holding in mind, just for a moment. What if humans are something better than machines? For that matter, what if it isn't close?

In a way, the thought sits uneasily. For about 500 years, the scientific method has existed in a state of almost-continual triumph, while humankind has endured a triple fall as a consequence: first from the center of the universe (Copernicus), then from the center of the world (Darwin), and finally from the command of their own minds (Freud). Upon each of these revolutions, and at a thousand points of scientific inquiry between, our pride has received another debilitating shock.

Nor has it been much of a battle. For instance, not long before the debate on evolution, we received an equally devastating proof that humans were not separate from the natural world, but a part of it--cell theory. It was less controversial only because it was irrefutable; a child with a microscope could see that a stalk of grass and the skin from his thumb had the same basic structure. In this sense, even the famous fight over evolution was really just a slower rearguard defeat.

And yet, a single, unconquerable backstop to this series of scientific conquests remains: consciousness. As the philosopher Thomas Nagel famously summarized the problem: Why is it "like" something to be alive? Why are we here, aware, rather than nowhere, being nothing? Researchers over the past few centuries have tried obsessively to answer these questions. Somehow, nevertheless, we are not one iota closer to a definitive solution than the cavemen were.

This is the chasm that the fevered marketers of artificial intelligence have convinced much of the world that they will soon effortlessly leap. In fact, the clear likelihood is that they are not just wrong, but memorably wrong, hilariously wrong. At least, that is one conclusion a reader might draw from Michael Pollan's searching new book, A World Appears.

Pollan has always been headed in this direction. The central concern of his work has consistently been ingestion--what crosses the threshold between the world and the self. First, his landmark works on eating helped reshape the American diet ("Eat food. Not too much. Mostly plants," he advised); more recently, he has been interested in psychedelic drugs, once more anticipating his subject's emergence into mainstream discourse. Consciousness is the logical final destination for this project, and the subject of his new book: everything that a person takes in from the outside, and what that point of intersection means.

Read: How to have a 'don't-know' mind

A World Appears begins with a forthright admission that after a great deal of reading, numerous interviews with leading scientists, and extensive personal experimentation, Pollan has arrived at no concrete views about his topic. As he writes, there are currently at least 106 competing hypotheses of consciousness, comprising 22 physicalist accounts (physicalism being the belief that the "mind" is nothing but a quality generated by the physical matter of the brain) and "no fewer than eighty-four non-physicalist theories." Such a profusion of competing ideas, he dryly observes, is "a pretty good indication that the field is flailing."

He guides us through that welter in four stages, each representing an ostensible escalation in complexity. The first is one of his favorite subjects, plants, which he initially takes to represent the most rudimentary form of consciousness. But even on that point the ground shifts beneath his feet, as it were: Plants, he reports, can "integrate information from more than twenty distinct 'senses,' including all five of ours."

From there, he moves into the book's finest passages, about feeling. Feeling, Pollan convincingly argues, actually precedes computation as a necessary condition of consciousness. (One of his most compelling interview subjects, the neuroscientist Antonio Damasio, believes that feeling has been neglected because male scientists long considered it too "feminine" to seriously study.) As he notes, "It is one of the paradoxes of computer science that the 'higher' capabilities we once thought of as uniquely human--reason, language, intelligence--have proved easier for machines to master than the more elemental capabilities we share with animals, including feelings and emotions."

The third section of the book tracks thought, through the lens of Pollan's attempt to record his own stream of consciousness; the fourth, most mystical one, is about the self--whether it exists, and what might constitute it when we know our physical selves to be continually changing. It culminates with Pollan, 71, meditating in a cave in Santa Fe, making peace with the insoluble nature of his search.

I can think of more lucid and arresting introductions to this subject than A World Appears, which conceptualizes these dense abstractions in a sincere but labored fashion (for instance, Consciousness and the Novel by David Lodge, or the first part of John Searle's Mind before it becomes too speculative). Yet Pollan's real genius--the word is not too strong--remains intact. That is his uncanny ability to scent the direction in which the culture is headed. He did it with food and psychedelics, and now, though A World Appears focuses on AI only intermittently, he has done it again. By patiently mapping the problem that many of the creators of large language models claim, either cynically or foolishly, to be on the verge of solving, he brings this technology--which has come to dominate recent headlines, financial markets, and political debates--into a far more realistic light.

Read: The useful idiots of AI doomsaying

"Just about any place you push on it," Pollan concludes, "the computer-as-brain metaphor breaks down." I laughed out loud when I read one of the many examples he cites in support of this argument: "A recent study demonstrated that a single cortical neuron can do everything an entire deep artificial neural network can." AI is an exciting and useful tool, but I don't think that disparity is something OpenAI CEO Sam Altman is about to crack at the lab.

Pollan is understandably chary about the potential romanticism that lurks behind his conclusions. He's a science writer, after all, working from evidence--and historically, those resisting scientific revolutions have sometimes descended into superstition, pseudoscience, and hate. There is a direct line of misappropriation from the theory of natural selection to the eugenics of Nazism and Jim Crow. Moreover, he admits, in Silicon Valley, any doubt about AI "can get you branded a specieist."

But his caution misses something crucial. Computing began as a scientific revolution, to be sure, but these days it is primarily, exhaustingly, an economic one, wrapped in an aura of utopian mysticism. The chieftains of AI reject humanism not because it is anti-scientific, but because it is anti-business; workers are expensive. That's why the recent marriage of big tech and right-wing politics might strike some as a relief. It's simply more honest. Indeed, tech itself has become as spiritually reactionary as the political movement assimilating it--think of the Tolkienesque names, the space fantasies, the romantic nativism of the memes shared with equal enthusiasm by Donald Trump's administration and Elon Musk.

What Pollan demonstrates is that AI is not incidental but fundamental to this violent alteration. That's because, however hard it gets sold as a new beginning, this technology seems more like an end point--our final arrival, after 500 years, at the specific problem of what science and technology cannot do, cannot achieve, cannot solve.

The panic at this potential failure is central to the hysteria over AI. We've banked quite a lot on materialism, maybe too much. The decline of religion has left many people without beliefs through which we can touch transcendence. To what do we owe consciousness, if not God? The conquest of Mars and the achievement of the singularity are, like the nationalism resurgent across the globe, daydreams that offer a taste of that old comfort. Because AI truly does threaten to change our earthly conditions so radically, its purveyors are correspondingly grandiose in their rhetoric. Yet their heedless actions demonstrate only a belief that we are here in a finite place, with nothing sacred or divine in us--nothing that AI can't re-create on a silicon chip. By that line of thinking, our only real task in this life would be to grab what we can, and laugh at the guy we took it from on the way out of the door.

A World Appears, with its admirable syncretic blend of empiricism and wonder before the limits of empiricism, steals back for humanity some of the sensation of miraculousness that this era has largely outsourced to technology. In the book's introduction, Pollan describes a research project that tried and failed to answer the question of how "a particular piece of animal tissues generates the feeling of being alive." That enduring mystery is what prompted Pollan to write this curious, compassionate book. Always to seek the answer, never to find it: That, of course, is what it means to be human. Some people find this fact terrifying. But there is also a pure exhilaration in standing on that last precipice, face-to-face with the question that exists beyond all other questions--which is to say, God.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/2026/02/michael-pollans-new-book-pops-ai-bubble/686119/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Sherrod Brown Is Grinding It Out

The aggressively rumpled former senator from Ohio is back. Will working-class voters follow?

by Mark Leibovich

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




Sherrod Brown can be hard to follow at times. He apologizes for his frequent rambles, parentheticals, and asides.

"I don't think that's what you came to talk about," the former and maybe future senator from Ohio told me after a brief soliloquy about how much he enjoys Diet Coke. And also about his efforts to cut back on his intake of Diet Coke.

"It's just, you know," he wondered, "what's in it, man?"

"I'm trying not to drink that shit," he affirmed.

Brown was sitting in a Toledo coffee shop, having just finished a roundtable discussion about rising health-care costs. A small group of Ohioans had expressed all manner of concerns about how they would afford their medical bills, co-pays, and prescriptions. This was the kind of event that Brown used to do a lot of before he departed the Senate after losing reelection in 2024.

Now that he's running again, Brown, 73, seems to be satisfying some pent-up appetite for these interactions. He is the same aggressively rumpled figure who was a fixture around the Capitol for more than three decades (seven terms in the House, three in the Senate), and around Ohio politics for five decades. He conveys the frenetic bearing of an over-caffeinated college professor happily returned from a forced sabbatical.

Read: The Democrats' biggest Senate recruits have one thing in common

Republicans currently control the Senate 53-47, and Democrats are a long shot to pick up the four seats they need to take the chamber this fall. Brown is challenging Jon Husted, the incumbent who was appointed by Ohio Governor Mike DeWine to fill the seat vacated by J. D. Vance when he became vice president; Husted is considered a slight favorite to win in this now reliably red state.

Brown, however, represents a wild card on the national map: He is probably the Democrats' best hope of flipping a seat that otherwise would likely stay Republican. Few, if any, candidates running this year have as consistent a record of appealing to what's become a kind of holy-grail constituency for Democrats: the coveted "working-class voter." Once the cornerstone of the party base, they have abandoned Democrats in droves over the past decade. Despite Ohio becoming more Republican during the Trump era, Brown has had more success getting elected in the state than anyone else in his party over the past 20 years.

While national Democrats are obsessed with finding leaders--ideally new ones--conversant in the language of affordability and economic insecurity, their garrulous guy in Ohio has been around forever, talking about just these things. From what I can tell, the major themes of Brown's campaign in 2026 are pretty much indistinguishable from those of the 1990s and 2000s.

Brown told me he did not expect to run again this year, but found himself shocked at how quickly President Trump's second term had devolved. He listed multiple factors: the parade of tech billionaires who were seated prominently at Trump's inauguration, the "No Kings" protests against the administration, the passage of the One Big Beautiful Bill Act. What he didn't mention is probably the most straightforward explanation for his campaign: wanting his job back.

"He's definitely a grinder," Tim Burga, the president of the Ohio AFL-CIO, told me. "Sherrod's had the same haircut, the same voice, the same persistence on getting policy done," Burga said. "He's a policy guy. And where do you learn your policy bona fides? You learn them in a union hall, a community center, a senior center."

Or a coffee shop in Toledo, which is where I met Brown on a gray day in December. Our discussion was part of a long-term project I'd been working on about the state of the Democratic Party. But Brown also seemed worthy of stand-alone treatment. After the roundtable, he pulled up a chair, and we talked for 32 minutes. I had many questions: how he viewed the electorate, how the mood of it had shifted, how Democrats might reclaim some semblance of their working-class coalition. Brown kept getting sidetracked with tangents and non sequiturs, on topics both momentous and random.

How did he enjoy his "gap year" out of the Senate? I asked.

"It's not really been a gap year," he protested. Gap year suggests time off, whereas these past months have in fact been extremely busy, he said. He went into minute detail about his week-to-week routine. Early last year, Brown's wife--the former Cleveland Plain Dealer columnist Connie Schultz--tripped over a clothes basket and broke her shoulder.

"I mean, she could function," Brown said. But he had to chauffeur her each week from Columbus to her teaching job at Denison University in Granville. As he spoke, I happened to be drinking from a can of Diet Coke, which was what triggered Brown's riveting ruminations on the subject.

"We always stopped at the mile marker 131 on I-71," he told me. "And went to the same McDonald's. And she got a fried-fish sandwich. And I went across the street and got an Arby's roast beef."

"We had large fries and Diet Cokes, and we did that for eight straight weeks," he recalled fondly. "We always looked forward to it."

From the March 2026 issue: The Democrats aren't built for this

For the record, "McDonald's French fries are the best in the world," Brown told me. We were now down another fast-food cul-de-sac. "You know, I read somewhere that McDonald's French fries in England have five ingredients. In America they have 20, because of our food-safety laws," he said. "I want to check that out."

Brown apologized for detouring off-topic again. He gestured to my can of Diet Coke.

"Do you ever drink regular Coke?" he asked me. Not that often, I said. He wondered why. "You don't want the sugar, or you just don't like the taste?"

I told him that I love the taste of regular Coke, but like the taste of Diet Coke, too. I mentioned to Brown that Trump apparently has a special button in the Oval Office that he can push whenever he wants a Diet Coke.

"How is that guy still alive?" Brown wondered. "Think about that." He observed that Trump appears to have a terrible diet and is also "angry a lot."

And yet, Trump is not only alive but probably as big a factor as any in Brown's bid to return to Washington. As with many constituencies that propelled Trump's victory in 2024, working-class voters now appear to be losing faith in the president for a number of reasons--one being that he seems way too focused on extraneous things (building a ballroom, seizing Greenland) that have nothing to do with their economic predicaments. And some of those voters might just be primed for a reunion with their old friend Sherrod Brown.

I asked Brown why he thought Democrats had lost so much credibility with blue-collar, lower- and middle-income citizens. In a historic flip of party identity, voters are now more likely to view Republicans as better attuned to the concerns of working-class people, whereas Democrats are more associated with affluent, college-educated elites. "From your perspective, what has that evolution been like over the years?" I asked.

Brown blew off my question. "I don't spend a lot of time thinking about it," he said. "This might surprise you."

It did surprise me. Brown started a foundation last year (not a gap year!) called the Dignity of Work Institute. He also wrote an essay in The New Republic titled "Democrats Must Become the Workers' Party Again," in which he declared that it would be "my mission for the rest of my life" to help Democrats reconnect with their working-class roots.

But it is perhaps another element of Brown's appeal that he tends not to get bogged down in hifalutin theories or sociology (his Yale degree notwithstanding). He prides himself on being an unglamorous advocate, who has earned enough trust with enough voters to defy Ohio's Republican trend lines. At least until he didn't. Trump's double-digit victory in Ohio over Kamala Harris in 2024 was too much for Brown to surmount, and he wound up losing to his Republican opponent, Bernie Moreno, by 3.5 points.

"Without Trump on the ballot, Sherrod would have won handily," Ted Strickland, the Democratic former Ohio governor, told me. Strickland said that Brown's gritty approach to governance is well suited to Ohio at this moment. "He's not terribly inspiring in his speaking style," Strickland said. "But he is who he is. I've known him a long time, and he's been terribly consistent over the years."

Brown has a thing for certain words. "I love this word penultimate," he told me. And he has a special fondness for the penultimate vote that he cast before departing the Senate last year, to help pass the Social Security Fairness Act, which significantly increased benefit payments to a host of public-sector workers. Brown was a co-sponsor of the bill, and said it has proved life-changing for 250,000 Ohioans.

"That's what I live for," he told me. "I worked on it for 10 years."

An aide tried to nudge things along. "We're running behind schedule, so we've got to get him out of here," she interjected.

We would have had more time, Brown said, "if we didn't talk about Coca-Cola so much."




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/2026/02/sherrod-brown-working-class/686136/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Name That Norman Rockwell Subject

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

by Drew Goins

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




Updated with new questions at 9:30 a.m. ET on February 26, 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.

Thursday, February 26, 2026

	Samantha Harvey's novel Orbital--in which the six main characters eat food from packets, exercise on stationary machines, and record the results of science experiments they conduct--is set in what real-life location?
 -- From Deb Olin Unferth's list of nine books for resetting your view of the world
 	Norman Rockwell's 1964 painting The Problem We All Live With features what 6-year-old subject on her way into school, flanked by four federal agents?
 -- From Clint Smith's essay on commemorating Black history without federal support
 	Ben Rhodes, a national-security aide to President Obama, coined what term for the amorphous assemblage of like-minded thinkers in Washington's foreign-policy establishment?
 -- From Vivian Salama's dispatch from the once-bustling, now-quiet State Department




And by the way, did you know that Rockwell--that master of sentimental, straightforward Americana--also once won an abstract-art competition?

In 1961, Rockwell started work on The Connoisseur, a painting showing a bald, besuited museum-goer looking at a work of modern art a la Jackson Pollock. To render The Connoisseur as faithfully as possible, Rockwell first made the drip-painted piece as a complete, separate image, then positioned the museum-goer as a cutout over it.

Left with the Pollock-style piece, Rockwell figured he might as well throw a pseudonym on it and submit it to an exhibition. At the Cooperstown Art Association, in New York, he won first prize.

See you tomorrow!



Answers:

	The International Space Station. Unferth writes that from the vantage of the book's astronauts, "everything becomes unfamiliar"--yet they are reminded every time they look out an ISS window that, still, Earth keeps spinning along. See the rest of the picks.
 	Ruby Bridges. The little girl immortalized by Rockwell is the most famous of the New Orleans Four, the students who desegregated the city's schools in 1960. Clint recently visited New Orleans--his hometown--and was reminded through his family's stories how Black history is made up of not just the names in textbooks but also the figures whom people intimately "know and love" in their daily life. No authority can tell people not to learn that history. Read more.
 	The Blob. Vivian reports that "a disorienting and disheartening quiet has settled" over Foggy Bottom, where the Blob used to have a say (or two, or seven) in every foreign-policy decision. The Trump administration insists that the new top-down way of doing things is better, but morale is suffering tremendously as the longtime diplomatic corps has come to realize that experience is now a liability. Read more.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, and if you think up a great question after reading an Atlantic story--or simply want to share a fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, February 24, 2026

	A year after then-Speaker Nancy Pelosi sarcastically clapped behind President Trump at his 2019 State of the Union address, she again upstaged him by doing what at the end of his 2020 speech?
 -- From Jonathan Lemire's article on the high stakes of this year's presidential address
 	The Fields Medal-winning academic Terence Tao is widely considered to be the world's greatest living practitioner of what discipline?
 -- From Matteo Wong's interview with Tao about what AI can contribute to his field
 	Featuring a scene in which the main character endorses a slime-green-colored credit card, The Moment is a recent mockumentary about the creation and promotion of what real-life 2024 album?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's essay on this recent pivot by the album's creator




And by the way, did you know that the state of the union is strong? Or so has said nearly every president in nearly every State of the Union address since Ronald Reagan first deployed the magic adjective in his 1983 speech. Only George H. W. Bush never directly invoked "strong."

The practice of assigning a descriptor at all to the state of the union goes back only a bit further, to Gerald Ford, who in 1975 was awfully frank with the country: "The state of the union," he said, "is not good." As if the United States had bristled at the pessimism (or perhaps it cleaned up its act?), the next year he revised: "The state of the union is better."



Answers:

	Ripping up her copy of his speech. Pelosi's presence behind Trump was a reminder that Democrats controlled the House and thus subpoena power over the president, Jonathan writes. If Trump wants to avoid a similar fate come his next State of the Union, Jonathan says, this address is the time to steady his teetering tenure. Read more.
 	Mathematics. Matteo has spoken with Tao (who won math's top prize in 2006) a handful of times in the past few years. Each time, Tao sounds a little more bullish on artificial intelligence's mathematical abilities. In his words, AI has evolved from the equivalent of a "mediocre, but not completely incompetent" graduate student to a technology that is meaningfully changing the way humans do pioneering math. Read more.
 	Brat. Spencer recalls how around the release of Charli XCX's album, the musician commented that "music is not important"; he recalls also how he hoped she was joking. But her pursuit since then of what Spencer calls a "mood-board mentality" of endless projects and "moments" with no time allotted for actual excellence suggests that she might have been sincere. Is she also right? Read more.




Monday, February 23, 2026

	What candy bar made by the Hershey Company comprises a heap of chewy coconut filling enrobed in dark chocolate?
 -- From Nicholas Florko's article on the vanishing gap between candy and protein bars
 	Of seven major European polls conducted in the summer of 2016, only one correctly predicted what surprise political outcome?
 -- From David Frum's eulogy for Gallup's presidential-approval polling
 	The novel Mother Night, about a man posing as a Nazi, was written by what American author who spent part of World War II imprisoned in a German slaughterhouse?
 -- From Tom Nichols's essay on the Republican Party's Nazi problem




And by the way, did you know that the most venerable polling operation of the early 20th century--which had correctly predicted the 1916, 1920, 1924, 1928, and 1932 elections--got the 1936 election wrong by 38 points?

In one of U.S. history's great polling flops, The Literary Digest forecast that Alf Landon would beat Franklin D. Roosevelt by 14 points in the popular vote; instead, Roosevelt won it by 24--and took every state but two.

The problem? The Digest pulled together its sample from lists of people with registered cars or telephones--things that the people likeliest to vote Democrat didn't typically have in the middle of the Great Depression.



Answers:

	Mounds. Nicholas writes that the coconut-flavored protein bar he begins most days with is a dead ringer for the Hershey product--but certainly far healthier. Right? Well, Nicholas reports that many consumers are living a protein-bar delusion and that even the "good" options aren't nearly as healthful as whole foods. Read more.
 	Brexit. The failure to forecast Brits' decision to leave the European Union presaged polling's accuracy collapse in the 2016 U.S. election, David writes, and the industry hasn't really recovered from the shocks since. He suggests that reliable polling as a whole might be a bygone American institution. Read more.
 	Kurt Vonnegut. Witnessing the way that Nazi language and aesthetics have overtaken swaths of the GOP, Tom quotes a warning from Vonnegut's novel: "We are what we pretend to be, so we must be careful about what we pretend to be." Read more.




Friday, February 20, 2026

	According to legend, the 16th-century Spanish conquistador Juan Ponce de Leon searched the New World for what mythical location?
 -- From Jordan D. Metzl's essay on the dubious science of longevity
 	What Black scholar founded the Tuskegee Institute in 1881 for the education of newly freed African Americans?
 -- From Adam Harris's essay on the radical feel to this year's Black History Month
 	The gym Planet Fitness bans members from wearing what fabric prominently featured in a recent PSA starring an exercising Robert F. Kennedy Jr.?
 -- From Daniel Engber's analysis of a specific, storied subtype of gym-goer 




And by the way, did you know that the world's first sweatpants were introduced in the 1920s by a French designer in search of a way to stretch with ease? Back then, they were made entirely of wool, which, while ostensibly allowable at Planet Fitness, seems rather more uncomfortable than the fabric options you can get today.



Answers:

	The Fountain of Youth. Alas, Ponce de Leon never found it (unsurprising, considering he never actually looked for it), and Metzl writes that the wellness industry's current obsession with longevity hacks will probably be similarly fruitless. He advises people not to buy into the hype and instead focus on adding "life to years" rather than "years to life." Read more.
 	Booker T. Washington. Adam writes that Black history is much more complex than the simple story that critics say Americans no longer need to learn. He gives as an example the legacy of Washington, who for all his greatness was ready to settle for second-class citizenship for his fellow Black Americans and himself. Read more.
 	Denim. Daniel is certain that the explanation for RFK Jr.'s attire in the viral video of him in the sauna, on the pickleball court, and even in the hot tub is that Kennedy is simply a jeans guy. Allow Daniel to explain all the meaning and history that title carries. Read more.




Thursday, February 19, 2026

	A 1934 government inventory of what area tallied 13,500 Eskimo, 3,500 Danes, 8,000 sheep, and the world's largest deposit of the strategic mineral cryolite?
 -- From Timothy W. Ryback's essay on a historical figure's pursuit of the place
 	Prime Minister Inga Ruginiene recently said that what country of hers made a mistake in allowing Taiwan to open a representative office in its capital, Vilnius?
 -- From Simon Shuster and Vivian Salama's article on the countries caught between the United States and China
 	What five-letter word do behavioral scientists use to describe a subtle psychological cue--such as placing healthy food at eye level at the grocery store--that gives people a little push to act a particular way?
 -- From Rob Wolfe's essay on the long shift of systemic responsibilities to the individual




And by the way, did you know that barcode scanning was initially greeted with a huge backlash? The first item ever scanned by barcode was a pack of Wrigley's chewing gum at a supermarket in Troy, Ohio, in June 1974, but by the end of the '70s, only about 1 percent of stores had adopted barcodes.

Consumers were worried that the tech would be used to rip them off. Advocacy groups mounted campaigns against the barcode, and protesters even picketed stores that used scanners. Others swore that the barcode was the biblical "mark of the beast."

Obviously, it eventually caught on, and people got over their fears--though if you ever get rung up at $6.66, maybe offer to round to the next dollar, just in case.



Answers:

	Greenland. And that 1934 government was actually Nazi Germany. Ryback traces what appears to have been Adolf Hitler's lifelong obsession with Greenland--a fixation that led Hitler to pursue Greenland's military and economic resources after his unsuccessful tariffs created a domestic mess in Germany. Read more.
 	Lithuania. Lithuania tacked toward Taiwan (and thus the United States) when Joe Biden was still president, but Simon and Vivian report that the Trump presidency has not been kind to Lithuania and other small countries like it. Rather, they write, the United States' focus on the United States has forced former partners to seek--not always successfully--their own "strategic balance" with China. Read more.
 	Nudge. It seemed for a time during the Barack Obama years, Wolfe writes, that nudge politics were going to save the world, but research has since revealed how ineffective these pushes are (unless they're trying to get people to do the wrong thing, in which case they work much better). Read more.




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.



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.
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The Skin-Care Industry Is Coming for Toddlers

Millennials created the wellness economy, and now it wants their children as customers.

by Nancy Walecki

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




Kids love to imitate their parents, and in Shay Mitchell's home, that meant her daughters wanted to copy her face-mask routine. Mitchell, an actor best known for her role in Pretty Little Liars, would wear one while she read her 3- and 6-year-old girls a story, and inevitably, they'd look at her sheet mask and ask, "Can I have it?" Cutting eyeholes into cleansing wipes didn't cut it, she told the Today show late last year. They wanted a "real" one.



So Mitchell co-founded the child-skin-care company Rini and launched an Everyday Facial Sheet Mask for toddlers. That (vegan, 100 percent pure cotton, mushroom-serum-based) mask quickly became an object of scorn online. In news coverage and on social media, people asked some version of Why would we ever want kids to get into skin care so young? Mitchell made her Today show appearance in an attempt to defend the company; Rini quietly raised the minimum age on its masks from 3 to 4.



If Rini represents some kind of "late-stage capitalist hell," as one commentator put it, it's far from the only company in this particular circle of the inferno, in which 7-year-olds make "get ready with me" videos on TikTok. A handful of companies are now pitching regimens for children who are elementary-school age and even younger; some spas have begun to feature child-oriented menus. Tubby Todd Bath Co., which sells a basic lineup including bath wash, lotion, and diaper paste, asks customers if they're shopping for "baby's first skincare routine." A TikTok from the company Evereden depicts a bathroom cabinet filling up with the brand's products--a child-size skin-care headband, lip oil, fragrance, face mist--with the superimposed text "pov: your 3-year-old is interested in skincare." (The company also launched a pink-packaged multivitamin face wash and moisturizer called the Barbie Kids Happy Face Duo, which comes with rhinestone stickers to bedazzle the bottles.) The tween-skin-care brand Pipa tells customers to "start young"--in this case, at 8, the average age that children in Generation Alpha who are using these kinds of products begin experimenting.



Dermatologically speaking, most kids don't need a skin-care routine; soap, lotion, and sunscreen suffice. If the actual benefits of many skin-care products for adults are questionable, for kids, anything that goes beyond the basics is unnecessary. But Megan Moore, an elementary-school teacher in the wealthy suburb of Oakwood, Ohio, told me that by fifth or sixth grade, most of her female students have a mini-fridge at home specifically for skin care. Her 9-year-old daughter, Charlotte, later told me she's hoping for her own skin-care fridge, too--once her mom lets her get products other than the ones she picks up as party favors. She walked me through a typical slumber-party routine, much of which I recognized from my own, early-aughts childhood: paint your nails, spritz perfume, braid one another's hair, take your braid out in the morning to reveal "whatever funny-looking curl" it gave you. But some of the routine was new to me: get out your goodie bag, put on your skin-care headband, and don a sheet mask made for kids. (A brand called Yes Day, run by a 13-year-old CEO, offers a Sleepover Set for exactly this type of ritual.)



By the time they're old enough to be Sephora Kids, at least some tweens are raiding skin-care aisles and buying adult brands such as Drunk Elephant--known for its bright packaging and premium price point. Those products can contain strong anti-aging ingredients, such as retinol, that can irritate a young person's face. The parents I spoke with said they were willing to buy their kids skin care to help them adopt a good routine early or at least have a chance to try it out--as long as the products were safe. "Millennials created the wellness economy," Kimberley Ho, a co-founder of Evereden, told me: Is it any wonder their kids are interested too? Companies like hers, she said, saw an opening for products formulated for children's skin.



Perhaps unsurprisingly, adult-beauty retailers are welcoming these Gen Alpha-focused brands. Sephora began its expansion into the Gen Alpha skin-care category recently; Ho told me that Evereden will launch in Sephora stores nationwide next month. Sephora's first Gen Alpha partner, Sincerely Yours, was co-founded by the then-15-year-old YouTuber Salish Matter to provide "skincare created with teens, for teens." But when Matter held a rollout event at the American Dream mall, in New Jersey, she drew a roughly 80,000-person crowd that included many kids who were almost certainly middle-school age or younger. Presumably some of them persuaded their parents to buy Sincerely Yours's four-step bundle: cleanser, sunscreen, moisturizer, and a serum mist. (Julia Straus, the company's CEO and one of its co-founders, told me in an email that its customers' average age is solidly in the teens, but that "we know younger audiences may show interest, especially at community events, and some of our products like sunscreen are a must for all ages.")



The lines between hygiene, wellness, and beauty are blurry, and some of the companies sell products that fall under all three categories. The brands like to portray skin care as a normal part of childhood play. "For Gen Alpha, I feel like skin care is closer to slime-making or nail art or exploring different hairstyles" than an actual beauty routine, Ho told me. Rini's next batch of products, released today, does feature more explicitly play-oriented "face and body crayons." Charlotte told me that she and her friends like to use skin care because it's fun, it feels good, and it "makes us feel more mature because we're doing skin care and we're 9-year-olds." I'm sure that I would have begged my mother for Evereden's five-piece set with the pink travel case, too.



But selling skin-care products that very young kids are meant to use daily is distinct from, say, letting a curious child re-create a parent's nighttime routine with a dollop of yogurt. Mimicking adults is an important part of childhood play, but if actual skin care becomes the norm at a young age, it could deprive kids of the imagination that emulation normally affords, Katie Hurley, a child and adolescent psychotherapist, told me. A toddler using a prepackaged sheet mask is not doing as much learning or thinking as one who's making their own version. Beauty products for kids also chip away at what psychologists call "middle childhood"--the years when kids are more independent but are not yet distracted by the self-consciousness of puberty, Susan Linn, a psychologist and the author of Consuming Kids, told me. Children want to feel older than they are, and skin care gives them that. But Linn and other researchers worry it gives them the insecurities of adolescence too.



Child-skin-care companies do, for the most part, market their products as tools for self-care, rather than correction. When I reached out to the companies mentioned in this article, Pipa, Evereden, Sincerely Yours, and Tubby Todd Bath Co. all said that they offered age-appropriate products, meant to promote skin health, and focused on cleansers, moisturizers, and sunscreens formulated for younger skin. "The goal isn't to introduce adult beauty concepts early, but to normalize simplicity: sun protection, gentle cleansing, and barrier support," Ho said. (Rini declined to comment.)



Charlotte seemed to think of skin care mostly as a game or as a way to express herself. But she was vaguely aware--as my friends and I were when we'd do "makeovers" using Lip Smackers gloss--that the products were part of a self-improvement project. "When you put on face masks, the ending result is a lot brighter than what you had before you put it on," she told me. "I like my first look, but I like the second look a little better."


 If skin-care companies do make a meaningful push into the toddler market, they're bound to hit adult opposition, Rebecca Watters, the wellness-insights director at the market-research firm Mintel, told me. Even parents who go for other child-self-care offerings--which these days include meditation apps for children, yoga for children, and superfood powders for children--might not buy into the idea that a 3-year-old needs aesthetically branded skin care. But the strongest skepticism I heard about toddler sheet masks came from Charlotte, with all the wisdom of her 9 years. "That's really weird. I mean, who's gonna put a face mask on a 3-year-old?" she told me. She couldn't imagine her own toddler sister sitting still for the five to 15 minutes that the Rini mask recommends, or that such a young child would need a skin regimen in the first place: "If they get chocolate or mud on their face, you could just get a paper towel and wipe it off and they would be fine." Rini has a new product for that, too--Bamboo Face Wipes that "soothe and hydrate with every swipe" at whatever mess a kid has made.
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The Trump Administration Can't Kill Black History Month

We don't need permission from the government to commemorate a complex past.

by Clint Smith

Wed, 25 Feb 2026


Norman Rockwell's 1964 painting "The Problem We All Live With" (Gina Rodgers / Alamy)



All that's left of T. J. Semmes Elementary School is the scattered slabs of the building's brick foundation. The otherwise empty lot on the corner of Jourdan Avenue and North Rampart Street, in the Lower Ninth Ward of New Orleans, is covered in clovers and dandelions, and surrounded by barbed-wire fencing contorted by time and neglect. Built in 1900 and named after a Confederate senator, the school remained open until 1978, when it closed due to financial problems. Hurricane Katrina accelerated the building's dilapidation, and in 2019 it was demolished.

But in 1965, when the building still stood and the school still operated, my mother was a 6-year-old student at Semmes, a child with books in her hand and butterflies in her stomach as she entered her new school for the first time. She remembers walking with her big brothers down a sidewalk fractured by the roots of old oak trees while children played hopscotch on the playground. She remembers going outside and clapping erasers together so that plumes of chalk dust rose above her head. And she remembers being told that she was attending a school that many white parents had taken their children out of just a few years earlier because they didn't want them sitting in class with Negroes.

She shared these stories with my children and me earlier this month, during a visit to my hometown for Mardi Gras. One day, before we made our way out to the parades, my mother and I took my children to the house where she'd lived as a child, and then to the former site of Semmes, down the street. I wanted my children to understand that Black history is not just something that exists in books, or that involves only the major figures they learn about in school: Martin Luther King Jr., Frederick Douglass, Harriet Tubman. Black history is something that involved the people they know and love. Their grandmother, after all, had been among the first wave of Black children to integrate her elementary school, when she was the same age that my daughter is now.

Clint Smith: Those who try to erase history will fail

After the Supreme Court deemed segregation unconstitutional in Brown v. Board of Education, many school districts around the country found creative strategies to avoid complying with the ruling, engaging in years of court battles, slow-walking, and attempts to find legislative loopholes. New Orleans was among these battlegrounds; many white families there fundamentally rejected the idea that their children should be part of what they saw as a misguided social experiment. In 1960, the city became the center of national controversy when Ruby Bridges, Tessie Prevost, Gail Etienne, and Leona Tate--who came to be known as the New Orleans Four--desegregated two different public schools; Prevost, Etienne, and Tate together at McDonough 19, and Bridges alone at Frantz Elementary. Bridges's journey into the school was immortalized in a famous Norman Rockwell painting titled The Problem We All Live With, in which a young Bridges walks, in a white dress with books and ruler in hand, between two pairs of federal agents. NIGGER is spelled behind her on the wall, and the guttural red residue from a tomato that has just been thrown drips beneath the word. A print of this painting sits in the hallway of my grandfather's home. Looking at it, I am struck by the fact that federal agents today are being deployed in American cities as aggressors rather than protectors.

So many white parents took their children out of McDonough 19 that before long, it became an all-Black school. With the help of a local NAACP lawyer, Tate's, Prevost's, and Etienne's parents petitioned the school district to send their children to a new school. Soon, the girls were reassigned to T. J. Semmes, where they, along with six other children, became the school's first Black students. At Semmes, they were left to fend for themselves, without the protection of federal marshals.

In a 2019 interview with Pacific Standard, Leona Tate shared her experience that first year: "At Semmes, the students hated us. And there were teachers that hated us." The reporter continued, "The small group of black students were spit upon and punched. Two teachers held their noses each time black students passed, implying that they smelled. The girls faced constant insults and physical aggression from white students, who were often egged on by adults within the school."

Somehow, I had never fully realized before my recent visit how close my mother had been to the history of local and national school-desegregation efforts when she was a student at Semmes, beginning just three years later, in 1965. New Orleans schools integrated on a grade-by-grade basis. She was stepping into a school still in the midst of a harrowing transition.

This trip to the lot of my mother's old school felt especially poignant during Black History Month, at a time when Donald Trump and his administration have been incessantly attacking, downplaying, distorting, and removing Black history from American public life in ways large and small. The president has said, for example, that the Smithsonian museums spend too much time talking about slavery. His administration has told schools and universities that they should focus on a "patriotic education" that illuminates the uplifting parts of our country's history while sidestepping anything perceived as too negative.

Adam Harris: Black History Month is radical now

The downstream cultural and societal impacts of such pronouncements from the White House have been stark. Schools, libraries, and corporations that once publicly celebrated Black history, both during February and beyond, have now gone quiet. Last year, the Waterloo, Iowa, school district canceled an event celebrating Black authors for fear that it would put federal funding at risk. Last month, Colorado Springs, Colorado, declined to issue a statement recognizing Black History Month, despite having done so for nearly a decade. (After public backlash, the city issued a Black History Month statement earlier this month.) As my colleague Adam Harris has written, in the age of Trump, celebrating Black History Month has become a radical act.

Hannah Scott, a senior agent at Lyceum, a speaking agency that represents some of the nation's foremost Black writers, including Jesmyn Ward, Imani Perry, Jacqueline Woodson, Mitchell S. Jackson, and Tayari Jones, told me that the firm has noticed a marked drop in speaking requests over the past year or two. She speculated that whereas some companies and organizations that once would have wanted to host these speakers have pulled back from such programming for fear of reprisal, others may have been forced to do so because of state and federal funding cuts. "There are huge numbers of literary and cultural organizations that relied on funding from the National Endowment for the Humanities, that relied on funding from their state humanities councils," Scott said. When budgets shrink, events like Black History Month programming can be the first to go.

Black history has been erased and distorted in this country from the beginning. In February 1934, during what was then known as Negro History Week, W. E. B. Du Bois gave a speech in New Orleans based on his forthcoming book, Black Reconstruction in America, in which he lambasted white historians for twisting and misrepresenting the past in ways that undermined the public's ability to understand the present. According to these historians, Du Bois said, slavery was "nobody's fault," and "at the close of slavery, the Negro was given the vote"--then "failed dismally." But this story "is entirely false in interpretation," he said, "and is entirely misleading."

The goal of such stories, Du Bois told the crowd, was to justify the second-class social, political, and economic status of Black Americans. He urged his listeners to arm themselves with the truth, and to reject racist narratives. Only by learning their own history could Black Americans fully understand that their social and economic condition had been created by law and policy, and was not a reflection of their capability and worth.

From the December 2023 issue: How Black Americans kept Reconstruction alive

The story of Du Bois's 1934 speech is relayed in a new book, I'll Make Me a World: The 100-Year Journey of Black History Month, by the Harvard historian Jarvis R. Givens. A major impetus behind establishing a monthlong commemoration of Black history, Givens writes, was to provide "usable histories that inspire black people to see the full range of their humanity and hopefully to help others see it in the process." This has always required a delicate balancing act. Black History Month must at once demonstrate the various ways that Black Americans have been exploited and oppressed and remind Black Americans that they and their histories are not singularly defined by such barbarism. It must lift up all that Black Americans have achieved, created, and built despite, and in the midst of, centuries of interpersonal and structural violence. These lessons may come in the form of Zora Neale Hurston novels, or in the stories that your grandmother told you in her kitchen. They may come in the form of a Norman Rockwell painting of Ruby Bridges, but they may also come in a story told to you by your mother on the empty lot that was once her school.

Perhaps embracing that duality is the best way to honor Black History Month this year. The Trump administration can attempt to remove exhibits from museums, ban books from libraries, and challenge curriculums in schools. But it cannot control what we do in our communities and with our families. We don't have to wait on the government to give us permission to learn a history we can reach for ourselves.

  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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Trump's Favorite Voter-ID Bill Would Probably Backfire

<span>Congressional Republicans are trying to pass a strict "election integrity" law that seems almost custom-designed to disenfranchise their own supporters.</span>

by Marc Novicoff

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




On the surface, the debate over the SAVE America Act is familiar, even predictable. At Donald Trump's urging, Republicans are pushing yet another voter-ID bill, ostensibly to prevent fraud and noncitizen voting. Democrats are opposing the bill on the grounds that voter fraud is negligible and that the law is really meant to disenfranchise their supporters.

But upon closer inspection, something very strange is going on. For decades, the politics of voter-ID battles were based on a simple premise: The voters most likely to be screened out by such restrictions were probably Democrats. In 2024, however, that fact stopped being true. Trump beat Kamala Harris among voters who didn't regularly participate in elections. In the low-turnout, off-cycle elections that have happened since then, Democrats have overperformed dramatically, suggesting that their advantage with the most educated, plugged-in voters remains strong. In other words, the politics of voter ID have not caught up to its new partisan implications. Making voting more difficult would most likely hurt Republicans' chances, yet they're pushing hard to make that happen; meanwhile, Democrats, who insist that Trump and a MAGA Congress are existential threats to American democracy, refuse on principle to help Republicans sabotage themselves.

The world is different from how it used to be, and the electorate is different too. The debate over the SAVE America Act suggests that some of the last people to realize that fact are the people whose job most depends on it.

In the fall of 1998, Democratic volunteers greeted Black churchgoers in New York as they headed into prayer, handing each congregant a leaflet that read, "When We Vote, We Win." The slogan crystallized what had become conventional wisdom: Higher turnout helps Democrats, the party of the downtrodden. The Democratic coalition was disproportionately young, lower-income, less educated, and nonwhite--all demographics that were less likely to vote and more likely to be prevented from doing so if friction was added to the voting process. Republican voters were whiter, older, and richer, and thus more likely to vote and to jump through hoops to do so. This reality motivated Democratic get-out-the-vote efforts for decades. If you were a Democrat, you wanted to get people to vote; it was a civic good that featured a nice bonus of helping your team win.

Republicans, rather than take the position that voting is bad, found a countervailing civic good of their own: election integrity. In 2005, Indiana passed a restrictive voter-ID law, which was upheld by the Supreme Court in 2008. More states soon followed. By all indications, these laws were addressing a fake problem: Voter fraud, in which one person casts a vote on behalf of someone else, almost never happens. Republican officials occasionally let slip that their motivations were not wholly pure. In 2012, for example, a state lawmaker boasted that Pennsylvania's new voter-ID requirements would allow Mitt Romney to win the state. (The law was blocked from taking effect that year and eventually ruled unconstitutional. Pennsylvania went for Barack Obama.)

The basic trend held up year after year. In 2016, according to the Democratic-aligned data firm Catalist, Trump won a majority of voters who had voted in the previous four cycles, but lost with everyone else. He repeated that performance in 2020, although the difference between frequent and infrequent voters became less stark. Kamala Harris, accordingly, held "When we vote, we win" rallies in 2024.

Roge Karma: The strategist who predicted Trump's multiracial coalition

But that November, the pattern flipped. Trump won the popular vote for the first time and, according to multiple analyses, did better with sporadic voters than with consistent voters. Harris won educated voters, rich voters, and well-informed voters, and her coalition was whiter than Joe Biden's had been. Trump got the downtrodden. Some of the biggest shifts in his direction were among young people, Latinos, and immigrants. The Democratic analyst David Shor has found that Democrats dominated in 2024 with voters whose political identity was very important to them. If every eligible voter had voted, Shor concluded, Trump would have won by five points instead of one and a half.

Since 2024, Democrats have run up the score in special elections, when highly engaged voters dominate the electorate. Savvy politics-watchers have started to take note. In August, the liberal Substack author Matt Yglesias wrote a post titled "When People Don't Vote, Democrats Win." Zachary Donnini, the head of data science at VoteHub, told me, "In the ideal world for Democrats, elections are held where you have to drive eight hours across the country on a snowy Wednesday. That's when Democrats do the best." A co-founder of one liberal PAC changed his X bio to "Voter-ID Democrat." Another liberal account posted, "You should need a passport AND a ski lift ticket to vote."

Politicians seem to be further behind. Republicans' current voter-ID push seems almost custom-designed to disenfranchise their own voters. Many versions of the bill have floated around Congress lately, but the one that finally passed the House earlier this month requires not just voter ID to be shown when voting in person (or a copy to be included when voting by mail), but proof of citizenship when registering to vote. This is a high bar. Only half of Americans own a passport, and only five states issue IDs that prove citizenship. Everyone else would need an American birth certificate and a matching ID or a certificate of naturalization. Married women (who broke for Trump in 2024) whose last name no longer matches their documentation (who lean more conservative on average than women who keep their last name) would need to add proof of name change.

And it is a bar that Democratic voters would have a much easier time clearing. One recent YouGov poll showed that 64 percent of Harris voters reported having a valid passport compared with 55 percent of Trump voters. According to an analysis by the voting-rights nonprofit Secure Democracy USA, the 13 states in which people are least likely to have a passport voted for Trump in 2024. Passports are especially rare in rural counties, where Republicans run up the score, Daniel Griffith, the author of the report, told me.

Barring some abrupt realignment between now and November, the bill, if passed, would be likely to drive Republicans away from the polls. Yet elected officials appear to believe the exact opposite. Republican Representative Buddy Carter of Georgia said on the House floor that Democrats "oppose this bill because it chips away at their voting base." During his State of the Union address this week, Trump argued that Democrats don't support the bill, because "their policy is so bad that the only way they can get elected is to cheat." At a news conference hyping the bill, Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem declared, "We've been proactive to make sure that we have the right people voting, electing the right leaders to lead this country."

One possibility is that Republican legislators genuinely don't realize that the law could disenfranchise more of their voters than the other side's. Maybe they think the coalitions haven't changed much since 2016, or perhaps they sincerely believe the Trump-era dogma that illegal immigrants and fraudsters are voting en masse and casting their ballots for Democrats.

Representative Andy Harris of Maryland, the chair of the House Freedom Caucus, told me that his support for the SAVE America Act had nothing to do with "whether it hurts or helps any party." He also noted that voter-ID requirements are popular, and that "we have no idea" how common noncitizen voting or fraud currently is. He has a point: It is theoretically possible that the conservative Heritage Foundation's database of 1,620 incidences of fraud since 1982 is wildly incomplete. Harris is also right that the policy polls well. David Shor's data firm, Blue Rose Research, found last year that requiring IDs and proof of citizenship to vote was one of the most popular policy proposals out of a list of 190 that they polled.

And whether it helps Democrats or Republicans doesn't really matter--because the bill isn't going to be passed. Republicans know that Democrats will filibuster. This allows them to take a public stand that voters agree with and that helps bolster their law-and-order image.

A similar dynamic is playing out on the Democratic side of the aisle, but in reverse. Democrats, accustomed to rallying against efforts to suppress turnout among their voters, have slipped seamlessly back into that familiar groove. "The only hope that Republicans have of holding on to power this November is to rig the election before it even starts," Senator Alex Padilla of California told me. This seems to be the party line. "The act is all about rigging elections for the Republican Party," Senator Jeff Merkley of Oregon told me. Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer has gone so far as to describe the bill as "federalizing Jim Crow."

From the December 2025 issue: Donald Trump's plan to subvert the midterms is already under way 

Democratic rhetoric on voter-ID laws has always been overheated. Academic research tends to find very small effects on turnout, concentrated among those who don't have ID and were unlikely to vote anyway, and with no consistent partisan valence due in part to the mobilization efforts that often emerge in response. New Hampshire and Arizona require proof of citizenship when registering to vote. Election-day voter-ID requirements, even when voting by mail, are in effect in Arkansas and North Carolina. Even if such laws do screen out some less-engaged voters, to say that these states have been "rigged" into Republican rule would be absurd. New Hampshire has voted for a Democrat for president in every election since 2004. Arizona's governor and both of its U.S. senators are Democrats. Now the rhetoric is not merely exaggerated but also, when it comes to the likely electoral consequences of the SAVE America Act, backward.

Of course, Democrats have another reason to oppose the bill: principle. Merkley, for example, told me that it's "very unlikely" the bill would help Democrats, but that, even if it did, he would oppose it because "every citizen should have an appropriate opportunity to participate in elections, regardless of who benefits."

Even at a moment in which Democrats have embraced hyperaggressive partisan gerrymandering, actually supporting legislation that might prevent eligible voters from casting a ballot may be a line they still won't cross. Their party has been focused on expanding access to voting since the civil-rights era. If they go back on that now for a small electoral advantage, what principle is left to stand on?

Moreover, as the recent paradigm shift shows, changes to electoral coalitions can be fast and unpredictable. Democrats won with low-propensity voters until very recently. Members of Congress, who mostly occupy safe seats and came of age during a bygone political era, may feel that any shift toward Republicans will be short-lived.

Some evidence suggests that the least-engaged voters are beginning to drift back to the left. CNN recently reported that people who didn't vote in 2024 said they plan to vote for Democratic congressional candidates by a 16-point margin in the upcoming midterms. The pollster G. Elliott Morris recently published a survey showing that voters who didn't know which party controls the House or Senate--a metric of political disengagement--disapproved of Trump by a margin of 13 points. (Voters who did know the state of partisan politics disapproved of Trump even more.)

The general trend of midterm-year polling shows that Black voters, Latino voters, and young voters, all of whom swung to Trump in 2024, are now swinging away from him. Even so, the Democratic base remains disproportionately well educated and politically engaged. Any change to election procedures that increases this demographic's share of the electorate would likely give Democrats an edge--one that, given the extremely unfavorable realities of the Senate map, they could sorely use. "It'd be a big irony if that was the case," Merkley said. He was talking about the Democrats whipping against a bill that would help their chances while Republicans line up to support it. An even bigger irony is that the very people whose job is to understand the electorate don't seem to understand it at all.
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The Democrats Who Got Weird During the State of the Union

They found a bizarre, crass way to push back against Trump.<strong> </strong>

by Toluse Olorunnipa

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




The middle-aged man in a giraffe costume removed his sunglasses and told the crowd that he was breaking character in order to deliver an earnest message about the most effective way to counteract President Trump. "We do not fight absurdity with valor," Rob Potylo, a comedian and political activist also known as Robby Roadmaster, said last night as Trump was delivering his State of the Union address. "We fight absurdity with more absurdity!" He then turned around and began to twerk. His little giraffe tail bounced up and down to the rapturous applause of an audience that included people wearing inflatable frog suits. Most people in the crowd were drinking. Earlier in the evening, Potylo had led the group in throwing dildos at a screen showing a livestream of Trump's address to Congress.

The carnival-like atmosphere was a deliberate feature of the State of the Swamp, an event designed as counterprogramming for Trump's most high-profile speech of the year. According to organizers at Defiance.org, the gathering at the National Press Club, in Washington, D.C., was also an effort to give Democrats a new, albeit bizarre and often crass, way to push back against a president who is adept at defying norms. Hosted by Miles Taylor, a former Homeland Security chief of staff during Trump's first term who turned on his boss, the event was one of several last night that gave Americans an alternative to tuning in to the president's record-long,108-minute State of the Union speech.

The evening featured a smorgasbord of figureheads from the so-called Resistance, a group of actual celebrities and those who command the spotlight on Bluesky: the actors Robert De Niro and Mark Ruffalo, the conservative lawyer turned Trump hater George Conway, the former Trump national-security official Olivia Troye, the voting-rights activist Stacey Abrams, and the former CNN anchor Jim Acosta. Several members of Congress also showed up, forfeiting their seats in the House chamber--where House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries had urged attendees to engage in "silent defiance"--to be part of something louder and more brazen.

American politics is suffering from fragmentation, as political partisans abandon shared national rituals in favor of gathering with like-minded crowds. The opposition party used to sit respectfully through the president's address, offering its rebuttal only after it concluded. But now, even the Super Bowl halftime show inspires counterprogramming; this year, the conservative youth organization Turning Point USA put on its own event to protest Bad Bunny's performance. At the same time, American politics is coarsening. Some progressives, observing Trump's skill at dominating the attention economy, have concluded that the only way to beat him is to win the race to the bottom. The State of the Swamp, in a single evening, put both of these impulses on display.

In addition to the couple dozen inflatable frog costumes--a group called the Portland Frog Brigade made the costumes popular last year during anti-ICE protests--the crowd featured people in green attire and green hats with bulbous eyes glued onto either side. As a series of speakers gave remarks--several laced their speeches with profanity and references to Trump's presence in the Epstein files--a video montage, which included images of Jesse Jackson, Malcolm X, Colin Kaepernick, and Muhammad Ali, played in the background. At one point, a woman pretending to be the White House press secretary held a mock press conference while sporting Fake News buttons and what appeared to be a fake baby bump. (Karoline Leavitt, the real White House press secretary, is pregnant.)

The crude and confrontational approach was a central part of the message and has become a dominant aspect of the broader anti-Trump effort during his second term. Representative LaMonica McIver, who was charged by Trump's Justice Department last year with allegedly assaulting federal law-enforcement officers outside an immigration detention facility, told me that attending the event felt more appropriate than sitting silently in the chamber during the president's speech. "We can't operate like this is the norm, because everything that this president is doing is not normal," said McIver, who has called the ongoing case against her a baseless political persecution. "We're not in normal times, and we shouldn't lead and operate like that."

Read: Trump's suddenly high-stakes State of the Union

In addition to the State of the Swamp jamboree, there was a rally on the National Mall, dubbed "The People's State of the Union," and at least three rebuttals to the speech from elected Democrats. The night of resistance was not without its challenges. While the liberal podcaster Wajahat Ali was wrapping up a panel discussion with former Senator Jon Tester of Montana, the former federal prosecutor Glenn Kirschner, and the political commentator Tara Setmayer, he attempted to lead the crowd in a chant that married defiance and patriotism.

"On the count of three, we're going to yell 'Defy' and then we're going to yell 'Love,' because I don't want to just be angry," he said. Perhaps realizing that the successive chants would come out as "Defy Love" (not the most harmonious note to end on), he changed the second chant to "Love America." After the crowd tried out that version, Setmayer stepped in to offer an option more pleasing to the ear: "How about 'We defy because we love America'?" she said. Ali responded that he appreciated the "editing in real time," and the crowd eagerly embraced the motto.

Or at least most of it did. At the end of the event, De Niro told the crowd that "in the current climate, expressing love, declaring love for our country, is like an abused spouse professing love for their abuser." He repeatedly asked the attendees if they could love a country that had adopted so many of Trump's policies. "No!" the audience yelled back as De Niro listed many of what he believed to be the president's transgressions. (They included Americans being killed in the streets by masked agents, tax cuts for billionaires, and health care denied to people who can't afford it.) Backstage, I asked De Niro, 82, why he'd shown up. "I don't want to be part of this," he said. "But I don't see any other way. I can't sit by and watch what's happening in this country. I have to say something."

The same urge also motivated many of the attendees, who sought an alternative to rage-watching Trump's speech from their couch. Tickets for the event, which organizers said sold out, started at $99. Those with VIP tickets, starting at $1,000, received a full frog suit and had access to a VIP meet and greet where they had the chance to mingle with Resistance figures who are staples of cable news and social media. Walking the halls offered a throwback to the heady days of Trump's first term; I saw characters such as the former Rudy Giuliani associate Lev Parnas, the former Playboy White House reporter Brian Karem, and the high-profile lawyer Abbe Lowell, who'd represented Jared Kushner and Ivanka Trump during Special Counsel Robert Mueller's probe. Conway, who is running for Congress in New York, appeared by video pledging to "impeach" Trump. Several people wore Deport Melania hats. There was a "reading room" with two laptops set up beside signs saying Browse Jeffrey Epstein's Emails. Each seat in the main hall had a pocket-size Constitution, a mini U.S. flag, and some kind of frog-related paraphernalia to make it easier for attendees to get into the act. Merch included State of the Swamp T-shirts for $34.99. Taylor, the host, said that the proceeds from the event would go toward "pro-democracy efforts" such as peaceful protests and legal-defense funds.

Chicago Mayor Brandon Johnson told me that it was important for Democrats to "use every single tool that's available" to push back against Trump, a man he called a "tyrant." When De Niro learned that Trump intended to speak for close to two hours last night, his response summed up attendees' sentiment toward both the president and State of the Swamp itself. "It's crazy. It's crazy," he told me. "It's fucking lunacy."
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Sherrod Brown Is Grinding It Out

The aggressively rumpled former senator from Ohio is back. Will working-class voters follow?

by Mark Leibovich

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




Sherrod Brown can be hard to follow at times. He apologizes for his frequent rambles, parentheticals, and asides.

"I don't think that's what you came to talk about," the former and maybe future senator from Ohio told me after a brief soliloquy about how much he enjoys Diet Coke. And also about his efforts to cut back on his intake of Diet Coke.

"It's just, you know," he wondered, "what's in it, man?"

"I'm trying not to drink that shit," he affirmed.

Brown was sitting in a Toledo coffee shop, having just finished a roundtable discussion about rising health-care costs. A small group of Ohioans had expressed all manner of concerns about how they would afford their medical bills, co-pays, and prescriptions. This was the kind of event that Brown used to do a lot of before he departed the Senate after losing reelection in 2024.

Now that he's running again, Brown, 73, seems to be satisfying some pent-up appetite for these interactions. He is the same aggressively rumpled figure who was a fixture around the Capitol for more than three decades (seven terms in the House, three in the Senate), and around Ohio politics for five decades. He conveys the frenetic bearing of an over-caffeinated college professor happily returned from a forced sabbatical.

Read: The Democrats' biggest Senate recruits have one thing in common

Republicans currently control the Senate 53-47, and Democrats are a long shot to pick up the four seats they need to take the chamber this fall. Brown is challenging Jon Husted, the incumbent who was appointed by Ohio Governor Mike DeWine to fill the seat vacated by J. D. Vance when he became vice president; Husted is considered a slight favorite to win in this now reliably red state.

Brown, however, represents a wild card on the national map: He is probably the Democrats' best hope of flipping a seat that otherwise would likely stay Republican. Few, if any, candidates running this year have as consistent a record of appealing to what's become a kind of holy-grail constituency for Democrats: the coveted "working-class voter." Once the cornerstone of the party base, they have abandoned Democrats in droves over the past decade. Despite Ohio becoming more Republican during the Trump era, Brown has had more success getting elected in the state than anyone else in his party over the past 20 years.

While national Democrats are obsessed with finding leaders--ideally new ones--conversant in the language of affordability and economic insecurity, their garrulous guy in Ohio has been around forever, talking about just these things. From what I can tell, the major themes of Brown's campaign in 2026 are pretty much indistinguishable from those of the 1990s and 2000s.

Brown told me he did not expect to run again this year, but found himself shocked at how quickly President Trump's second term had devolved. He listed multiple factors: the parade of tech billionaires who were seated prominently at Trump's inauguration, the "No Kings" protests against the administration, the passage of the One Big Beautiful Bill Act. What he didn't mention is probably the most straightforward explanation for his campaign: wanting his job back.

"He's definitely a grinder," Tim Burga, the president of the Ohio AFL-CIO, told me. "Sherrod's had the same haircut, the same voice, the same persistence on getting policy done," Burga said. "He's a policy guy. And where do you learn your policy bona fides? You learn them in a union hall, a community center, a senior center."

Or a coffee shop in Toledo, which is where I met Brown on a gray day in December. Our discussion was part of a long-term project I'd been working on about the state of the Democratic Party. But Brown also seemed worthy of stand-alone treatment. After the roundtable, he pulled up a chair, and we talked for 32 minutes. I had many questions: how he viewed the electorate, how the mood of it had shifted, how Democrats might reclaim some semblance of their working-class coalition. Brown kept getting sidetracked with tangents and non sequiturs, on topics both momentous and random.

How did he enjoy his "gap year" out of the Senate? I asked.

"It's not really been a gap year," he protested. Gap year suggests time off, whereas these past months have in fact been extremely busy, he said. He went into minute detail about his week-to-week routine. Early last year, Brown's wife--the former Cleveland Plain Dealer columnist Connie Schultz--tripped over a clothes basket and broke her shoulder.

"I mean, she could function," Brown said. But he had to chauffeur her each week from Columbus to her teaching job at Denison University in Granville. As he spoke, I happened to be drinking from a can of Diet Coke, which was what triggered Brown's riveting ruminations on the subject.

"We always stopped at the mile marker 131 on I-71," he told me. "And went to the same McDonald's. And she got a fried-fish sandwich. And I went across the street and got an Arby's roast beef."

"We had large fries and Diet Cokes, and we did that for eight straight weeks," he recalled fondly. "We always looked forward to it."

From the March 2026 issue: The Democrats aren't built for this

For the record, "McDonald's French fries are the best in the world," Brown told me. We were now down another fast-food cul-de-sac. "You know, I read somewhere that McDonald's French fries in England have five ingredients. In America they have 20, because of our food-safety laws," he said. "I want to check that out."

Brown apologized for detouring off-topic again. He gestured to my can of Diet Coke.

"Do you ever drink regular Coke?" he asked me. Not that often, I said. He wondered why. "You don't want the sugar, or you just don't like the taste?"

I told him that I love the taste of regular Coke, but like the taste of Diet Coke, too. I mentioned to Brown that Trump apparently has a special button in the Oval Office that he can push whenever he wants a Diet Coke.

"How is that guy still alive?" Brown wondered. "Think about that." He observed that Trump appears to have a terrible diet and is also "angry a lot."

And yet, Trump is not only alive but probably as big a factor as any in Brown's bid to return to Washington. As with many constituencies that propelled Trump's victory in 2024, working-class voters now appear to be losing faith in the president for a number of reasons--one being that he seems way too focused on extraneous things (building a ballroom, seizing Greenland) that have nothing to do with their economic predicaments. And some of those voters might just be primed for a reunion with their old friend Sherrod Brown.

I asked Brown why he thought Democrats had lost so much credibility with blue-collar, lower- and middle-income citizens. In a historic flip of party identity, voters are now more likely to view Republicans as better attuned to the concerns of working-class people, whereas Democrats are more associated with affluent, college-educated elites. "From your perspective, what has that evolution been like over the years?" I asked.

Brown blew off my question. "I don't spend a lot of time thinking about it," he said. "This might surprise you."

It did surprise me. Brown started a foundation last year (not a gap year!) called the Dignity of Work Institute. He also wrote an essay in The New Republic titled "Democrats Must Become the Workers' Party Again," in which he declared that it would be "my mission for the rest of my life" to help Democrats reconnect with their working-class roots.

But it is perhaps another element of Brown's appeal that he tends not to get bogged down in hifalutin theories or sociology (his Yale degree notwithstanding). He prides himself on being an unglamorous advocate, who has earned enough trust with enough voters to defy Ohio's Republican trend lines. At least until he didn't. Trump's double-digit victory in Ohio over Kamala Harris in 2024 was too much for Brown to surmount, and he wound up losing to his Republican opponent, Bernie Moreno, by 3.5 points.

"Without Trump on the ballot, Sherrod would have won handily," Ted Strickland, the Democratic former Ohio governor, told me. Strickland said that Brown's gritty approach to governance is well suited to Ohio at this moment. "He's not terribly inspiring in his speaking style," Strickland said. "But he is who he is. I've known him a long time, and he's been terribly consistent over the years."

Brown has a thing for certain words. "I love this word penultimate," he told me. And he has a special fondness for the penultimate vote that he cast before departing the Senate last year, to help pass the Social Security Fairness Act, which significantly increased benefit payments to a host of public-sector workers. Brown was a co-sponsor of the bill, and said it has proved life-changing for 250,000 Ohioans.

"That's what I live for," he told me. "I worked on it for 10 years."

An aide tried to nudge things along. "We're running behind schedule, so we've got to get him out of here," she interjected.

We would have had more time, Brown said, "if we didn't talk about Coca-Cola so much."
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The White House Urges Republicans to Ignore Trump's Diversions

They will let Trump be Trump, but everyone else needs to stay focused on the economy.

by Michael Scherer

Tue, 24 Feb 2026




Last Thursday, the White House tried to get President Trump to focus on the economic concerns driving the midterm elections. Instead, he issued a 10-to-15-day ultimatum to Iran, claimed that his wife's documentary was so good that some women had seen it four times, and accused his predecessor Barack Obama of releasing classified information about space aliens.

Few actually watched his 68-minute speech on the economy later that afternoon at the Coosa Steel Corporation in Georgia. But even if they had tuned in, they would have found Trump's recitation of his economic talking points overshadowed by his banter about wanting to award himself the Congressional Medal of Honor, claims that the FBI found "plenty of stuff" when it raided Fulton County's election office, or the suggestion, denied by his own advisers, that inflation was no longer an issue: "I've won affordability."

So it fell to aides at the White House to email reporters with the message top political advisers have tested and refined as the best way to move voters in 2026. Their strategy is to highlight the accomplishments of the administration--tax cuts, lower gas prices, foreign investment--while promising that more is to come. "Republican leadership is building a brighter, more prosperous future for all Georgians--and today's visit underscores President Trump's unrelenting commitment to finishing the job," the press release said.

Trump will have another chance to sell his economic agenda tonight, when he delivers his State of the Union address before a joint session of Congress, in what is likely to be his most-watched speech of the year. But top White House advisers and Republican strategists have so little faith that he will stick to the script in the months ahead that they are reverting to a 2024 playbook: They will let Trump be Trump, while demanding discipline from the rest of the GOP ecosystem.

Many of Trump's top advisers gathered with the Cabinet last Tuesday at the Capitol Hill Club, not far from the House chamber, for a briefing on the new strategy. James Blair, the White House deputy chief of staff in charge of midterm efforts, explained to the group that the message had to be nuanced, recognizing both Trump's accomplishments and the continued economic struggles of many voters, one of the Republicans in the room told me, requesting anonymity to discuss the private meeting. Even Franklin D. Roosevelt, in the 1934 midterms, did not go around saying that everything was great, Blair told the crowd. Instead, Roosevelt's team argued that things were getting better, and that if Democrats stayed in power, much more improvement awaited.

The challenge, of course, is similar to the one Trump's team faced during the previous presidential election, when they rolled out an advertising strategy largely focused on economic concerns that felt disconnected from everything Trump was saying. That difficulty is amplified because Trump is now in the White House, and this is his economy. The president fills his speeches with superlatives--the best, the greatest, the biggest--not nuance. He has for months been focused elsewhere, on foreign policy, building projects, getting revenge on those who he feels have done him wrong--all areas where he has more control. Inside the White House, aides have tried to keep Trump from becoming fatalistic about losing the House, after he told a reporter, "When you win the presidency, you don't win the midterms," in January. He has committed to traveling the country about once every two weeks until the start of spring, when his travel is expected to increase to weekly or more.

At the Capitol Hill briefing, Blair and the pollster Tony Fabrizio asked Trump's top deputies to drive the economic storyline that Trump sometimes discards. "The president will have his message. And that works for him. But you are not the president, and here are the messages that the data show work," the person who attended the meeting told me, summarizing the strategy. "Going on Fox News and reiterating what the president says every day--that is a problem."

From the June 2025 issue: 'I run the country and the world'

Asked to comment for this story, the White House spokesperson Kush Desai sent me a statement that argued the economic benefits of Trump's efforts are just beginning: "President Trump pledged to turn the page on Joe Biden's inflation and affordability crisis, and the Trump administration is embarking on an ambitious agenda of reform across every sector of our economy to deliver."

Strategists at the National Republican Congressional Committee have been making the case that tax refunds are up and more benefits will be felt late in the year. They have also pointed to low approval ratings for the Democratic Party, following the 2024 wipeout. "After inheriting Joe Biden's economically disastrous spending spree, President Trump and Republicans are delivering real relief for the American people," Mike Marinella, a NRCC spokesperson, told me. "The contrast is clear: Republicans are delivering relief where it counts while Democrats want to get back to their status quo of failures."

Democrats, for their part, are counting on Trump to continue to bungle the economic messaging. House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries has for months summed up his party's argument as a focused antidote to Trump's more scattered priorities. "America is too expensive, and Donald Trump is doing nothing about it," Jeffries said in a January interview with Jim Acosta. "He's focused on Venezuela or Greenland or Iran or Syria."

It's a story that Democrats say resonates with voters. Just after Trump took office last year, Democratic polling by Navigator found that 59 percent of voters thought inflation, along with the cost of living, was the most important political issue. Only 29 percent thought this was the issue that Trump and Republicans in Congress were most focused on. Now, one year later, that 30-point gap has grown to 38 points, and voters report that Trump and his colleagues are far more focused on issues such as foreign conflicts and immigration than they are.

"His obsession is on everything other than what matters to people's lives," Jesse Ferguson, a Democratic strategist, told me. "If Bill Clinton is 'I feel your pain,' Donald Trump is 'I want you to feel my pain.' He is all about what makes a ballroom and getting FIFA World Cup peace prizes."

Republican strategists tell me they have seen similar warning signs. When a national GOP organization recently assembled a focus group of independent swing voters, those involved were alarmed by the number of people who described Trump as distracted or not caring about the right issues, including one voter who questioned why the president was so focused on gaining control of Greenland. Several Republicans told me they are worried about Trump's continued obsession with unsubstantiated claims of voting fraud in the 2020 election, which they said is not only too far afield of voter concerns but could also backfire if it depresses turnout among Republican voters who don't trust elections, increases turnout among Democrats, or alienates independents.

Read: 'The trust has been absolutely destroyed' 

A national Republican election strategist noted that the GOP lost the Senate in 2020 after Democrats flipped seats in Georgia and Arizona--the epicenter of the fraud claims--and then lost numerous House and Senate races in 2022 after candidates embraced the false theories. "President Trump was in large part elected again because he was disciplined enough to focus on issues that voters cared about--inflation, jobs, border security, and the economy," the strategist told me, "but any efforts to relitigate the 'stolen election' would be a disaster for Republicans this fall."

Democratic candidates are proceeding on the same assumptions. On the western edge of North Carolina, the farmer Jamie Ager hopes to push out Republican Representative Chuck Edwards from a district that Trump won by 10 points in 2024. The region is still suffering from the effects of Hurricane Helene, which blasted through the area that year, and waiting for federal compensation to rebuild.

"I met a woman still living in a camper, and she is not able to get her home rebuilt. I have an employee whose family house floated away in the river," Ager told me, before making an argument that will be repeated hundreds of times by Democrats this year. "To hear that we want to give money to Argentina, to spend money on Greenland, and to build a ballroom all feels like, Wait a second. We were all promised a lot of money down here, and that is not coming."
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Trump's Suddenly High-Stakes State of the Union

The president is visiting Congress in a dramatically different place from where he was a year ago.

by Jonathan Lemire

Tue, 24 Feb 2026




Here's how much things have changed since Donald Trump last addressed Congress: A year ago, he shouted out a beaming Elon Musk, who was watching in the gallery.



At the time, Trump was triumphant. But tomorrow night, when he returns to the Capitol to deliver the State of the Union address, he will be trying to turn around a stumbling presidency. His prized tariffs have been sharply curtailed by the Supreme Court. His most visible immigration push--federal surges into U.S. cities to carry out mass deportations--has become broadly unpopular since two Americans were killed by his masked agents. War with Iran seems to be approaching, yet Trump has not tried to sell the public on the conflict, articulated his goals, or laid out what would come next. He is facing an onslaught of questions about his ties to Jeffrey Epstein, the dead and disgraced sex offender, as well as his efforts to use the Oval Office to enrich himself and his family. And his poll numbers have slumped just months before Americans are set to render their midterm verdict on his performance.



In early 2026's whirlwind news cycles, and the nation's splintered media landscape, it's unlikely that any one speech will permanently alter a presidency. But the address presents Trump with a clear opening--and a national audience. Ever the showman, Trump will have the spotlight as he seeks to sell his victories and convince a skeptical public that he is indeed focused on improving their lives. His aides believe that the address, with its pageantry and tradition, will reignite the presidency's momentum. But Republicans are worried.



Never before has a president so completely dominated the political landscape and national discourse. Trump, of course, wouldn't have it any other way. But that's less of a positive for Republicans who are left to defend a series of unpopular decisions. Voters have made their unhappiness clear: Since last fall, the GOP has lost a series of elections, including recent stunners in deep-red Texas and Louisiana districts that Trump won by double digits in November 2024. The GOP worries that a blue wave could be approaching this fall, allowing Democrats to win the House and--although it seemed unthinkable just a few months ago--put the Senate in play.



Few congressional Republicans remain willing to publicly defy the president, but more and more are sending private notes down Pennsylvania Avenue expressing concern about Trump's overreach and obsessions, be it weaponizing the Justice Department for his retribution campaign or bulldozing his way through a slew of Washington-area vanity projects. They are pleading with the president to not lose sight of what got him reelected and to get back to the basics.



Read: The art of the retreat



But there's a problem with the idea that Trump can simply rerun his 2024 campaign and expect the same result: Over the past two years, many of his most popular issues have turned into political liabilities.



Trump has, on more than one occasion, declared that tariff is his favorite word--an odd but instructive choice. Trump is a politician with few core ideologies, but one consistent belief over the decades has been the power of taxing imports. He made tariffs a central pillar of his economic policy, unveiling them last spring on his so-called Liberation Day and using them to forcefully negotiate trade deals. He declared a national emergency to allow him to bypass Congress, normally the overseer of such matters, and directed the measures himself from the Oval Office.



The markets were not always happy, leading Trump to roll back and adjust some of the duties. That, in turn, created an atmosphere of uncertainty, frustrating businesses and foreign leaders alike. But Trump has largely stayed the course and, at times, wielded the tariffs like a geopolitical weapon, drawn to punish countries that have angered him and holstered when favorable agreements are obtained. That unilateral approach helped persuade the Supreme Court to reject most of his tariffs last Friday; the majority of justices made clear that the president has exceeded his constitutional authority.



The decision was a major blow to Trump, who has invested so much political capital in his tariffs and has rarely seen his power checked during his second term. He did not handle it well. Later that day, he eviscerated the justices in a remarkably angry news conference. This morning, in a particular fit of pique, he declared on social media that he would no longer use capital letters to refer to, as he put it, "the supreme court." But some Republicans privately celebrated the tariffs' demise, believing that they were dragging down their party and that the Court had handed the president a lifeline. Others worried that Congress was giving up too much of its authority; Representative Mike Turner of Ohio told me, "You don't want that type of power to be vested in one person because of the creep of the use of tariffs" for use in foreign policy or personal score-settling. Trump, however, is not ready to quit: He has declared that he holds powers to impose tariffs (10 percent! 15 percent!) or licenses to raise revenue. His latest moves threaten to compound the confusion, boost inflation, and hinder the economy.



Immigration is another former Trump strength turned problem. Many voters liked his plan to fortify the southern border and deport violent criminals who were in the United States illegally. But, pushed to meet extraordinary daily arrest quotas, the administration's efforts expanded to target migrants who, in many cases, had lived in the country for years without committing crimes. Images of masked agents shooting dead two Americans--Renee Good and Alex Pretti, both 37 years old--spawned a backlash and forced the administration to retreat from Minneapolis, though its overall deportation goals have not changed. Balking at supercharged funding for ICE, Democrats triggered a partial government shutdown that will continue as lawmakers fill the chamber tomorrow night. The sense of mayhem that fueled those fatal confrontations has fed into the perception, some Republicans fear, of a lawless presidency, one consumed by the Epstein scandal and favoring the rich over the working-class voters who put Trump into office twice.



Read: What would war with Iran look like? 



To that mix now comes the possibility of a new war in the Middle East. Trump, back in 2016, railed against the "endless wars" of Iraq and Afghanistan, vowing to not engage in any new military campaigns. But he has become besotted with his nation's military might, which was on display in the seizure of Nicolas Maduro from Venezuela last month and the powerful bunker-buster bombs Trump ordered to be dropped on Iran's nuclear program last summer. Tehran has, once more, drawn Trump's ire, for its crackdown on protests and for allegedly continuing its nuclear-enrichment program. Trump has deployed a fleet of warships to the Middle East and has discussed a range of options with his advisers, from continued diplomacy to a limited strike to a much larger attack. But Trump has yet to make a convincing public case for any sort of conflict; he has not engaged Congress or explained to the American people why a strike--which could lead to the very sort of prolonged war he once vowed to avoid--would be in their interest. And that may continue: Aides told me that foreign policy is unlikely to be a central theme to his State of the Union address.



When Trump begins speaking during prime time tomorrow night, the nation he leads will need some convincing. In a CNN poll released today, just 32 percent of Americans said that Trump has had the right priorities, and 68 percent said that he hasn't paid enough attention to the country's most important problems. (That is the president's most negative reading on that question during either of his terms in office.) Trump's overall job-approval rating in that poll is 36 percent, and only 26 percent of independents think he is doing a good job.



Trump, naturally, dismisses any negative indicators in surveys. "I had polls for the election that showed I was going to get swamped, and I won in a landslide," Trump said today.



White House officials I spoke with painted a bullish picture of the state of the nation and told me that the president will spend tomorrow night focused on his record of accomplishment. Among the highlights: a Dow Jones Industrial Average that recently crossed 50,000, the release of Israeli hostages from Gaza and Trump's claims of cooling several global conflicts, the tax cuts from the GOP's One Big Beautiful Bill Act last summer, the closed border, plans to reduce mortgage rates, and a new government website for buying prescription drugs. Even though Trump has thoroughly rewired the nation's economy with his tax cuts and trade wars, aides told me that blame for any sluggishness would be aimed squarely at his predecessor, Joe Biden ("Watch the State of the Union. We're going to be talking about the economy. We inherited a mess," Trump claimed last week). The White House spokesperson Kush Desai told me that Trump's "overarching agenda has already cooled inflation and cut prices of many household essentials, with more progress in store for the American people."



At the time of Trump's most recent address to Congress--which was not technically a State of the Union--he seemed invincible. Armed with the Project 2025 playbook, he was in the midst of a 100-day sprint to expand executive power. Democrats struggled to keep up. Musk was the GOP's golden boy, overseeing dramatic DOGE cuts to the federal bureaucracy. Trump that night delivered a swaggering and lengthy speech (one hour and 40 minutes!) and boasted about his electoral victory. A short time later, he talked about running for a third term. Few people laughed.



Read: Doomsday-prepping for Trump's third term



Although his fortunes have faltered, counting Trump out would be foolish. He remains the author of two of the most unlikely victories in American politics. Even so, there will also be a focus on the pair of men seated behind him in the well of the House of Representatives. One will be Vice President Vance, an early GOP front-runner for 2028. He has taken a few tentative steps to inherit the MAGA coalition, and his presence will be an inherent reminder that Trump's remaining time in office is limited. The other will be House Speaker Mike Johnson, whose hold on that office feels tenuous. If the Democrats this fall take the lower chamber, as many expect, that spot for next year's State of the Union could very well be filled by newly elected House Speaker Hakeem Jeffries.



Trump has long groused about how, in his first term, he felt upstaged during the State of the Union addresses by then-House Speaker Nancy Pelosi being positioned behind him. One year, Pelosi went viral for sarcastically clapping for one of Trump's applause lines; the next, she tore up her copy of the president's speech. But beyond those two moments, Pelosi's presence meant that the Democrats were armed with committee chairs and the power of the subpoena. They were able to investigate Trump and his administration. A Speaker Jeffries would surely do the same. Tomorrow's State of the Union might just be Trump's best chance to begin the sort of comeback he needs to avoid that fate again.
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The Republican Party Has a Nazi Problem

How did the GOP become a haven for slogans and ideas straight out of the Third Reich?

by Tom Nichols

Mon, 23 Feb 2026




Over the past few months, during his agency's chaotic crackdowns in Chicago and Minneapolis, the U.S. Border Patrol chief Greg Bovino has worn an unusual uniform: a wide-lapel greatcoat with brass buttons and stars along one sleeve. It looks like it was taken right off the shoulders of a Wehrmacht officer in the 1930s. Bovino's choice of garment is more than tough-guy cosplay (German media noted the aesthetic immediately). The coat symbolizes a trend: The Republicans, it seems, have a bit of a Nazi problem.

By this, I mean that some Republicans are deploying Nazi imagery and rhetoric, and espouse ideas associated with the Nazi Party during its rise to power in the early 1930s. A few recent examples: An ICE lawyer linked to a white-supremacist social-media account that praised Hitler was apparently allowed to return to federal court. Members of the national Young Republicans organization were caught in a group chat laughing about their love for Hitler. Vice President J. D. Vance shrugged off that controversy, instead of condemning the growing influence of anti-Semites in his party. (In December, at Turning Point USA's conference, Vance said, "I didn't bring a list of conservatives to denounce or to deplatform.")

Even federal agencies are modeling Nazi phrasing. The Department of Homeland Security used an anthem beloved by neo-Nazi groups, "By God We'll Have Our Home Again," in a recruitment ad. The Labor Department hung a giant banner of Donald Trump's face from its headquarters, as if Washington were Berlin in 1936, and posted expressions on social media such as "America is for Americans"--an obvious riff on the Nazi slogan "Germany for the Germans"--and "Americanism Will Prevail," in a font reminiscent of Third Reich documents.

Trump, of course, openly pines to be a dictator. In his first term, he reportedly told his chief of staff, General John Kelly, that he wished he had generals who were as loyal as Hitler's military leaders. (The president was perhaps unaware of how often the fuhrer's officers tried to kill him.) More recently, the White House's official X account supported Trump's pursuit of Greenland by posting a meme with the caption "Which way, Greenland man?" That is not merely a clunky turn of phrase; it's an echo of Which Way Western Man?, the title of a 1978 book by the American neo-Nazi William Gayley Simpson, a former Presbyterian minister who called for America to expel its Jewish citizens.

Read: 'I need the kind of generals that Hitler had'

The people pushing such trash are offended by the accusation that they are pantomiming Nazis. "Calling everything you dislike 'Nazi propaganda' is tiresome," a DHS spokesperson told Politico. But when even Laura Loomer--conspiracy theorist and ardent Trump supporter--says on social media that "the GOP has a Nazi problem," then perhaps the GOP has a Nazi problem.


The U.S. Border Patrol chief Greg Bovino in Minneapolis on January 15, 2026 (Octavio Jones / AFP / Getty)



As a former Republican, I'm aware that the American conservative movement has spent generations fighting off intrusions from the far right, including the John Birchers and the Ku Klux Klan. But I am still surprised and aggrieved by how quickly 21st-century Nazism has found a home in the party of Lincoln. In 1991, President George H. W. Bush repudiated the former Klan leader David Duke, who was running as a Republican to be Louisiana's governor. Today, Trump and his party haven't bothered to even pretend to be appalled by the degenerates gathering under the GOP aegis.

So how did a major American political party become a safe space for such people?

When I first joined the GOP, in 1979, the party around me did not seem hospitable to Nazis. A liberal Black Republican, Edward Brooke, had just finished two terms as our junior senator from Massachusetts; the liberal Republicans Lowell Weicker and John Chafee represented Connecticut and Rhode Island, respectively. In college, I worked in the Massachusetts state House for our hometown representative, a young and principled working-class Democrat (my GOP membership was not a disqualifier; imagine that). I got to know Republican legislators on Beacon Hill because they were close friends with my Democratic boss. Party affiliations were about political disagreements among Americans, not markers of antithetical worldviews.

I was, like many people then, a resolute ticket-splitter, voting often for local Democrats but always for Republican presidents, because I believed the national GOP was a moderate institution. Ronald Reagan, for example, disappointed the far right and his evangelical base by reducing nuclear weapons, leaving abortion rights largely untouched, and granting mass amnesty to undocumented immigrants (something I objected to at the time).

I first encountered the fringe elements of the conservative base in 1990, when I went to work in the U.S. Senate for John Heinz of Pennsylvania. I remember fielding an angry phone call from a constituent who grilled me about whether the senator was part of a globalist one-world-government conspiracy.

From the November 2018 issue: McKay Coppins on the man who broke politics

The country and the GOP were in the hands of Bush, the ultimate moderate, but extremists were making inroads to power. The populist demagogue Pat Buchanan, crusading against modernity and multiculturalism, challenged Bush in 1992 and garnered 23 percent of the Republican-primary vote. Bush, in turn, gave him the stage at the Republican National Convention in Houston. Buchanan's speech, which envisioned a "religious war" for the country, shocked many Americans.

A few years later, Representative Newt Gingrich of Georgia carried Buchanan's culture war into the House speakership. For Gingrich, politics was solely about winning; his scorched-earth approach treated opponents as enemies and compromise as treason. He wanted votes, and wasn't concerned about who was animated by his viciousness.

Gingrich was eventually driven from the speakership; Buchanan left the Republican Party to run under the Reform Party, and then faded from public life. But an example had been set of welcoming extremism (extreme ideology, extreme tactics) for the sake of winning.

Later Republican presidential nominees--good men such as John McCain and Mitt Romney--represented the moderate coalition that had brought people like me into the party. As they stood in the center of the GOP tent, they began to see who was now lurking in the back. In 2008, the nation saw too, when McCain had to defend Barack Obama as a "decent family man" to a delusional town-hall participant who had obviously imbibed racist right-wing propaganda.

From the October 2022 issue: Kim Phillips-Fein on the long unraveling of the Republican Party

Soon after McCain's loss to Obama, the Tea Party movement barreled into American politics. I was among those appalled by the Tea Partiers' juvenile public behavior and anti-government nihilism; others believed they represented a new grassroots movement and the future of the party. In the end, their revolt against government bailouts soured into a giant yawp of anger at the first Black president. By the time Romney was running against Obama, in 2012, Trump had launched his political career by pushing the "birther" lie, which capitalized on racial animus toward the 44th president. Rather than try to push Trump out of the tent, Romney accepted his endorsement. McCain came to be viewed as a traitor by the Republican base; Trump made that permissible by mocking his war-hero status.

In his third run for office, Trump expanded his vote share despite embracing fascist themes of xenophobia, nationalism, and glorification of violence. I didn't want to see what was happening to the Republican Party, until the durability of Donald Trump made it impossible to ignore.

Was this a radical, unpredictable metamorphosis, or was a fascist tendency latent in the DNA of the party? To better understand the GOP in the years before I joined it, I arranged a Zoom call with Stuart Stevens, a native Mississippian and former Republican operative. Stevens, several years older than I am, joined the Republicans in his youth rather than the segregationist local Democrats, then bolted from the party because of Trump. I asked Stevens to tell me when and where the GOP went wrong, and whether the devolution into a haven for Nazis was inevitable.

For Stevens, racism is the original sin of the modern Republican Party. White voters were alienated by the passage of the Civil Rights Act in 1964 and the violence around the 1968 Democratic primaries. As Black voters deserted Republicans, the segregationist George Wallace proved with his '68 presidential run that white southerners were up for grabs. Richard Nixon made a cunning and cynical calculation to sweep up those disaffected white voters, using appeals to "law and order" to stoke racial anxiety. By the 1970s, the GOP was the de facto white party in the United States.

Nixon and Reagan held racist views, as did many men of their generation. (Nixon was also an anti-Semite.) But they did not govern as racists, and they certainly weren't Nazis; neither was Gingrich, Buchanan, or any national Republican over the past half century. But years of racial pandering had created a too-big tent, enlarged in the name of electoral expediency, that offered dark corners for despicable ideologies.

Political realignment also made the GOP vulnerable to extremism. Democrats became appealing to wealthy suburbanites. Republicans, whose voters were now less educated and more working-class, gained among white voters in rural areas and the Rust Belt. Gerrymandering helped turn red districts redder and blue districts bluer. Democrats' more diverse constituencies were a built-in trip wire against politicians who cozied up to extremists, while Republican-primary candidates--influenced by the rise of talk radio, Fox News, and the Tea Party--were not subjected to serious moderate challengers. Unprincipled and bizarre candidates could now thread a path to victory in ruby-red districts.

Critics of the GOP have long argued that something like the Trump movement, and the emergence of a new American Nazism, was inevitable--that conservatism, as a belief system, inevitably decays into fascism. Stevens, when he left the party, wrote a book with a bitter title: It Was All a Lie. When I told him how often people quote his title to argue that conservatism itself was a lie, he rolled his eyes. "We conservatives were right about everything," Stevens told me. "Especially about the importance of character."

I asked the writer Geoffrey Kabaservice, who has chronicled the decline of Republican moderates, whether the fall of the GOP was preordained, and why conservatism, once a moralizing movement, became so vulnerable to figures without moral character.

"I don't happen to believe that conservatism is one of those doctrines that is flawed from the get-go," Kabaservice told me, "and certainly not in the American context, in which conservatism is a variation on core liberal principles." In that sense, he said, Reaganism, the strongest vehicle of 20th-century American conservatism, didn't lead directly to Trumpism--not least because Trump's vulgar populism is "a repudiation of conservatism."

But Reagan's dominance of the party may have indirectly set the stage for Trump. Kabaservice brought up the Prussian statesman Otto von Bismarck, who created a balance-of-power system that worked only because it relied on Bismarck's personal influence and political genius; it collapsed without him. Likewise, Kabaservice argued, Reagan enjoined his party to leave room in the tent for moderates and to avoid ideological litmus tests, but the GOP needed Reagan's "personal magnetism" to keep his followers from spiraling into hyper-partisanship, or even political fratricide.

Without Reagan, the Reaganite coalition began to dissolve in the face of Buchanan's angry populism and Gingrich's cold opportunism. The Republican Party, as an institution, weakened over time, until it could be hijacked by an aspiring dictator. Republican leaders who warned against Trump in 2016--senators such as Ted Cruz, Lindsey Graham, and Mike Lee--soon discarded conservative principles to protect their jobs. Their eager amorality has allowed extreme elements to use the GOP as a vehicle for bigotry and rage. Racism and hate are now structural parts of the Republican Party, replacing consensus, compassion, and compromise. Trump started his second presidency by pardoning the insurrectionists who'd wanted to unlawfully extend his first. Little wonder that fascists and other miscreants feel welcome.

Conservatives will complain that Democratic Party leaders have often tolerated their own extremists. People on the right point to radical professors lionizing Angela Davis, a Communist Party figure who was once on the FBI's most-wanted list, or a future president socializing with Bill Ayers, who co-founded a Marxist militant organization and participated in bombings of the U.S. Capitol and the New York Police Department headquarters. Ayers may have casually socialized with a 30-something Barack Obama, but he did not get an office in the West Wing 15 years later. And no one on the left has shown up to work dressed like a conquering Nazi general swanning through the streets of Smolensk, the way Bovino did in the Midwest.

Some Republicans lament these developments and still hold fast to conservative principles and policy ideas. But their party has laid out a welcome mat for an ideology that Americans once had to defeat in combat, at the cost of millions of lives. If wannabe Nazis now confidently roam the halls of power--and the streets of American cities--it is because Republican leaders have made them feel at home.

What can Americans do in the face of moral rot in a major political party? The only short-term answers are shaming, shunning, and mockery--and punishment at the polls. Decent citizens must ostracize those among them who toy with Hitlerism. Americans--especially journalists--should resist becoming inured to fascist rhetoric. No one should rely on euphemisms about "extreme" comments or "fiery" speeches. Call it what it is: Nazi-like behavior.

When a Gen Z Republican focus group has 20-somethings talking about how Hitler "was a great leader," even if "what he was going for was terrible," something is amiss not only in the Republican Party but also in America's homes, schools, and neighborhoods. Some of these trolls are merely pasting swastikas on their nihilism, but their ideological sincerity is irrelevant. As Kurt Vonnegut wrote in Mother Night, his 1961 novel about a man posing as a Nazi: "We are what we pretend to be, so we must be careful about what we pretend to be."

Whatever their intentions, some Americans are expressing or abetting ancient hatreds, smirking at the mention of Hitler, and plastering public spaces with images that Allied soldiers once tore from the walls of destroyed German cities. Political leaders who encourage or tolerate such scoundrels should be driven from office.

The Republicans have a Nazi problem, yes. But this means that the United States also has a Nazi problem. The responsibility for defeating it in the 21st century falls, as it did in the 20th, to everyone--of any party or creed--who still believes in the American idea.



This article appears in the April 2026 print edition with the headline "That 1930s Feeling." 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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The Buzz in Kristi Noem's Home State

South Dakota Republicans worry that she might return.

by Michael Scherer

Fri, 20 Feb 2026




Updated at 1:00 p.m. ET on February 20, 2026.

Homeland Security Secretary Kristi Noem has faced intense scrutiny from Republicans and calls for her firing from Democrats since the January 24 shooting of Alex Pretti by Customs and Border Patrol agents in Minneapolis. Now Noem's tenuous standing with the Trump White House is creating concern in her home state of South Dakota that she might leave the Cabinet to challenge Senator Mike Rounds in the state's June Republican primary.

Political allies of Rounds have begun preparing for this scenario, even though they remain skeptical that Noem will actually make the move, three people familiar with the discussions told me. To get into the race, Noem would have to register for the primary and collect the 2,171 supportive signatures statewide by the end of next month. A Noem adviser told me today that she has no plans to leave. But Noem could have an incentive to seek elective office if Democrats remain on track to win back control of the House and launch investigations into her tenure at the Department of Homeland Security. A Senate seat would give her both a professional staff and a fundraising platform to help defend herself.

"It's something people are talking about across the state," one Republican involved in South Dakota's politics told me; this person, like others I spoke with, requested anonymity to discuss the rumors. "And based on everything I've been hearing, Mike Rounds would handily win that race."

In recent weeks, Noem has ceded some of her public-leadership role overseeing immigration-enforcement operations, and President Trump has relied more on the White House "border czar" Tom Homan to lead those efforts. White House officials have grown frustrated with her performance as Republican midterm strategists raise alarms about the political damage her deportation strategy is doing to the party's chances. One person familiar with the discussions told me that Noem's position in the Cabinet is no longer secure, even though the president has not yet moved against her and has repeatedly praised her in public comments.

Read: Battles are raging inside the Department of Homeland Security

The situation has been complicated by the refusal of congressional Democrats to vote for a new budget for Noem's department, which has caused a partial government shutdown that is expected to last at least into next week. Republicans say that Democratic calls for Noem's removal make Trump pushing her out in the immediate future less likely. In his second term, Trump has been deeply reluctant to allow political pressure to force him into firing Cabinet members.

Several weeks ago, before the Pretti shooting, Republicans in South Dakota learned that pollsters were asking voters whom they would prefer in a matchup between Rounds and Noem, two people familiar with the calls told me, adding that they don't know who is paying for the polling and have not seen the results.

The possibility of Noem running against Rounds has also prompted discussion among advisers to the president about possibly waiting to make a change to DHS leadership until after next month's filing deadline, according to one person familiar with the discussions. Others have been supportive of a move. "Mike Rounds is so unpopular amongst Republican primary voters, he'd lose to a dead dog," a national Republican strategist told me. The senator's allies pushed back against that characterization. Rounds, 71, has successfully run statewide as a Republican four times since 2014, winning two primaries and two general elections.

Tricia McLaughlin, a spokesperson for the Department of Homeland Security, told me in a text message that it would not be appropriate for a government spokesperson to comment on a story about Noem's political future. Another adviser to Noem told me that her team had not polled the race.

Rounds's Senate office did not respond to a request for comment. The White House spokesperson Davis Ingle told me in a statement, "President Trump has assembled the most talented and America First cabinet and staff in history," before listing off some of the administration's accomplishments.

Rounds and Noem, both former governors of South Dakota, have never been particularly close and have occasionally clashed in public. After Noem published a book that describes her decision to kill her family dog after she determined that it was dangerous and untrainable, Rounds was notably outspoken in his criticism. "I don't see how it helps," he said of her description of the incident. "These dogs become a member of a family, you know. People identify with that."

Read: Kristi Noem's audience of one

Trump and Rounds have also clashed, particularly over Joe Biden's victory in the 2020 election, which Rounds described as "fair"; Trump incorrectly maintains that he won the election. But Trump endorsed Rounds over the summer--"HE WILL NEVER LET YOU DOWN!" the president posted on social media. Senate Majority Leader John Thune, the senior senator from South Dakota, is a close ally of Rounds and would likely back him over Noem.

Another possible route for Noem is to run again for the U.S. House seat that she held from 2011 to 2019. That seat will be vacated next year by Representative Dusty Johnson, who has announced that he is running for governor. Noem has also expressed interest in the past about being selected as a running mate on a Republican ticket or mounting her own presidential campaign.



An earlier version of this article misidentified the four statewide elections that Rounds has won since 2014. They were all connected to his Senate campaigns, not his runs for governor.
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The Truth About Immigration and the American Worker

<span>In many domains, the conventional wisdom among progressives is mistaken, oversimplified, or based on wishful thinking. The economics of immigration is not one of them.</span>

by Roge Karma

Thu, 03 Oct 2024




Sign up for Work in Progress, a newsletter where Roge Karma investigates the mysteries of a complicated economy.

Donald Trump and his allies on the populist right believe they have a compelling argument for why the GOP is the true blue-collar party: Immigration is killing the American worker, and only Trump will put a stop to it. "Kamala Harris's border invasion is also crushing the jobs and wages of African American workers and Hispanic American workers and also union members," Trump declared at a recent rally. At other times, he has referred to immigration as "all-out economic warfare" on the working class. It's a message that the former president repeats in one form or another at just about every one of his public appearances.

The argument carries a certain commonsense logic: Immigration means more workers competing for jobs, which translates to lower wages and employment rates for the native-born. During Tuesday night's vice-presidential debate, Republican Senator J. D. Vance said that his boss's proposal to round up and deport millions of undocumented immigrants would "be really good for our workers, who just want to earn a fair wage for doing a good day's work."

Mainstream Democrats used to vigorously dispute the notion that immigration hurt native-born workers. No longer. Today, the two major parties are jockeying to convince voters that they are the ones who will truly secure the border. To the extent that liberals still defend immigration, they often do so by arguing that deporting migrants would reduce the labor supply and send prices soaring again--an argument that implicitly accepts the premise that immigrants do in fact depress wages.

This is a tragedy. The effect of immigration on wages is one of the most thoroughly studied topics in empirical economics, and the results are clear: Immigrants do not make native-born workers worse off, and probably make them better off. In many domains, the conventional wisdom among progressives is mistaken, oversimplified, or based on wishful thinking. The economics of immigration is not one of them.

Econ 101 tells us that when the supply of a good, like labor, increases, then the price of that good falls. This is the lens through which economists viewed immigration for much of the 20th century: great for corporations (cheap labor) and consumers (lower prices) but bad for native-born workers. Then a study came along that shattered the consensus.

In 1980, Fidel Castro briefly lifted Cuba's ban on emigration, leading 125,000 people, most of whom lacked a high-school education, to travel from Mariel Bay to Miami in what became known as the Mariel Boatlift. In a few months, Miami's workforce expanded by about 25 times as much as the U.S. workforce expands because of immigration in a typical year, creating the perfect conditions for a natural experiment. The economist David Card later realized that if he compared Miami with cities that did not experience the boatlift, he could isolate the effect that immigration had on native-born earning power. If immigrants really did depress wages, then surely the effect would be visible in Miami in the 1980s.

Instead, in a paper published in 1990, Card found that the boatlift had virtually no effect on either the wages or employment prospects of native-born workers in Miami, including those who lacked a college degree. Economists have since used similar natural experiments to study the effect of immigration in countries including Israel and Denmark, arriving at the same conclusion that Card did. (These studies mostly focus on low-skill immigration; high-skill immigration has long been viewed almost universally as economically beneficial.)

Derek Thompson: Americans are thinking about immigration all wrong

The simple Econ 101 story turned out to have a blind spot: Immigrants aren't just workers who compete for jobs; they are also consumers who buy things. They therefore increase not only the supply of labor, which reduces wages, but also the demand for it, which raises them. In the end, the two forces appear to cancel each other out. (The same logic explains why commentators who suggest that immigration is a helpful inflation-fighting tool are probably wrong. I have made a version of this mistake myself.)

Inevitably, not everyone accepted the new consensus. In a paper first circulated in 2015, the Harvard economist George Borjas reanalyzed Card's data and concluded that even though average wages were indeed unaffected, the wages for natives who lacked a high-school degree--and thus competed most directly with the Marielitos--had fallen as a result of the boatlift. Borjas's study seemed to back up restrictionist policy with empirical data, and for that reason became a pillar of anti-immigration discourse. In 2017, for example, Stephen Miller cited it when pressed by a New York Times reporter for evidence that immigration hurts American workers.

But Borjas's debunking of Card, such as it was, has itself been debunked. The data underlying his argument turned out to be extremely suspect. Borjas had excluded women, Hispanic people, and workers who weren't "prime age" from his analysis, arguing that the remaining group represented the workers most vulnerable to immigrant competition. As the economist Michael Clemens has pointed out, Borjas ended up with an absurdly tiny sample of just 17 workers a year, making it impossible to distinguish a legitimate finding from pure statistical noise. Another study looking at the same data, but for all native-born workers without a high-school degree, found no negative impact on wages. Subsequent natural experiment studies have yielded similar conclusions. "Economic models have long predicted that low-skill immigration would hurt the wages of low-skill workers," Leah Boustan, an economist at Princeton University, told me. "But that turns out not to be true when we actually look at what happens in the real world."

On paper, immigrants and natives without a high-school education might look like easily substitutable workers. In reality, they aren't. Take the restaurant industry. New immigrants may disproportionately get hired as fry cooks, which, in turn, depresses wages for native-born fry cooks. But by lowering costs and generating lots of new demand, those same immigrants enable more restaurants to open that need not just fry cooks but also servers and hosts and bartenders. Native-born workers have an edge at getting those jobs, because, unlike new immigrants, they have the English skills and tacit cultural knowledge required to perform them.

This dynamic helps explain why many efforts to deport immigrants have hurt native-born workers. From 2008 to 2014, the Department of Homeland Security deported about half a million undocumented immigrants through its "Secure Communities" program. Because the initiative was rolled out in different counties at different times, researchers were able to compare how workers fared in places where mass deportation was under way against outcomes for those in as-yet unaffected places. They found that for every 100 migrant workers who were deported, nine fewer jobs existed for natives; native workers' wages also fell slightly. Other studies of immigration crackdowns throughout American history have reached similar conclusions. When a community loses immigrant workers, the result isn't higher-paid natives; it's fewer child-care services provided, fewer meals prepared, and fewer homes built.

Low-skill immigration does have some economic costs. Most studies find that the income of other immigrants takes a hit when a new wave of migrants arrives. Low-skill immigration also tends to slightly exacerbate inequality because it increases demand for college-educated professionals such as doctors, managers, and lawyers, resulting in even larger wage gains for that group. But these complications don't mean that immigration is crushing the American working class.

Hold on, immigration's critics say: Natural experiments can only tell you so much. You must instead look at the broad sweep of American history. As the liberal New York Times columnist David Leonhardt has pointed out, the decades in which American workers experienced their fastest income gains--the 1940s, '50s, and '60s--occurred when immigration was near historic lows; since the '70s, immigration has surged while wages for the median worker have stagnated. "The trajectory of American history tells a very clear story," Oren Cass, the chief economist at American Compass, a conservative think tank, told me. "High levels of immigration are correlated with poor outcomes for workers."

The problem with relying on history is that correlations also only tell you so much. Some readers will recall that quite a few things have changed since the 1970s; most relevant for our purposes, these include the loosening of trade policy, the weakening of labor unions, and the enormous rise in corporate concentration. All of these trends have been more persuasively linked to the declining fortunes of the working class. Without some evidence of causation, the co-incidence of stagnating wages and rising immigration really does look like just that: a coincidence.

Michael Podhorzer: The paradox of the American labor movement

Two data points are instructive here. First, the parts of the country that have received the largest numbers of immigrants in recent decades--Texas, Florida, the D.C.-to-Boston corridor--are those that have experienced the least wage stagnation. Second, since the onset of the coronavirus pandemic, the U.S. has experienced both a huge surge in illegal immigration and perhaps the most significant reduction of wage inequality since the 1940s. That doesn't mean high levels of immigration caused the spike in wages at the bottom. But that's exactly the point: Historical trends don't necessarily imply neat causal relationships.

The other problem is that you can just as easily make the circumstantial case that the natural-experiment literature underestimates the economic benefits of immigration. The aforementioned Denmark study tracked every single individual across the country (something that isn't possible in the U.S. because of data constraints) over a 20-year period and found that low-skill natives who were most exposed to immigration responded by pursuing higher levels of education and moving to higher-paying occupations. Ultimately they achieved higher earnings than their peers who weren't exposed to immigration. A study in the U.S. found that immigrants were 80 percent more likely than native-born Americans to start a business, and that the rate of entrepreneurship was just as high for immigrants from low-income countries as those from high-income countries. "Immigrants to the U.S. create so many successful businesses that they ultimately appear to create more jobs as founders than they fill as workers," Benjamin F. Jones, one of the authors, wrote in The Atlantic last year. Immigrants, he noted, are inherently risk-takers. "We should not be surprised that they are exceptionally entrepreneurial once they arrive."

I admit to being partial to this view for personal reasons. My grandfather came to the U.S. in the 1960s as an undocumented immigrant from Lebanon, having never finished high school and speaking very little English. Within a few months, he landed a job as a car mechanic at a local gas station, leaving for work each morning before his kids woke up and returning after they were asleep at night. An economic study might find that he helped depress the wages of native-born mechanics, which might have been balanced out by his spending in other areas. What it probably wouldn't capture is what happened next: He opened up his own station, and then another, and then another, employing dozens of mostly native-born mechanics, attendants, and cashiers. Along the way, he became a darling of his community, bringing a little bit of Arab hospitality to a mostly white suburb of New Jersey. His life was its own kind of natural experiment.

The appeal of restricting immigration has, to put it lightly, never been primarily about economics. Surveys of public opinion generally find that people's feelings about immigration are driven less by material concerns than they are by cultural anxieties about crime, social norms, and national identity. Anti-immigrant sentiment is much higher among older Americans (many of whom are retired) living in rural areas that contain few immigrants than it is among working-age Americans in immigrant-heavy cities such as New York and Los Angeles.

Even if conservative policy wonks sincerely believe that limiting immigration would help the American worker, the guy at the top of the Republican ticket clearly has other things on his mind. In his debate against Kamala Harris, Trump, who has accused immigrants of "poisoning the blood of our country," mentioned the supposed economic impact of migration exactly once. He spent much more time portraying undocumented immigrants as a marauding horde of psychopathic murderers "pouring into our country from prisons and jails, from mental institutions and insane asylums." At one now-infamous moment, he even claimed that immigrants were eating pets in Springfield, Ohio. In Trump's hands, the economic case against immigration is a fig leaf that barely obscures a much larger and more nakedly bigoted body of work.

Gilad Edelman: Donald Trump's theory of everything

The example of Springfield is a revealing one. In the past few years, thousands of Haitian immigrants--overwhelmingly with legal status--have settled in the town of 58,000. This has led to some problems. Housing prices rose quickly. The health-care and education systems have come under stress. And relations between longtime residents and the new arrivals have at times been contentious, especially after a traffic accident caused by a Haitian immigrant last year resulted in the death of an 11-year-old boy.

But after decades of dwindling population and shrinking job opportunities, Springfield has also experienced a jolt of economic energy. The immigrants have helped auto factories stay in operation, filled shortages at distribution centers, and enabled new restaurants and small businesses to open. Wage growth in the city took off during the migration wave and stayed above 6 percent for two years, though it has since slowed down. And the flip side of strain on the housing, education, and health-care systems is that there are now more jobs available for construction workers, teachers, and nurses to meet that increased demand. "What the companies tell us is that they are very good workers," Ohio Governor Mike DeWine, a Republican, said in a recent interview, referring to the Haitian immigrants. "They're very happy to have them there, and frankly, that's helped the economy."

For DeWine and other public officials, this is a trade that is well worth making: Immigrants might cause some social tensions, but overall they make the place better off. Others, of course, disagree. According to Gallup, 2024 is the first year in nearly two decades that a majority of the public wants less immigration to the U.S. In the past year alone, the desire to reduce the amount of immigration has jumped by 10 points for Democrats and 15 points for Republicans. No matter who wins in November, we will likely see more restrictive immigration policy in years to come. If that is the will of the voters, so be it. Just don't expect it to do anything to help the working class.
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America Doesn't Need a Deal or a War With Iran

Why the rush, when Washington has all the leverage?

by Thomas Wright

Mon, 23 Feb 2026




Donald Trump has assembled the largest U.S. force in the Middle East since the invasion of Iraq in early 2003, including two carrier strike groups and a formidable array of fifth-generation fighters. By one account, this agglomeration represents 40 to 50 percent of all deployable U.S. airpower in the world.

War may be imminent. But the buildup masks a deep strategic confusion. The United States does not need a comprehensive deal with Iran now, and may be better off without one for the time being. Nor is a war necessary. The clock is not ticking on America. Washington has time to exert pressure and leverage to give the Iranian people a chance to bring about change--while still getting a good nuclear deal in the future.

Trump and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu have been clear that Iran cannot be allowed to obtain a nuclear weapon. U.S. envoy Steve Witkoff told Fox News on Saturday that Iran is "probably a week away from having industrial-grade bomb-making material. And that's really dangerous. So they can't have that."

The U.S. and Israel have set out maximalist demands: Iran must give up any ability to enrich uranium (even with the sorts of limits and inspections that were agreed upon in the 2015 nuclear deal), dismantle its nuclear infrastructure, and accept curbs on its missile program and regional proxies.

But their argument rests on a startling omission. It makes no reference to the events of June 2025, when the U.S. and Israel struck Iranian military and nuclear targets in 12 days of aerial bombardment. But these events did happen. And they matter.

The strikes may not have "obliterated" Iran's nuclear program, as Trump said they did at the time, but they did inflict enormous damage and appear to have set the program back years. The summer's campaign also reset expectations about what the United States and Israel are willing to do. Iran now knows that efforts to rebuild its program could trigger additional strikes. And yet, the administration speaks as though no time has been gained and the window to stop Iran from building a bomb is rapidly closing.

Read: The problem with Trump's cease-fire

The strategic context has also shifted in another crucial respect. The Iranian regime is weaker today than at any point since it came to power, in 1979. It faces sustained domestic unrest, severe economic strain, and a crisis of legitimacy. Iran's supreme leader turns 87 in April, and a succession crisis looms. This is not a moment of regime strength; it is one of fragility.

That fragility should shape American strategy. Washington should seek to sustain pressure and allow these vulnerabilities to develop. Instead, it is offering a deal or war.

The United States does not need a comprehensive deal with Iran now. In fact, such an agreement could be counterproductive. The more ambitious the nuclear concessions demanded of Iran, the greater the economic relief required to secure them. A comprehensive nuclear deal that requires Iran to abandon enrichment entirely would almost certainly involve sweeping sanctions relief. That would unlock tens of billions of dollars, reopen global markets, and offer the regime a path out of isolation. Paradoxically, it could provide a lifeline just as internal pressures are mounting. A "zero enrichment" deal could have the unintended effect of prolonging the very system it seeks to constrain.

The United States could instead accept a stronger version of the 2015 nuclear agreement (with no time limit, no stockpiles, and a lower level of enrichment) in exchange for much more modest sanctions relief and economic opportunities than would be in play if Iran agreed to zero enrichment. This more circumscribed agreement would keep the pressure on the regime. And the truth is that last June's strikes created space for such an approach by imposing real costs on Iran's program and significantly extending the timeline for any nuclear breakout. However, there is no urgency for such a deal. The administration can bide its time if it would prefer to give the regime no sanctions relief at all at this moment, or if it believes that it cannot accept any enrichment.

Of course it is very possible that Trump and Netanyahu are not in any way serious about a deal. The whole push might be a pretext to deliver a devastating military blow to a regime teetering on the brink of collapse.

Americans can reasonably hope that the Iranian regime falls. Iran's security forces have killed thousands of protesters in recent months in what was likely a world-historic wave of repression. The country sponsors Hezbollah and Hamas. It has plotted to kill senior American officials, including Trump. And it has sown terror at home and abroad for decades. Still, applying economic and diplomatic pressure is very different from launching a war to topple the regime.

The United States and Israel might well defeat Iran quickly and decisively, because last year's war left the Islamic Republic's forces and command structure depleted. But an escalation into open-ended regional conflict is also possible. A cornered Iranian regime could conclude that the only way to prevent continued attacks is to inflict significant casualties on American forces and those of allied Gulf states. The country's power structure could prove more resilient than expected, aided by its willingness to kill large numbers of civilians who dare to challenge it. A major war in the Middle East, lasting weeks or months, would badly damage U.S. readiness and capabilities in the Indo-Pacific, deplete American munitions stockpiles, and leave Americans to deal with the consequences for years to come.

Read: What would war with Iran look like?

The Wall Street Journal recently reported that Trump might launch a limited strike as a means of coercing Iran into making concessions. But if that gambit fails, the operation could morph into a war for regime change. This just underscores how ill-defined the objective is. Suppose American air strikes succeeded in decapitating Iran's leadership. The administration has articulated no plan for what would happen next. Such a war would lack congressional authorization, and American voters have repeatedly rejected open-ended regime-change campaigns. The administration has not set forth a clear legal or strategic rationale for such a war, either domestically or internationally. The president spoke at one point about helping protesters, but if he were serious about this, he might consider reversing the cuts he made to foreign assistance that once supported Iranian civil society and human-rights groups.

The United States now faces a choice, but it is not the one most often presented between a sweeping deal and a major war. It is a choice between recognizing the leverage created by recent events and discarding it. The June 2025 strikes altered the strategic landscape. They damaged Iran's nuclear program, further weakened its regime, and bought time. Any policy that ignores those gains risks squandering them.

Before the United States takes the next step, whether toward a deal or war, it should answer a basic question: What exactly has changed since June that justifies a more extreme course of action now? Until that question is addressed, the case for urgency, and for war, does not add up.
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The 'Existential Anxiety' of the Islamic Republic

The Iranian regime fears its domestic opposition enough to seek to silence it.

by Arash Azizi

Fri, 20 Feb 2026




Killing thousands of protesters last month was apparently not enough for the Islamic Republic, which followed up by arresting prominent internal critics, too. The Iranian regime wouldn't have gone after these figures if it didn't fear them--perhaps even as much as it fears the royalist movement that has surged around former Crown Prince Reza Pahlavi. Its sensitivity about both groups is a reminder that uniting them remains the Iranian opposition's best move, if only activists would take it.

On January 31, the domestic oppositionists Abdollah Momeni, Mehdi Mahmoudian, and Vida Rabbani were swept up and sent to prisons in northern Iran, far from their Tehran residences. They were released on bail on February 17. Mahmoudian's case attracted international attention because he is the Oscar-nominated screenwriter of Jafar Panahi's 2025 film, It Was Just an Accident. All three figures were once associated with the regime's internal movement for incremental reform; all three long ago abandoned that stance to advocate the wholesale transformation of the system instead.

Last month, the three arrested activists had joined two like-minded figures--former Deputy Interior Minister Mostafa Tajzadeh and the Nobel laureate Narges Mohammadi, both in prison--in calling for a democratic transition and free elections for a constituent assembly. In an interview with BBC Persian, Mahmoudian called on Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei to resign. Hassan Asadi Zeydabadi, a lawyer who represents Rabbani and Momeni, told me that his clients were most likely arrested because they advocated for Khamenei's dismissal and because "the regime wants to prevent the formation of a national opposition inside the country."

Arash Azizi: The Islamic Republic will not last

Iran's regime still does have a reformist faction that functions as its loyal opposition. The reformists participate in the political system as elected representatives; they gently push some of the autocracy's boundaries but largely defer to the authority of the supreme leader. Iran's president, Masoud Pezeshkian, is a reformist. He owes his presidency to the active support of the Iranian Reformist Front. On February 8 or 9, that organization's leader, Azar Mansouri, was arrested alongside several of her colleagues, including Javad Emam and Ebrahim Asgharzadeh, and detained until their release on bail on February 13 and 14. During the Women, Life, Freedom protests of 2022, regime leaders held meetings with Mansouri, ostensibly to address the people's demands. This time, it accused her of "undermining national unity" and "coordinating with enemy propaganda."

The Islamic Republic has the jitters. Anahita Hosseini-Lewis, an expert on Iran at Birkbeck, University of London, told me that the system is suffering from an "acute existential anxiety." In part, that's because the imperative to replace the Islamic Republic has become something close to a consensus across the Iranian opposition, and the regime's operatives know it. Last month, a number of regime critics inside the country, including Mansouri and other reformists, embraced an initiative called the National Assembly for the Salvation of Iran, which planned to set forth a charter of demands for fundamental change. The initiative had hardly gotten off the ground but was likely the catalyst for the arrests, a source close to the reformists told me, speaking on condition of anonymity for fear of reprisal.

As Hosseini-Lewis pointed out, the Islamic Republic has a "long-standing strategy of preventing domestically rooted alternatives from taking shape." Its effort to stanch domestic movements and silence their leaders has been successful enough that many Iranians now look abroad, to Pahlavi, the exiled son of the former shah of Iran, who hasn't been to Iran since 1978. But some inside Iran worry both that the royalist movement has become brittle and non-inclusive, and that the former crown prince lacks experience inside the country.

Mohammad Karim Asayesh, an urban activist in Tehran, told me that he knows Momeni, Mahmoudian, and Rabbani, and prefers them to exiled leaders such as Pahlavi, whom he considers inept and undemocratic.

"Unlike Pahlavi, these three have a history of activism inside the country and they've paid a price for it," he said. "They've harbored an ethical and responsible politics, have remained patriotic. And the fact that they are living in Iran means that they are more attuned to the realities of the Iranian people compared to Pahlavi, who hasn't lived in Iran since he was 18."

The three arrested figures are also all in their 40s, which makes them significantly younger than most Iranian political eminences and more connected to the country's youth.

The filmmaker Jafar Panahi told me that he got to know Mahmoudian when they were in Tehran's Evin Prison together, and that he particularly admired the sense of responsibility Mahmoudian showed toward others in captivity. The screenwriter has already spent nine years of his life behind bars and is "a rare ethical witness," Panahi said.

But Hosseini-Lewis cautioned me that the three former reformists don't "currently function as a viable anti-regime leadership, either individually or collectively." An activist in Tehran, who asked that I withhold her name for safety reasons, told me of Momeni, Rabbani, and Mahmoudian, "Their courage is admirable, and they've taken the right positions. But the regime has created mistrust toward everybody, and their reformist pasts limit their prospects."

Iran's opposition spans a wide gamut--reformist, republican, and monarchist; domestic and international. Forging a broad coalition across these tendencies seems like an obvious necessity but has so far proved elusive. Amir Hossein Ganjbakhsh, a political activist based in the United States, advocates for bringing Pahlavi's supporters together with those of Mirhossein Mousavi, the former prime minister who became the symbolic leader of the Green Movement and has languished under house arrest since 2011. Mousavi started out an ardent Islamist, became a reformist, and has called for a democratic transition since 2023.

Nancy A. Youssef and Vivian Salama: Why the U.S. hasn't yet struck Iran

"These two men matter symbolically, as two ends of a spectrum, the two sides of the 1979 revolution," Ganjbakhsh told me. "But the coalition can also include everybody in between. Without losing our historical identities, we can join up together." Even Mansouri and her colleagues in the Iranian Reformist Front could be part of this, Ganjbakhsh suggested, given that they have shown sympathy for the protesters and have paid for it with the charges against them.

The arrests of domestic political figures coincided with sensitive diplomatic talks between Iran and the United States. Hard-liners may have worried that a deal would change the balance of factional forces inside the regime, and so sought to shore up their internal position by arresting their rivals. Mahmoud Sadeghi, a reformist former member of Parliament, went so far as to call the arrests a "pseudo-coup" in a post on X.

Surely Iran's domestic and exiled opposition would rather participate in shaping the country's fate than have it decided between the regime, with its many factions, and Iran's foreign adversaries. But if the opposition is to play any role, it will have to get its act together and unite.
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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 videoconferencing 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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This Looks Like an Insider Bet on Aliens

Someone just put a lot of money on ET.

by Ross Andersen

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




On Monday night, someone placed a peculiar bet on the prediction market Kalshi. At 7:45 p.m. eastern time, a single trader put down nearly $100,000 on the claim that, by the end of December, the Trump administration will confirm that alien life or technology exists elsewhere in our universe. According to The Atlantic's review of Kalshi's trading data, about 35 minutes after this bet was executed, it was followed by another that was almost twice as large (possibly from the same person). These were market-moving events: For one brief stretch, the market appeared to think that there was at least a one-in-three chance that the U.S. government will announce the existence of aliens this year. Perhaps this was just some overexcited UFO diehard with a hunch and money to burn. Or maybe, as some observers quickly noted, it was a trader with inside knowledge.

When this alien-prediction market first opened, in December of last year, it didn't attract much action: By early this month, only about $1 million had been traded on it, a pittance compared with the $195 million that has so far been wagered on Kalshi for who will be the next chair of the Federal Reserve. But money started pouring in 10 days ago, after Barack Obama was asked, in a podcast interview, whether aliens are real and replied, "They're real, but I haven't seen 'em." Although he later clarified on Instagram that he had meant only to suggest that in our mind-bendingly expansive universe of stars and planets, other life forms are very likely to exist, his remark had already made international headlines.

Trump seemed to get a kick out of Obama's flub. A few days later, he accused the former president of leaking classified information and, in a post on Truth Social, directed Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth and other parts of the federal government to "begin the process of identifying and releasing Government files related to alien and extraterrestrial life, unidentified aerial phenomena (UAP), and unidentified flying objects (UFOs)."

It's possible that Trump was simply delighted by the prospect of a slow-drip document release that has nothing to do with him or Jeffrey Epstein. Either way, his announcement brought even more money into Kalshi's aliens market. One gambling-industry site published some "X-Files" trading advice: Buy on the rumors of congressional hearings, then sell the moment that officials start dodging questions.

This week's mysterious and mammoth bets did not get placed until a few days after this flash of interest had mostly gone away. From February 20 to the night of the 23rd, when the peculiar trades occurred, no further alien news was reported, no congressional hearings were held, and no rumors received significant circulation online. Whatever the Monday-night whales (or whale) knew--or thought they knew--it doesn't seem to have come from the public-information environment, and no one has made bets of that size in the alien-prediction market since.

Read: AI is getting scary good at making predictions

The two wagers had some other unusual qualities. When high-volume traders stake out large positions on Kalshi, they tend to build them up incrementally in "slices" to avoid spooking other traders and driving up the price on themselves. Monday's traders, though, plunked their money down all at once, and as a result, they paid more than they needed to. Also, their long-shot bets seem to have no obvious, strategic purpose. In theory, positions like these could be used as a hedge: A wager on an unlikely interest-rate shift or tariff might offset a business's exposure to such financial news. But it's hard to figure why anyone would feel a need to cushion against the downside risk of alien life (unless they were a publisher of science textbooks). The big "aliens exist" bets would make sense only if the traders actually believed that they would pan out, perhaps because they knew something about a hushed-up discovery that the rest of us are about to find out. When I asked Ben Shindel, an expert on prediction markets, about the trades, he told me that they could have been made by an inexperienced and sloppy trader. "The other possibility is that it's an insider."

Prediction markets are designed to convert private knowledge into public prices. Their proponents argue that they tell us more about the world than polls do (and certainly more than individual pundits do) because they aggregate the convictions of lots of people who have real money on the line. But certain features of the platforms--the possibility of enormous profits, the pseudonymous accounts, and the opportunity for crypto-based transactions--have made them magnets for insider trading. (Kalshi did not respond to a request for comment on this story.)

Today, Kalshi announced that it had taken action against an employee of the YouTuber MrBeast for improperly trading on markets having to do with the show, and reported him to government regulators. Earlier this month, Israeli authorities charged a civilian and a military reservist with using classified military intelligence to place bets on Polymarket related to Israeli operations. Last month, a new Polymarket account placed a large bet on Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro being removed from power before the end of the month, and cashed out more than $400,000 after the U.S. military did just that. Members of Congress are starting to call for a ban on public officials making these bets. Some people are even using AI to surface large, suspicious trades that don't correspond to any news, but this may become more difficult if trading volume continues to increase.

Shayne Coplan, the CEO of Polymarket, has described prediction markets as global truth machines. On subjects where official information sources are suspect, they may instead serve as paranoia generators. Thanks to a fair amount of government bumbling, and decades' worth of pop culture, everyday Americans are already predisposed to assume that they're being lied to about alien life. People seize on the tiniest scraps of evidence to justify their belief that Earth has already received interstellar visitors. They have put their faith in blurry pictures and videos, unverified rumors about crash sites and autopsied bodies. Even an offhand joke from a former president was eagerly interpreted as a long-hoped-for disclosure. And now someone, somewhere, is betting a small fortune that the truth is about to come out, and the rest of us are left to decide what, if anything, that actually tells us about the world.
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The Edge of Mathematics

Terence Tao, the legendary mathematician, explains the promise of generative AI.

by Matteo Wong

Tue, 24 Feb 2026




Over the past couple of months, several researchers have begun making the same provocative claim: They used generative-AI tools to solve a previously unanswered math problem.



The most extreme promises--AI-assisted resolutions to some of the hardest problems in mathematics--may well turn out to be empty hype. But a number of AI-written solutions, albeit to far less lauded problems, have checked out. These were answers to a number of the Erdos Problems--more than 1,000 mathematical questions set forth by the Hungarian mathematician Paul Erdos--written with generative-AI models including ChatGPT. OpenAI quickly claimed a victory: "GPT-5.2 Pro for solving another open Erdos problem," OpenAI President Greg Brockman posted on X in January. "Going to be a wild year for mathematical and scientific advancement!" (OpenAI and The Atlantic have a corporate partnership.)



Much of the excitement around the news has stemmed from the adjudicator of these AI-written proofs: Terence Tao, a professor at UCLA who is widely considered to be the world's greatest living mathematician. His stamp of approval seemingly legitimizes the greatest promise of generative AI--to push the frontier of human knowledge and civilization. When I called Tao earlier this month to get his take on what AI can offer mathematics, he was more tempered. The AI-generated Erdos solutions are impressive, he told me, but not overwhelmingly so: The bots have functionally landed some "cheap wins," Tao said.



Read: We're entering uncharted territory for math



Tao has long been intrigued by, but reserved about, what AI tools can do for his field. The first time we spoke, in the fall of 2024, Tao had likened chatbots to "mediocre, but not completely incompetent" graduate students. About six months later, he told me the models had gotten better "at certain types of high-level math reasoning," but lacked creativity and made subtle mistakes. But during our most recent conversation, he was more bullish. AI may not be on the cusp of solving all of the world's great math problems, but chatbots are at the point where they can collaborate with human mathematicians. In the process, he said, the technology is opening up a different "way of doing mathematics."



This conversation has been edited for length and clarity.



Matteo Wong: There has recently been a lot of excitement around ChatGPT's ability to solve some Erdos Problems. How have you seen generative AI's mathematical capabilities evolve over the past year or so?

Terence Tao: There's a big crowd of people who really, really want AI success stories. And then there's an equal and opposite crowd of people who want to dismiss all AI progress. And what we have is a very complicated and nuanced story in between.

In these Erdos Problems in particular, there's a small core of high-profile problems that we really want to solve, and then there's this long tail of very obscure problems. What AI has been very good at is systematically exploring this long tail and knocking off the easiest of the problems. But it's very different from a human style. Humans would not systematically go through all 1,000 problems and pick the 12 easiest ones to work on, which is kind of what the AIs are doing.

There really is this massive scale of difficulty between these problems. And looking at the problems that AIs have solved by themselves so far, it's like, Oh, okay, they were using a standard technique. If an expert had half a day to look into the matter, they would have worked it out too. There have been more sophisticated solutions, which are AI-assisted. I think in the short term we're going to get a lot of quick wins on easy problems from pure AI methods. And then over the next few months, I think we're going to have all kinds of hybrid, human-AI contributions.

I'm learning from some of the proofs that show up. I enjoy reading them--maybe it uses a trick from some paper from 1960 that I wasn't aware of. So it may not be super, super creative, but it was new and it can do things that human experts looking at the problem dismissed.

Wong: You've written that when human mathematicians approach a new problem, regardless of whether they succeed, they produce insights that others in the field can build on--something AI-based proofs don't provide. How come?

Tao: These problems are like distant locations that you would hike to. And in the past, you would have to go on a journey. You can lay down trail markers that other people could follow, and you could make maps.

AI tools are like taking a helicopter to drop you off at the site. You miss all the benefits of the journey itself. You just get right to the destination, which actually was only just a part of the value of solving these problems.

Wong: When you think about the abilities of these models today, what can they contribute to your field in addition to enabling nonmathematicians to tackle more advanced problems?

Tao: Today there are a lot of very tedious types of mathematics that we don't like doing, so we look for clever ways to get around them. But AIs will just happily blast through those tedious computations. When we integrate AI with human workflows, we can just glide over these obstacles.

I also think mathematicians will start doing math at larger scales. Think about the difference between case studies and population surveys in sciences. If you were to study a disease in the 18th century, if it was a rare disease, you might study one patient who has this disease and record all their symptoms and take meticulous notes. But in the 21st century, you can do a clinical trial and you can administer a drug to 1,000 people and do statistics and get much more precise information about the efficiency of your drug.

Mathematics is still very much at the case-study level. A paper will take one or two problems and study them to death in a very handcrafted, intensive way. That's our style. But what AI tools enable is population studies.

Wong: Have you been surprised by the progress that AI models have made in their mathematical abilities?

Tao: A little bit surprised. A lot of the things that have happened, I expected to happen, but they came a little ahead of schedule than I expected. Not by much.

In 2023, for example, I wrote this article for Microsoft predicting that by 2026, AI will be a trusted co-author--that its contributions will be on the level of a co-author to a technical paper. The paper got a mixed response: People either said I was being way too ambitious or way too pessimistic. But I think it's basically almost exactly the schedule. We are basically seeing AIs used on par with the contribution that I would expect a junior human co-author to make, especially one who's very happy to do grunt work and work out a lot of tedious cases.

Wong: What improvements are you hoping or expecting to see from generative-AI models in the next year or two?

Tao: There's a middle ground where we want to encourage responsible AI use and discourage irresponsible AI use. It is a delicate line to tread. But we've done it before. Mathematicians routinely use computers to do numerical work, and there was a lot of backlash initially when computer-assisted proofs first came out, because how can you trust computer code? But we've figured that out over 20 or 30 years. Unfortunately, the timelines are much more compressed now. So we have to figure out our standards within a few years. And our community does not move that fast, normally.

One very basic thing that would help the math community: When an AI gives you an answer to a question, usually it does not give you any good indication of how confident it is in this answer, or it will always say, I'm completely certain that this is true. Humans do this. Whether they are confident in something or whether they are not is very important information, and it's okay to tentatively propose something which you're not sure about, but it's important to flag that you're uncertain about it. But AI tools do not rate their own confidence accurately. And this lowers their usefulness. We would appreciate more honest AIs.

Additionally, a lot of AI companies have this obsession with push-of-a-button, completely autonomous workflows where you give your task to the AI, and then you just go have a coffee, and you come back and the problem is solved. That's actually not ideal. With difficult problems, you really want a conversation between humans and AI. And the AI companies are not really facilitating that.

If we can work with at least some tech companies that are willing to develop more interactive platforms, that will be much more readily embraced by the people. We don't want to be reduced to just pushing buttons.
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Sam Altman Is Losing His Grip on Humanity

You don't "train a human."

by Matteo Wong

Mon, 23 Feb 2026




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

Last Friday, onstage at a major AI summit in India, Sam Altman wanted to address what he called an "unfair" criticism. The OpenAI CEO was asked by a reporter from The Indian Express about the natural resources required to train and run generative-AI models. Altman immediately pushed back. Chatbots do require a lot of power, yes, but have you thought about all of the resources demanded by human beings across our evolutionary history?



"It also takes a lot of energy to train a human," Altman told a packed pavilion. "It takes, like, 20 years of life and all of the food you eat during that time before you get smart. And not only that, it took, like, the very widespread evolution of the hundred billion people that have ever lived and learned not to get eaten by predators and learned how to, like, figure out science and whatever to produce you, and then you took whatever, you know, you took."



He continued: "The fair comparison is, if you ask ChatGPT a question, how much energy does it take once its model is trained to answer that question, versus a human? And probably, AI has already caught up on an energy-efficiency basis, measured that way."



Altman's comments are easy to pick apart. The energy used by the brain is significantly less than even efficient frontier models for simple queries, not to mention the laptops and smartphones people use to prompt AI models. It is true that people have to consume actual sustenance before they "get smart," though this is also a helpful bit of redirection on Altman's part--the real concern with AI is not really the resources it demands, but the amount it contributes to climate change. Atmospheric carbon dioxide is at levels not seen in million of years--it has been driven not by the evolution of the 117 billion people and all of the other critters to have ever existed in the course of evolution, but by contemporary human society and combustion turbines akin to those OpenAI is setting up at its Stargate data centers. Other data centers, too, are building private, gas-fired power plants--which collectively will likely be capable of generating enough electricity for, and emitting as much greenhouse-gas emissions as, dozens of major American cities--or extending the life of coal plants. (OpenAI, which has a corporate partnership with the business side of this magazine, did not respond to a request for comment when I reached out to ask about Altman's remarks.)



Read: Every time you post to Instagram, you're turning on a lightbulb forever



But what's really significant about Altman's words is that he thought to compare chatbots to humans at all. Doing so suggests that he views people and machines on equal terms. He didn't fumble his words; this is a common, calculated position within the AI industry. Altman made an almost identical statement to Forbes India at the same AI summit. And a week ago, Dario Amodei--the CEO of Anthropic, and Altman's chief rival--made a similar analogy, likening the training of AI models to human evolution and day-to-day learning. The mindset trickles down to product development. Anthropic is studying whether its chatbot, Claude, is conscious or can feel "distress," and allows Claude to cut off "persistently harmful or abusive" conversations in which there are "risks to model welfare"--explicitly anthropomorphizing a program that does not eat, drink, or have any will of its own.



AI firms are convinced either that their products really are comparable to humans or that this is good marketing. Both options are alarming. A genuine belief that they are building a higher power, perhaps even a god--Altman, in the same appearance, said that he thinks superintelligence is just a few years away--might easily justify treating humans and the planet as collateral damage. Altman also said, in his response to concerns about energy consumption, that the problem is real because "the world is now using so much AI"--and so societies must "move towards nuclear, or wind and solar, very quickly." Another option would be for the AI industry to wait.



Read: Do you feel the AGI yet?



If Altman's comparison of chatbots and people is purely a PR tactic, it is a deeply misanthropic one. He is speaking to investors. The notion that AI labs are building digital life has always been convenient to their myth, of course, and OpenAI is reportedly in the middle of a fundraising round that would value the company at more than $800 billion--nearly as much as Walmart.



Tech companies may genuinely want to develop AI tools for the benefit of all humanity, to echo OpenAI's founding mission, and genuinely believe that they need to raise amounts of cash to do so. But to liken raising a child--or, for that matter, the evolution of Homo sapiens--to developing algorithmic products makes very clear that the industry has lost touch, if it ever had any, with what it means to be human. To "train a human"--that is, to live a life--is to struggle, to accept the possibility of failure, and to sometimes meander simply in search of wonder and beauty. Generative AI is all about cutting out that process and making any pursuit as instant, efficient, and effortless as possible. These tools may serve us. But to put them on the same plane as organic life is sad.
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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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Can Instagram Ruin Your Life? The Jury Will Decide.

The first in a wave of legal cases alleging that social media is dangerously addictive is now on trial.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Tue, 10 Feb 2026




In a state court in Los Angeles this week, 12 jurors are hearing opening arguments in a case that has the potential to change social media--maybe even the internet--as we know it.

The trial, which began today, is a bellwether: Similar individual cases have been filed all around the country, and a massive federal case with more than 2,000 plaintiffs is expected to proceed this summer. In each case, the plaintiffs accuse social-media companies of releasing defective products. The argument is that these products were built with dangerously habit-forming features--including the endless-scroll feed, algorithmic recommendations, and push notifications--that have led to an array of serious health problems. Plaintiffs also accuse the companies of failing to warn users about the risks of using their products and of deliberately concealing their dangers.

The L.A. case is the first to make it to trial. It is scheduled to last about six weeks, and it focuses heavily on Meta--in particular, Instagram. (The defendant originally included TikTok, Snap, and YouTube. TikTok and Snap settled with the plaintiff last month rather than go to trial. YouTube remains part of the case, though it is less central to the complaint. The company has said that allegations against it are "simply untrue.") The lawsuit asks an existential question about Meta's business: Can the fundamental design and most basic features of Instagram directly cause mental-health problems in kids and teenagers? The jury will be asked to answer that question, and Meta is taking a big risk by allowing it to do so (though it can appeal to a judge if it loses).

The plaintiff in this case is a 19-year-old California woman who is named only by her initials, K.G.M., because the events that she's suing over happened when she was a minor. Her suit states that she began using social media at the age of 10 and alleges that her mental health was directly degraded by Instagram. According to her complaint, the app "targeted" her with "harmful and depressive content," which led her to develop a negative body image and to commit acts of self-harm. She also says that she was a victim of "bullying and sextortion" in the app as a minor and that Instagram did not do "anything" until her friends and family spent two weeks repeatedly reporting the problem. Her older sister, a plaintiff in a separate case, suffered a life-threatening eating disorder that the family believes was also triggered by usage of Instagram and other social-media sites.

The basic allegations do not make Meta look very good. The company may be taking its chances in court now simply because it has to eventually. If it were to win this case, that might slow the momentum of all the others coming. The company may also relish an opportunity to set the record straight, as it were. For years now, Meta has been compared to Big Tobacco and accused of deliberately destroying children's minds. Internal documents leaked by the whistleblower Frances Haugen in 2021 showing that some employees were worried about Instagram's effects on young girls made matters worse. In response to the backlash, which has been ongoing ever since, the company has half-acquiesced to public pressure and made piecemeal efforts at image rehabilitation. It has explained itself in dry blog posts, created more ornate parental controls, and launched awkward ad campaigns emphasizing its commitment to safety and screen-life balance. (In its latest ad, Tom Brady describes his teen son's ability to connect with friends online as "very much a value-add.")

Listen: The problem with comparing social media to Big Tobacco 

Now the company will see if it can possibly sway a group of ordinary Americans with its version of the facts. "This will be their first chance to tell their story to a jury and get a sense of how well those arguments are playing," Eric Goldman, a professor at Santa Clara University School of Law, told me. Meta's day in court has come.



K.G.M, like many of the other plaintiffs filing personal-injury suits against social-media companies, is represented by the Seattle-based Social Media Victims Law Center. In the spring of 2023, the organization filed a complaint on behalf of a number of plaintiffs, opening with this animating statement: "American children are suffering an unprecedented mental health crisis fueled by Defendants' addictive and dangerous social media products."

The complaint goes on to accuse social-media companies of deliberately "borrowing" tactics from the slot-machine and cigarette industries in an effort to make their products addictive, and argues that social-media apps have "rewired" kids so that they prefer digital "likes" to genuine friendship, "mindless scrolling" to offline play. "While presented as 'social,' Defendants' products have in myriad ways promoted disconnection, disassociation, and a legion of mental and physical harms," the complaint summarizes. In K.G.M.'s case, the listed harms include "dangerous dependency" on social media as well as "anxiety, depression, self-harm, and body dysmorphia."

Her case is the first of potentially thousands. Numerous school districts, state attorneys general, tribal nations, and individuals have also filed suit against social-media companies. But this case is worth watching because it will hit on all of the big topics. To assess whether social media is generally harmful to kids and teens, lawyers will have to argue about the nitty-gritty of a complicated and conflicted scientific field. To get at the question of whether Meta hid specific knowledge of harm, they'll debate the meaning of the documents Haugen leaked as well as others produced during discovery.

Read: A tiny outrage machine, sucking the exhaust from a giant one

The jury will likely hear arguments about whether social-media addiction is real, what the murky concept of "the algorithm" actually means, and whether the richest companies in history really have allowed bad things to happen to children for the benefit of their bottom line. Reached for comment, a Meta spokesperson pointed me to an informational website the company has created about the lawsuit and highlighted a previous statement, which reads in part: "Plaintiffs' lawyers have selectively cited Meta's internal documents to construct a misleading narrative, suggesting our platforms have harmed teens and that Meta has prioritized growth over their well-being. These claims don't reflect reality."

Goldman, who often writes about internet law, said that he thinks Meta will have its work cut out for it with the jury. After 10 years of critical media coverage and political bickering about how to rein the tech companies in, "I assume that the jury is going to walk into the courtroom heavily skeptical of Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, and social media generally," he said.

Meta's lawyers can make a good scientific case on some of the broader questions. Researchers have looked for years for smoking-gun evidence that social-media use directly causes mental-health problems in young people at scale, and have mostly turned up weak and inconsistent correlations and no way to prove long-term causation. Major scientific bodies such as the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine have started to recognize that the story is more complicated than just saying that social media is dangerous in all forms and for all kids.

However, this case is about one kid. Even if social-media addiction is not "real" in the sense that it is not in the DSM-5, and even if it has not created a mental-health epidemic all on its own, certain people, perhaps many, could still be susceptible to what some clinicians prefer to call problematic internet use. The jury will have to decide whether that can cause further problems such as the ones K.G.M. has described (and whether it's Meta's fault if it does). Legally, the burden will be on her lawyers to convince them of that.

Read: No one knows exactly what social media is doing to teens

This is a sticky situation. Corbin Barthold, the internet-policy counsel at the think tank TechFreedom, told me that "having lawyers get up and give speech contests in front of a jury" is one of the worst ways he can imagine of settling the scientific disputes about social media and its effects on mental health. (Actually, he called it "crazy.") And it is somewhat surprising that we've ended up here. Social-media companies are usually protected by a portion of the 1996 Communications Decency Act known as Section 230, which guarantees that online platforms are not considered legally responsible for what their users post or see. The law has been the subject of repeated controversy and legal challenge ever since it was written. Some people now argue that it is totally outdated, having been written at a time when the web was essentially a bunch of static pages, nothing like the complicated landscape we spend so much time in today.

Meta tried and failed to have the case dismissed on Section 230 grounds. Judge Carolyn Kuhl let it proceed because it will not consider specific posts or comments; instead, it will focus on design features such as the recommendation algorithm and the never-ending feed. Free-speech civil-society groups on the right and the left were irked by Kuhl's decision. However, Kuhl is not the only judge who has recently allowed such arguments to go ahead. A similar product-liability claim was the basis of a lawsuit against Google and Character.AI, filed in 2024 by the mother of a 14-year-old boy who killed himself after forming an intense relationship with a chatbot. That case was settled out of court, but it signaled, as the University of Buffalo School of Law professor Mark Bartholomew put it to me in an email, a shift, and evidence of "a growing willingness" among the courts "to take old product liability doctrines for physical goods and apply them to software."



This trial is just one specific personal-injury suit as well as, possibly, the first of many. "It's a brick in a potential wall," James Grimmelmann, a professor of digital and information law at Cornell Law School, told me. "If they think they're going to keep on losing other cases, they're going to have to make changes." It's not yet obvious what changes the company would have to make. No more content recommendations? No more feed? It's not just Meta whose future would be in question. It would be any internet-based service that has any reason to believe that anyone under the age of 18 could be using it and getting "addicted" to it.

Listen: The smartphone kids are not all right

The possibly enormous stakes reflect how pitched the debate about social media has become. Pete Etchells, a professor of psychology and science communication at Bath Spa University, in England, told me that he finds the situation "really frustrating." One side denies that anything is wrong; the other side compares social media to cigarettes, even though that makes little sense. "We're not talking about a biological substance that you can consume that has a demonstrable chemical effect," Etchells said.

Etchells wrote a book titled Unlocked: The Real Science of Screentime, which was published in 2024 and argued, in part, that a moral panic about social media and smartphones has been making it more difficult to learn how to use them in beneficial ways and how to pick apart what, specifically, might be wrong with them. At the same time, the public justifiably wants something done about the unaccountable tech companies, he said, and bridles when those companies seem to be cherry-picking scientific studies that fit their narrative, throwing them up as an ironclad defense in order to avoid reflection again.

Even if science is on those companies' side in a general sense, that doesn't necessarily mean that the facts are on their side when you talk about one girl, one series of particular events. And now, after years of hearings and reports and rebuttals and failed legislation and bad ideas and ad spots, it's all up to that jury. They have the task of looking at this one story, hearing both sides, and making a decision.
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What to Expect from Trump's State of the Union Address

Panelists join to preview the president's upcoming remarks.&nbsp;&nbsp;

by The Editors

Sat, 21 Feb 2026




On Tuesday, President Trump will deliver the first State of the Union address of his second term. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists joined to examine what to expect from the president's speech as his poll numbers fall, and more.

The economy is one subject that is expected to feature heavily in Trump's upcoming address. Many Americans are feeling a sense of anxiety, Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent at The New York Times, said last night, whether because of "the advent of AI" or "because prices haven't gone down"--and both are exacerbated by the president's "inability to stick to that disciplined message" of affordability.

Joining guest moderator Vivian Salama, a staff writer at The Atlantic, to discuss this and more: Baker; Eugene Daniels, a senior Washington correspondent and co-host of The Weekend on MSNOW; Lisa Desjardins, a congressional correspondent for PBS News Hour; Susan Glasser, a staff writer at The New Yorker.

Watch the full episode here.
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Well, That Didn't Sound Like Casey Means

The nominee for surgeon general kept her most eccentric wellness beliefs largely in check at her confirmation hearing.

by Tom Bartlett

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




Updated at 9:53 a.m. ET on February 26, 2026.

Casey Means has, to say the least, modified her tone. When she testified today in front of the Senate's health committee, the nominee for surgeon general didn't, as she is normally wont to do, delve into her experiences with psychedelics or endorse raw milk. She also did not rail at length against birth control. Instead, the longtime health entrepreneur and influencer emphasized her medical degree from Stanford--even though she does not have an active medical license--and sought out common ground with the senators cross-examining her.

Before her nomination last spring, Means--who dropped out of her surgical residency in 2018--embraced some unconventional theories about wellness. As Rina Raphael wrote for The Atlantic last month, Means has talked to trees, implied that natural disasters are a "communication from God," and dubbed the nation's health "a spiritual crisis." When she appeared on Tucker Carlson's podcast in 2024, she denounced seed oils and suggested that the widespread use of hormonal birth control was indicative of a cultural "disrespect of life." She has also questioned the universal birth dose of the hepatitis-B vaccine.

Read: America's would-be surgeon general says to trust your 'heart intelligence'

In her 2024 book, Good Energy--which Means co-wrote with her brother, Calley, who is now a senior adviser to Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and a key figure in the MAHA movement--she advises readers to avoid tap water and conventionally grown food, and to trust themselves rather than their doctors. She recommends getting "one cumulative hour of very hot heat exposure" each week and says that people should optimize their health by using a glucose-monitoring device, which is, helpfully, available through Levels Health, a company she co-founded.

Means, who didn't respond to a request for comment, wrote in her September ethics filing that she would resign from Levels and forfeit or divest all stock options in the company. But she is still listed on Levels' blog as the company's chief medical officer. She said today during her hearing that she has spent "the last several months working with the Office of Government Ethics to be fully compliant" with rules regarding conflicts of interest. Senator Chris Murphy also pressed Means on her financial relationships with companies whose products she has promoted in her newsletter, citing an analysis that found that she'd frequently failed to make proper disclosures to her readers. "I have a strong feeling that the way in which they gathered this data is done intentionally to create these claims that you're making," Means testified.

Today, Means was far less outwardly anti-establishment than she has been in her book, her newsletter, and podcast appearances. For example, when Senator Patty Murray asked Means to explain her previous anti-birth-control comments, Means said that she was referring not to birth control generally but to particular women whose medical history might increase risk from taking birth control. She also avoided explicitly besmirching immunizations. "I believe that vaccines are a key part of any infectious-disease public-health strategy," she told Senator Bill Cassidy.

Means had reason to tone it down. Health leaders, including former surgeons general, have questioned her qualifications for the position. Dozens of health and advocacy organizations have opposed her nomination. Peter Lurie, the president and executive director of the Center for Science in the Public Interest, called Means "a virtual PEZ dispenser for RFK, Jr.'s misinformation" in a statement yesterday.

Means's confirmation hearing also comes at a pivotal moment for the MAHA movement. In the run-up to the midterm elections later this year, Kennedy appears to be shifting his focus from undermining the childhood-vaccine schedule--his least popular priority, according to one recent poll--to battling the food industry, which enjoys broad support. (The New York Times has reported that the White House wants Kennedy to downplay vaccines ahead of the midterms. The White House did not immediately respond to a request for comment. After this story was published, Emily Hilliard, a spokesperson for the Department of Health and Human Services, told me in an email that Kennedy "is doubling down on the MAHA strategy to improve the health and well-being of our nation's children, restore real food at the center of the American diet, and make medicine more affordable and accessible.")

Means's stance on vaccines today was measured, by MAHA standards. She said that "vaccines save lives" but hesitated when asked whether she agreed with Kennedy's assertion that there's no evidence that the flu vaccine prevents serious illness or death in children. "At the population level, I certainly think that it does," she said finally. (CDC data indicate that the flu vaccine prevents death across all age groups, including children.) Notably, Means said that "I absolutely am supportive" of the measles vaccine, but--against prevailing medical advice--declined to recommend it to parents, possibly hoping to avoid alienating the anti-vaccine wing of MAHA. "There's a nuanced conversation that American families are looking to have about shared clinical decision making with their doctors about specific vaccines," she told Senator Angela Alsobrooks--less of an endorsement than is customary for a surgeon general or any other public-health expert, but more mainstream than her earlier suggestions to follow one's own intuition over expert medical advice.

Read: RFK Jr.'s next move is what anti-vaxxers have been waiting for

She also sought to be a unifying voice on pesticides, which have recently caused a fissure between MAHA and MAGA. Last week, President Trump issued an executive order to boost the domestic production of the weed killer glyphosate, which Kennedy has long insisted causes cancer, on the grounds that the compound is essential to the United States' food security. Key leaders in the MAHA movement regarded the move as a betrayal. Not that long ago, Means might have also been quick to criticize the decision: Last March, she posted on X that "pesticides are a slow-motion extinction event." In her testimony, though, Means was far more conciliatory, telling senators that the issue is complicated and that "changes need to be made thoughtfully, with full respect for American farmers and the constraints that they're under."

Over the past several weeks, leaders in the MAHA movement and the GOP have been fighting over how to win the midterms without angering the factions that make up MAHA. Anti-vaccine activists won't be satisfied until Kennedy follows through on long-favored plans to do away with the childhood-vaccine schedule. But at least for now, the secretary seems to be leaning into more broadly popular priorities, such as condemning ultra-processed food (he'll be the keynote speaker at an "Eat Real Food" rally tomorrow in Austin). If she is confirmed, Means will find herself at the center of a movement that is in the midst of an identity crisis.
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Is It Aging, or Is It ADHD?

Middle-aged Americans are considering a new possible explanation for their slowing brain.

by Yasmin Tayag

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




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

Realizing that your brain is slowing down can be jarring. After the age of, say, 45, anyone might start forgetting names, misplacing items, or struggling to pay attention, and the onset of such symptoms can often prompt a visit to a doctor, if only to confirm a patient's hunch that the passage of time is to blame. Yet, as ever more of the United States' aging population enters the "What's happening to my brain?" stage of life, many patients are asking a new question, providers told me: Am I just getting old, or do I have ADHD?
 
 In recent years, awareness of ADHD has spread dramatically--CDC estimates from 2020 to 2022 showed that roughly 11 percent of American children aged 5 to 17 had received a diagnosis. Now many Americans in midlife and beyond have started to question whether their cognitive chaos really is just a symptom of aging. For at least some people, the answer might very well be that they have undiagnosed ADHD and that the symptoms are becoming too prominent to cope with. Because the condition manifests differently as people age, the answer can also be "both."

Historically, ADHD was closely associated with overactive boys. But global studies suggest that roughly 3 percent of people older than 50--which would translate to about 3.6 million Americans--are expected to have ADHD, David Goodman, an expert on adult ADHD at Johns Hopkins University, told me. Tensions persist around whether, in general, ADHD is overdiagnosed or underdiagnosed. But as awareness continues to rise among providers and the general public, diagnoses have been climbing in populations that were previously overlooked. The CDC reports that prescriptions for stimulants increased "substantially" among people in midlife from 2020 to 2021.

Midlife can complicate the already tricky process of diagnosing ADHD, though. Adult ADHD was directly addressed in the DSM-5, the American Psychiatric Association's handbook of diagnoses, only in 2013, and it's barely touched upon in medical schools, so many providers don't think of it as a possible explanation for a patient's worsening condition, Goodman said. As I have written previously, the only clinical guidelines for diagnosing or treating ADHD focus on childhood, and the disorder can show up very differently across the lifespan. For example, what looks like physical hyperactivity in childhood may manifest as internal restlessness later in life. Few physicians are trained to treat adult ADHD, and even those who are might struggle to tease apart the disorder's symptoms from those of other health conditions that arise in midlife.

Read: Adult ADHD is the Wild West of psychology

The potential causes of declining cognition in midlife are numerous and frequently intersect. The shifts associated with "normal" aging can partly be attributed to the natural shrinkage of the brain and a decrease in the number of its neuronal connections. Mental- and cognitive-health consequences similar to those of ADHD can arise from psychiatric conditions that are prevalent in midlife, such as depression and anxiety. Mild neurocognitive disorder, a stage between healthy cognition and dementia that is common in people aged 65 and older, also has similar signs as ADHD, including missing appointments and frequently losing things. (Crucially, people with MND, but not ADHD, tend to forget words and how to spell them.) For some people, early-onset dementia or Alzheimer's disease may be behind the symptoms. Caregiving, physical ailments, and increased work responsibility--all hallmarks of midlife--can exacerbate cognitive issues caused by any of these factors. "It can be tricky to rule all those things out," Dara Babinski, a clinical psychologist at Penn State who studies ADHD across the female lifespan, told me.

Middle-aged women are particularly difficult to diagnose with ADHD. That's partly because girls are less frequently diagnosed with ADHD than boys are, so many adult women live their whole life with the disorder without ever suspecting it. It's also because many middle-aged women are dealing with perimenopause, which comes with cognitive changes such as brain fog, trouble concentrating, and forgetfulness. The fluctuations in hormone levels that cause perimenopausal symptoms can also exacerbate ADHD by interfering with dopamine signaling in the brain, Brandy Callahan, a neuropsychologist at the University of Calgary who studies ADHD in older adults, told me.

Increased awareness of adult ADHD, thanks in part to social media, has led many women to seek help for their symptoms, Babinski said. And stimulant prescriptions have risen especially sharply among women aged 50 to 54. Still, the combination of hazy diagnostic criteria and overlapping symptoms means that many older Americans with ADHD very likely don't have a diagnosis. Even fewer are being treated, and so people may be having a worse experience of aging than they need to. A first-time diagnosis in midlife can profoundly improve the experience of aging. For one thing, it makes people feel validated at a time when major life changes can make it harder to cope with the effects of ADHD, which can include trouble maintaining relationships, paying bills on time, and performing at work. And a stimulant prescription can lead to improvements in attention, impulse control, and hyperactivity among people with ADHD.

Read: ADHD's sobering life-expectancy numbers

Aside from improving life in middle age, a diagnosis has implications for future brain health. ADHD is associated with neurodegenerative disorders such as Alzheimer's disease, Parkinson's disease, and some types of dementia, but scientists aren't yet sure why. One possibility is that people with ADHD struggle with habits that maintain a healthy brain, such as managing stress and getting adequate sleep and exercise, Craig Surman, a neuropsychiatrist and a scientific coordinator of the Adult ADHD Research Program at Massachusetts General Hospital, told me. Callahan and others have shown that ADHD brains have abnormal white matter--the communication pathway of the brain--which may make them less resilient to later disease. Researchers don't know whether ADHD drugs actually protect against the underlying causes of more debilitating brain diseases. But if stimulants enable a person to maintain other habits that protect brain health, it's reasonable to suspect that they might help.

Yet stimulants aren't prescribed to older adults as often as they are to younger people. Most ADHD drugs are FDA-approved only for people up to age 55 or 65 because they haven't been tested in anyone older and, as such, aren't typically covered by Medicare. Stimulants also raise blood pressure and heart rate, which can be especially risky in midlife and later, when health issues such as cardiovascular disease and obesity are common. For these reasons, some providers are hesitant to prescribe stimulants to older adults. (The federal government, too, in the Make America Healthy Again report, argued that the drugs are overused.) But evidence is growing that prescribing ADHD medications to older adults can be done safely. This makes a reliable diagnosis all the more important.

The American Professional Society of ADHD and Related Disorders, known as APSARD, is expected to release the first clinical guidelines for adult ADHD this year. It's an attempt to "put out some ground truth about how to treat ADHD," Surman, who is on the guideline committee, told me. (He would not say whether APSARD will include specific guidelines for middle-aged and older adults.) Still, information is slow to disseminate, and there is pushback against the notion of adult ADHD from within and outside the medical field. Some providers feel that the risks of treating older adults with stimulants are not worth the benefit; other providers are concerned that the diagnosis over-medicalizes normal aging.

Yet as the American population skews older, perhaps it is worthwhile to question what constitutes normal aging. The medical literature offers only a loose definition: Rapidly deteriorating cognition is not normal, but gradual decline with age is. At the very least, the rise in adult-ADHD diagnoses presents an opportunity to refine the latter notion. No one's brain stays sharp forever, but some people may have more time to maintain their edge.
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The Skin-Care Industry Is Coming for Toddlers

Millennials created the wellness economy, and now it wants their children as customers.

by Nancy Walecki

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




Kids love to imitate their parents, and in Shay Mitchell's home, that meant her daughters wanted to copy her face-mask routine. Mitchell, an actor best known for her role in Pretty Little Liars, would wear one while she read her 3- and 6-year-old girls a story, and inevitably, they'd look at her sheet mask and ask, "Can I have it?" Cutting eyeholes into cleansing wipes didn't cut it, she told the Today show late last year. They wanted a "real" one.



So Mitchell co-founded the child-skin-care company Rini and launched an Everyday Facial Sheet Mask for toddlers. That (vegan, 100 percent pure cotton, mushroom-serum-based) mask quickly became an object of scorn online. In news coverage and on social media, people asked some version of Why would we ever want kids to get into skin care so young? Mitchell made her Today show appearance in an attempt to defend the company; Rini quietly raised the minimum age on its masks from 3 to 4.



If Rini represents some kind of "late-stage capitalist hell," as one commentator put it, it's far from the only company in this particular circle of the inferno, in which 7-year-olds make "get ready with me" videos on TikTok. A handful of companies are now pitching regimens for children who are elementary-school age and even younger; some spas have begun to feature child-oriented menus. Tubby Todd Bath Co., which sells a basic lineup including bath wash, lotion, and diaper paste, asks customers if they're shopping for "baby's first skincare routine." A TikTok from the company Evereden depicts a bathroom cabinet filling up with the brand's products--a child-size skin-care headband, lip oil, fragrance, face mist--with the superimposed text "pov: your 3-year-old is interested in skincare." (The company also launched a pink-packaged multivitamin face wash and moisturizer called the Barbie Kids Happy Face Duo, which comes with rhinestone stickers to bedazzle the bottles.) The tween-skin-care brand Pipa tells customers to "start young"--in this case, at 8, the average age that children in Generation Alpha who are using these kinds of products begin experimenting.



Dermatologically speaking, most kids don't need a skin-care routine; soap, lotion, and sunscreen suffice. If the actual benefits of many skin-care products for adults are questionable, for kids, anything that goes beyond the basics is unnecessary. But Megan Moore, an elementary-school teacher in the wealthy suburb of Oakwood, Ohio, told me that by fifth or sixth grade, most of her female students have a mini-fridge at home specifically for skin care. Her 9-year-old daughter, Charlotte, later told me she's hoping for her own skin-care fridge, too--once her mom lets her get products other than the ones she picks up as party favors. She walked me through a typical slumber-party routine, much of which I recognized from my own, early-aughts childhood: paint your nails, spritz perfume, braid one another's hair, take your braid out in the morning to reveal "whatever funny-looking curl" it gave you. But some of the routine was new to me: get out your goodie bag, put on your skin-care headband, and don a sheet mask made for kids. (A brand called Yes Day, run by a 13-year-old CEO, offers a Sleepover Set for exactly this type of ritual.)



By the time they're old enough to be Sephora Kids, at least some tweens are raiding skin-care aisles and buying adult brands such as Drunk Elephant--known for its bright packaging and premium price point. Those products can contain strong anti-aging ingredients, such as retinol, that can irritate a young person's face. The parents I spoke with said they were willing to buy their kids skin care to help them adopt a good routine early or at least have a chance to try it out--as long as the products were safe. "Millennials created the wellness economy," Kimberley Ho, a co-founder of Evereden, told me: Is it any wonder their kids are interested too? Companies like hers, she said, saw an opening for products formulated for children's skin.



Perhaps unsurprisingly, adult-beauty retailers are welcoming these Gen Alpha-focused brands. Sephora began its expansion into the Gen Alpha skin-care category recently; Ho told me that Evereden will launch in Sephora stores nationwide next month. Sephora's first Gen Alpha partner, Sincerely Yours, was co-founded by the then-15-year-old YouTuber Salish Matter to provide "skincare created with teens, for teens." But when Matter held a rollout event at the American Dream mall, in New Jersey, she drew a roughly 80,000-person crowd that included many kids who were almost certainly middle-school age or younger. Presumably some of them persuaded their parents to buy Sincerely Yours's four-step bundle: cleanser, sunscreen, moisturizer, and a serum mist. (Julia Straus, the company's CEO and one of its co-founders, told me in an email that its customers' average age is solidly in the teens, but that "we know younger audiences may show interest, especially at community events, and some of our products like sunscreen are a must for all ages.")



The lines between hygiene, wellness, and beauty are blurry, and some of the companies sell products that fall under all three categories. The brands like to portray skin care as a normal part of childhood play. "For Gen Alpha, I feel like skin care is closer to slime-making or nail art or exploring different hairstyles" than an actual beauty routine, Ho told me. Rini's next batch of products, released today, does feature more explicitly play-oriented "face and body crayons." Charlotte told me that she and her friends like to use skin care because it's fun, it feels good, and it "makes us feel more mature because we're doing skin care and we're 9-year-olds." I'm sure that I would have begged my mother for Evereden's five-piece set with the pink travel case, too.



But selling skin-care products that very young kids are meant to use daily is distinct from, say, letting a curious child re-create a parent's nighttime routine with a dollop of yogurt. Mimicking adults is an important part of childhood play, but if actual skin care becomes the norm at a young age, it could deprive kids of the imagination that emulation normally affords, Katie Hurley, a child and adolescent psychotherapist, told me. A toddler using a prepackaged sheet mask is not doing as much learning or thinking as one who's making their own version. Beauty products for kids also chip away at what psychologists call "middle childhood"--the years when kids are more independent but are not yet distracted by the self-consciousness of puberty, Susan Linn, a psychologist and the author of Consuming Kids, told me. Children want to feel older than they are, and skin care gives them that. But Linn and other researchers worry it gives them the insecurities of adolescence too.



Child-skin-care companies do, for the most part, market their products as tools for self-care, rather than correction. When I reached out to the companies mentioned in this article, Pipa, Evereden, Sincerely Yours, and Tubby Todd Bath Co. all said that they offered age-appropriate products, meant to promote skin health, and focused on cleansers, moisturizers, and sunscreens formulated for younger skin. "The goal isn't to introduce adult beauty concepts early, but to normalize simplicity: sun protection, gentle cleansing, and barrier support," Ho said. (Rini declined to comment.)



Charlotte seemed to think of skin care mostly as a game or as a way to express herself. But she was vaguely aware--as my friends and I were when we'd do "makeovers" using Lip Smackers gloss--that the products were part of a self-improvement project. "When you put on face masks, the ending result is a lot brighter than what you had before you put it on," she told me. "I like my first look, but I like the second look a little better."


 If skin-care companies do make a meaningful push into the toddler market, they're bound to hit adult opposition, Rebecca Watters, the wellness-insights director at the market-research firm Mintel, told me. Even parents who go for other child-self-care offerings--which these days include meditation apps for children, yoga for children, and superfood powders for children--might not buy into the idea that a 3-year-old needs aesthetically branded skin care. But the strongest skepticism I heard about toddler sheet masks came from Charlotte, with all the wisdom of her 9 years. "That's really weird. I mean, who's gonna put a face mask on a 3-year-old?" she told me. She couldn't imagine her own toddler sister sitting still for the five to 15 minutes that the Rini mask recommends, or that such a young child would need a skin regimen in the first place: "If they get chocolate or mud on their face, you could just get a paper towel and wipe it off and they would be fine." Rini has a new product for that, too--Bamboo Face Wipes that "soothe and hydrate with every swipe" at whatever mess a kid has made.
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'I Genuinely Am Upset That Your Kids Are Vaccinated'

Del Bigtree, a longtime ally of Robert F. Kennedy Jr., isn't just anti-vaccine. He's pro-infection.

by Tom Bartlett

Tue, 24 Feb 2026






Over coffee at a Starbucks just outside Austin, Texas, Del Bigtree told me he wants his teenage son to catch polio. Measles, too. He's considered driving his unvaccinated family to South Carolina, which is in the midst of a historic outbreak, so that they can all be exposed. He prefers pertussis--whooping cough--to the pertussis vaccine, which he later described to me as a "crime against children." It's not the diseases that Americans should be afraid of, Bigtree insists: It's the shots that stop them.



Spreading that message is Bigtree's lifework. He produced Vaxxed: From Cover-Up to Catastrophe, a 2016 documentary that helped mainstream the modern anti-vaccine movement by alleging--spuriously--that the CDC suppressed evidence of vaccine harms. His weekly internet show, The HighWire With Del Bigtree, mostly targets the pharmaceutical industry and has helped raise millions for his nonprofit, the Informed Consent Action Network, which files lawsuits to overturn school vaccine mandates around the country. He's been a close adviser to Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and served as communications director for Kennedy's 2024 presidential campaign.



For years, Bigtree and Kennedy echoed each other's positions, first on childhood vaccination and, later, on COVID. They've both argued that vaccines cause autism, that the CDC is corrupt, and that Anthony Fauci has committed crimes. Kennedy--who, like Bigtree, has no formal medical training--has questioned the idea that the polio vaccine wiped out polio in the United States and, in 2024, said that if he had young kids, he wouldn't give them the MMR vaccine. Such views can be deadly; last year, two unvaccinated children in West Texas died of measles.

These days, Kennedy chooses his words more carefully, whereas Bigtree has remained just as proudly committed to discouraging Americans from getting vaccinated. If Kennedy is the face of the movement, Bigtree is more like its id--loud, unfiltered, and theatrically aggrieved.



He was also, for a while, a fellow dad at my son's Waldorf school in Austin. Waldorf schools tend to attract parents who don't want their kids to eat junk food or play Fortnite; they also draw a fair number who skip vaccines. During the pandemic, I began to hear considerable chatter about the anti-vaccine celebrity in our midst. Some parents I knew rolled their eyes at Bigtree's online antics, which at the time included entertaining the idea that the pandemic was a hoax or perhaps a plot to depopulate the Earth. But when he and his wife pulled their two kids from the school and started a parent-run competitor without COVID restrictions, several families I knew--fed up with remote classes and mask rules--followed suit and enrolled their children. The school, Raphael Springs Academy, still exists, though the Bigtrees no longer run it.



COVID expanded Bigtree's reach and gave him a new disease to downplay. In June 2020, Bigtree said on his show that everyone except the very sickest Americans should "actually catch what is just a common cold." COVID had already killed more than 100,000 Americans by then. (Today, the World Health Organization counts more than 7 million COVID-19 deaths globally, which includes more than 1 million Americans.) Another episode purported to prove that masks are toxic for children. He speculated about the origin of the coronavirus, suggesting, variously, that it might be a bioweapon or a vaccine experiment gone awry. His audience more than tripled in just a few months. (In July 2020, YouTube removed Bigtree's channel for violating its terms of service, so he decamped for the more permissive video platform Rumble, which still hosts his show today.)



I was one of those new viewers. Bigtree's views were dangerous, particularly in the midst of a pandemic, but I was curious to learn what my friends saw in him. I remember being taken aback by his reckless advice but intrigued by his broadcast persona. Bigtree, who's in his mid-50s, has swept-back silver hair and a penchant for button-down vests and rolled-up sleeves. On the air, his demeanor veers from folksy and affable to Alex Jones-lite. In May 2020, during a joint television appearance with Kennedy on Daystar, an evangelical Christian network, Bigtree warned that a possible COVID vaccine would be one more step in pharmaceutical companies' "attempt to take over the governments of the world." He said he so distrusted the vaccine that, when he became severely anemic in 2021, he flew to a clinic in Cancun so that he could get a transfusion of unvaccinated blood.

Read: Polio was that bad

Bigtree makes two core claims about vaccination, both of which are demonstrably false. The first is one that other anti-vaxxers, including Kennedy, have been making for decades: that the apparent rise in autism cases in the U.S. since the 1990s can be blamed on immunizations, rather than, as is the consensus among experts, largely on broader diagnostic criteria and better surveillance. Bigtree believes that the dozens of studies that have found no evidence of a connection between autism and vaccines are flawed, and that immunizations have never been properly tested for safety. "Why can't we find a double-blind placebo trial in any of the childhood vaccines?" he asked me. In fact, many early versions of vaccines, like ones for polio and measles, were tested against unvaccinated groups or a placebo. (Bigtree and others in the anti-vaccine movement object to trials that didn't use a saline-only placebo, or weren't double-blind.) New vaccines, however, are usually compared with older vaccines because it's considered unethical, not to mention unwise, to put children at risk of contracting a vaccine-preventable disease.



That brings us to Bigtree's second, arguably more outrageous claim: Vaccine-preventable illnesses simply aren't so bad. He wants children, including his own, to get infected so that they can avoid the dangers of vaccination and develop more robust immunity. They will have, as he put it, the "Ferrari of immunity," while the rest of us will be driving around in Ford Pintos. He told me he would prefer to live in an entirely unvaccinated country, one where the diseases that sickened millions in the first half of the 20th century could spread freely. That's a frankly ridiculous notion, as I told him later. But Bigtree is committed to it. "I genuinely am upset that your kids are vaccinated, because it's keeping my kids from getting chickenpox. It's keeping my kids from getting measles," he told me. "I believe their health depends on them catching those live viruses." I asked him if he wanted his kids to catch all of the illnesses against which American children are routinely vaccinated. "Yes," he said.



Bigtree no doubt wants what's best for his kids, and he's not wrong that, for some viruses, including polio and pertussis, the vaccines given in the United States don't reliably block transmission. But they do, as I pointed out to him, guard against the worst outcomes of those diseases. And although he's also right that most infected children have only mild symptoms, others are not so lucky. Pertussis killed about 4,000 people each year in the U.S. prior to the vaccine; during major outbreaks, annual polio deaths numbered in the thousands too.

Read: His daughter was America's first measles death in a decade



I had wondered, before meeting Bigtree, how sincere the bellowing figure on The HighWire really was. He's not exactly a disinterested observer: Opposing vaccines has become Bigtree's livelihood. He realizes, as he told me, that he could never return to his mainstream-television career (he spent years as a producer on The Doctors, a syndicated medical-advice show). But after our conversations and lengthy text exchanges, I don't doubt that Bigtree is genuinely--if incorrectly--convinced that he's stumbled onto, as he put it, "the biggest cover-up of all times."



He was even more explicit, and more heated, in our conversations than he is on his show. He insisted, for instance, that he was less worried about disability and death from infectious disease than he was about vaccines causing profound autism. He told me that he would accept the risks of contracting polio "over a one-in-fucking-12.5" chance--the ratio of boys found to have autism in some regions of California, according to a 2025 CDC study--"of my son having an inability to have a marriage, to have children, to potentially even wipe their own ass, okay? That is what drives me now." (The CDC study included diagnoses across the autism spectrum; most people diagnosed with autism do not have profound impairment.)



That sort of intensity played a role in his exit from the formal leadership of the "Make America Healthy Again" movement. Bigtree was the original CEO of MAHA Action, the nonprofit started in late 2024 to promote Kennedy's agenda. But last April, during the dramatic measles outbreak in West Texas, Kennedy posted on X--accurately--that "the most effective way to prevent the spread of measles is the MMR vaccine." Bigtree, in a reply, wrote--inaccurately--that the vaccine was "also one of the most effective ways to cause autism." Although Kennedy didn't scold him for the public rebuke, Bigtree decided not long after the exchange that he should step down, he told me. (Neither MAHA Action nor the Department of Health and Human Services responded to a request for comment.)



Kennedy has delivered big wins for the anti-vaccine movement, including moving several vaccines off the CDC's universally recommended list and undermining the agency's statement on its website that vaccines don't cause autism. But Bigtree continues to think the health secretary hasn't gone far enough in his anti-vaccine agenda. He wants him, for instance, to trash the rest of the CDC's list of recommended vaccines so that schools can't mandate them. He also wants the federal law that limits pharmaceutical companies' liability for vaccine injuries changed. And he wants HHS to conduct a study comparing the health of vaccinated and unvaccinated people. If that study doesn't happen, Bigtree told me, then Kennedy's tenure will have been mostly a failure.

Read: The CDC's website is anti-vaccine now

But he still has faith. At a recent taping of The HighWire that I attended--a professional operation involving multiple cameras, a control room with a dozen computers, and several producers scurrying around--Bigtree opened by praising Kennedy's decision to strike several vaccines from the recommended childhood schedule. "We're obviously bathing in all the success that we've had," he told viewers.



Although the first year of Kennedy's tenure amounted to a flurry of anti-vaccine changes at HHS, he has in recent weeks emphasized more popular priorities, such as the new protein-heavy food pyramid. (The New York Times has reported that Kennedy is backing away from vaccines, at least for now, in the lead-up to the midterms.) But creating the MAHA movement was fundamentally a joint effort by Bigtree and Kennedy, and there's been no indication that Kennedy is abandoning the anti-vaccine cause or disavowing longtime allies like Bigtree. The two had dinner together late last year, Bigtree told me. Last fall, Children's Health Defense, the anti-vaccine nonprofit Kennedy founded, featured Bigtree as a speaker for its annual meeting. Bigtree, whose father is a minister, used his speech to embrace the anti-vax label, even calling God an anti-vaxxer.

Read: RFK Jr.'s cheer squad is getting restless



After getting to know Bigtree and watching his show, I'm not sure that the label fully captures his philosophy. He's more than anti-vaccine: He's pro-infection. And even though Kennedy hasn't come out so strongly on the side of diseases since becoming health secretary, he has done so previously, suggesting, for example, that contracting measles could bolster the immune system later in life. Bigtree, for one, thinks his former boss shares his views. Kennedy "recognizes the same thing I do," he told me. "We would be healthier if we were catching these illnesses."
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The Deaths Doctors Never Thought They'd See in the U.S.

For years, the worst outcomes of measles were all but unknown in America. Now they look inevitable.

by Katherine J. Wu

Tue, 24 Feb 2026




Of every 1,000 people the measles virus infects, it may kill as few as one to three. In a way, this can seem merciful. But the mathematics of measles is also unforgiving. The virus is estimated to infect roughly 90 percent of the unimmunized people it encounters; each infected person may pass the infection on to as many as 12 to 18 others. In large part owing to an ongoing outbreak in South Carolina, the United States is watching those risks unfold in real time. As of last Thursday, the CDC is reporting 982 cases of measles. That count is expected to break 1,000 this week; a tracker run by researchers at Johns Hopkins University that many experts consider more reliable has ticked past 1,000 already. By the numbers alone, another death seems inevitable, and inevitable soon.



Probabilities aren't guarantees, of course. So far, 2026 may be seeing some improvements over 2025, when the U.S. documented more than 2,200 measles cases--more than in any year since 1991. This year, just 4 percent of measles cases have led to hospitalization, compared with 11 percent last year. Several factors could be contributing to that discrepancy, including how hospitals in South Carolina are reporting measles admissions or of more mild cases being diagnosed to begin with; experts aren't yet sure.



That 4 percent, however, still represents 40 or so people who have ended up in the hospital with at least one of the conditions that can make measles so devastating--among them, pneumonia, respiratory failure, and brain disease. In South Carolina, multiple people, including children, have been hospitalized with a form of brain swelling called encephalitis, which can lead to permanent intellectual disability or deafness, and in some cases turn fatal.



Outbreaks are brewing elsewhere in the country too--Florida, Utah, Arizona. The nation is on the verge of losing the measles-elimination status it has held for 26 years, which would officially mean that the virus was once again routinely circulating in the United States. The majority of measles cases will remain somewhat mild. But as outbreaks continue, Americans will see where percentages mislead. Even if the rates of death and disabling disease remain roughly the same, as case numbers grow, so too will the absolute amount of suffering.



The calculus of the measles vaccine, meanwhile, should be comforting: A single dose of measles-mumps-rubella (MMR) vaccine can protect people against measles for decades at rates of 93 percent; two doses can protect at 97 percent. Some vaccines work mostly to keep people from getting very sick, but the measles one is powerful enough to prevent many infections from taking hold at all. Only 150 or so of 2025's measles cases--7 percent--occurred in people known to have received at least one MMR dose. (The CDC and Johns Hopkins haven't been reporting on hospitalizations by vaccination status.)



If those numbers still sound uncomfortably high, consider that 90 percent of American kids have gotten at least one MMR dose. The higher the vaccine coverage, the more cases will occur among the vaccinated--but also, the far fewer cases will occur overall. And studies have consistently found that when vaccinated people do contract measles, their cases are much milder and potentially less contagious than unvaccinated cases.



Still, certain factors, including genetics and immunocompromising conditions, can alter the level of protection a person gets from an immunization. Age, too, naturally erodes defenses, especially for people decades out from their most recent measles-vaccine dose. And not all vaccinated people are vaccinated in an optimal way. Some Americans, for instance, are too old to have been vaccinated with both modern MMR doses; children generally don't receive their second injection until they're about to begin kindergarten. The more a virus transmits broadly, the more easily it can exploit any vulnerability it finds. During a measles outbreak that began in the Netherlands in 1999, more cases were detected in vaccinated people living in mostly unvaccinated communities than in unvaccinated people in highly vaccinated communities--simply because low-vaccine communities were giving the virus far more chances to spread.



Unvaccinated people living among other unvaccinated people remain at the highest risk, Maia Majumder, an infectious-disease modeler at Harvard Medical School and Boston Children's Hospital, told me. The current statistics reflect that: The large majority of measles infections--93 to 94 percent--are still happening in unvaccinated people. Last year's largest outbreak, centered on West Texas, killed two school-age children, both of whom were unvaccinated.



Other consequences of measles can take years to become obvious. Because of a quirk in its biology, the virus can erase a person's preexisting immunity against other pathogens, leaving them more vulnerable to all sorts of illnesses. The more severe the measles infection, the more thorough the damage. Another of measles' worst and most insidious outcomes is subacute sclerosing panencephalitis (SSPE), an untreatable neurodegenerative condition that can take nearly a decade to manifest. Alex Cvijanovich, a pediatrician in New Mexico, told me that about two decades ago, she treated a middle schooler who had caught the virus as a seven-month-old, still too young to be vaccinated. The initial illness was tame, seemingly inconsequential. But around the age of 12, the boy--an honor student--"started getting lost between his classes," Cvijanovich said. A spinal tap eventually showed that the virus had lingered in his neural tissue for more than a decade, causing irreversible brain damage. In the following months, the boy's nervous system deteriorated until he could no longer control the flow of fluid into his lungs. He asphyxiated on his own body's secretions just a few years after measles had been declared eliminated in the United States.



"It was the most horrible, devastating death of all my years of training and doing pediatrics," Cvijanovich said. "I comforted myself by telling myself, I'll probably never see this again."



Now she is no longer so sure. SSPE, like many other measles complications, is rare, occurring in perhaps one out of every few thousand infections among the unimmunized. (Cases among the vaccinated are virtually nonexistent.) But children who catch the virus in infancy seem especially vulnerable.



To protect their patients from infection, Cvijanovich and her colleagues keep a "rash phone" outside of their office, for families bringing in children who look especially blotchy and red, so that a nurse can inspect them far away from other vulnerable kids. James Lewis, the health officer for Snohomish County, Washington, which has been battling a smaller measles outbreak for several weeks, told me that his department has been advising any patients with suspicious symptoms and a potential measles exposure to call ahead, so they can wait outside the doctor's office until they can be seen inside. Some may even be evaluated in their car.



Not every place has the resources for such investments, or for the testing, contact tracing, isolation rooms, vaccine clinics, and other measures necessary to help stop measles outbreaks. And some experts worry that as measles continues to appear in confined environments--such as, recently, an ICE facility in Texas--adequate infection-prevention measures will too frequently fall short.



Measles is one of the most contagious viruses ever documented and requires near-comprehensive levels of vaccination--roughly 95 percent or more--in a community to prevent it from spreading. But uptake of the MMR vaccine has ticked steadily down in recent years. Experts anticipate further drops under the Trump administration, especially as Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the secretary of the Department and Health and Human Services and a longtime anti-vaccine activist, continues to restrict access to vaccines, dismiss vaccine experts, challenge vaccine manufacturers, and question vaccine safety. (HHS did not respond to a request for comment.) One recent modeling study found that a drop in nationwide MMR uptake of just a few more percentage points could lead to millions more measles cases over the next 25 years. And the more measles moves around, the more the risk to everyone will increase.
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The Trump Administration Is Ending Aid That It Says Saves Lives

The State Department will let lifesaving projects expire because "there is no strong nexus between the humanitarian response and U.S. national interests," according to an internal email.

by Hana Kiros

Sun, 22 Feb 2026


Sudanese refugees wait for a health check at a clinic in Chad. (Dan Kitwood / Getty)



Updated at 2:50 p.m. ET on February 23, 2026

A year after the Trump administration began the dismantlement of USAID, it is initiating a new round of significant cuts to foreign assistance. This time, programs that survived the initial purge precisely because they were judged to be lifesaving are slated for cancellation.

According to an internal State Department email obtained by The Atlantic, the administration will soon end all of the humanitarian funding it is currently providing as part of a "responsible exit" from seven African nations, and redirect funding in nine others. Aid programs in all of these countries had previously been up for renewal from now through the end of September but will instead be allowed to expire. Each of them is classified as lifesaving according to the Trump administration's standards.

The administration had already canceled the entire aid packages of two nations, Afghanistan and Yemen, where the State Department said terrorists were diverting resources. The new email, sent on February 12 to officials in the State Department's Bureau of African Affairs, makes no such claims about the seven countries now losing all U.S. humanitarian aid: Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Malawi, Mali, Niger, Somalia, and Zimbabwe. Instead, according to the email, these projects are being canceled because "there is no strong nexus between the humanitarian response and U.S. national interests." (The nine countries eligible for redirected funding are Ethiopia, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, the Central African Republic, Kenya, Mozambique, Nigeria, Uganda, South Sudan, and Sudan.)

A spokesperson for the State Department told me in an email that "as USAID winds down, the State Department is responsibly moving programming onto new mechanisms" with "longer periods of performance and updated award and oversight terms." The State Department has recently begun signing health-financing agreements with some African governments--including Cameroon and Malawi, as well as five of the nine countries eligible for redirected funding--that will go into effect later this year. These agreements focus on strengthening health systems and containing infectious diseases but don't seem to address the hunger or displacement crises that aid groups are fighting in these countries. The department's internal email notes that aid projects in the nine eligible countries will be able to receive U.S. assistance via a United Nations program. But aid groups in at least one of those countries have already lost their U.S. funding, and much remains unknown about if and when additional support might come. The State Department spokesperson, who did not provide their name, offered no further specifics when asked.

As I wrote earlier this month, under Donald Trump, the U.S. has adopted an "America First" approach to foreign aid, in which many humanitarian projects are selected based not on need but on what the administration might receive in return. This latest aid purge appears to be following that pattern. Across the seven countries barred from U.S. aid, at least 6.2 million people are facing "extreme or catastrophic conditions," according to the UN. But they have little to offer the U.S. in return for help. In other cases, the State Department has restored or offered aid in exchange for desirable mineral rights, or as payment for agreeing to accept U.S. deportees. Six of the seven countries mine comparatively few minerals that the Trump administration needs to fuel the AI boom. And only one, Cameroon, appears to have accepted a handful of deportees.

Read: The logical end point of 'America First' foreign aid

The email also confirms that the U.S. will no longer allow American taxpayer dollars to flow to these seven countries through the UN's Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, or OCHA. Previously, the U.S. placed a significant amount of money in the UN's global humanitarian pool, then trusted OCHA to allocate it. But in December, Jeremy Lewin, a senior official in the State Department, announced at a press conference that the administration would allow its contributions to the UN body to be spent only in an initial list of 17 countries, which included none of the seven whose current aid will soon end entirely. (According to Eri Kaneko, a spokesperson for OCHA, one more country has since been added to the list.) Lewin also announced that the U.S. would be contributing an initial $2 billion in 2026, far less than the country's typical contributions.

The State Department spokesperson called OCHA's pooled funding "a gold standard in flexible humanitarian funding." But according to two senior humanitarian-aid experts and one State Department employee--who, like a number of people I interviewed for this story, asked to remain anonymous to discuss matters they were not authorized to speak about publicly, or because they feared the administration's retribution--Lewin's announcement blindsided State Department officials, embassy heads, and aid groups.

The nine other countries named in the internal State Department email appear to be included in the reworked partnership between the U.S. and OCHA. According to the email, the State Department will end lifesaving awards in those places, for reasons the email does not explain and the State Department spokesperson did not provide. (Ethiopia, Congo, and Kenya will be among the beneficiaries of Food for Peace, a program that was formerly part of USAID but is now, as of Christmas Eve, run by the Department of Agriculture.) The aid the selected countries receive through OCHA will come with new restrictions and monitoring requirements. According to guidance that OCHA distributed and I obtained, any American contributions to OCHA must be spent within six months of being donated. According to the two humanitarian experts, one based in South Sudan and the other in Washington, what groups will get this money and when any of it will be distributed is still hazy.

Since the December press conference, "the legal work of formulating formal awards for each recipient country has been taken forward rapidly," Kaneko, the OCHA spokesperson, told me in a text message. "Extensive preparatory work has also been underway at both the country and global levels on the administration of this grant." Kaneko defended the six-month deadline for spending, writing that, because several major countries have pulled back their contributions, "it is critical that these funds are translated swiftly into life-saving action for people who urgently need assistance and protection."

The aid programs being phased out this year were already notable for their continued existence. From January to March last year, the Department of Government Efficiency, led by Elon Musk, helped purge 83 percent of American foreign aid. Many more awards were canceled during a review by the White House's Office of Management and Budget. The administration's stated aims in so aggressively reducing foreign aid were to eliminate wasteful, "woke" awards while preserving work that it determined saved lives.

The administration's definition of lifesaving was particularly strict. Funding for programs that fought tuberculosis and sent food to people who are chronically hungry, not yet starving, has been canceled. But stabilization centers that provide inpatient treatment to the most extremely malnourished children have generally, though not universally, been spared. Each of the newly canceled awards represents an occasion in which federal workers had previously convinced Trump appointees that the money would help meet the most basic survival needs of people fleeing war, caught in deadly disease outbreaks, or in danger of starving to death, a former senior State Department official, who left the administration in the fall, told me. "It has to be: 'If we don't deliver this, people die immediately,'" they said.

Read: The world's deadliest infectious disease is about to get worse

Since the destruction of USAID last year, administration representatives have repeatedly insisted that lifesaving aid was being preserved. In March, Musk posted on X, "No one has died as result of a brief pause to do a sanity check on foreign aid funding. No one." Secretary of State Marco Rubio has similarly claimed that reports of people dying because of USAID cuts were lies, and promised last spring that "no children are dying on my watch." But reports of deaths that appear clearly linked to the cuts abound.

Conditions in some of the countries where aid is being canceled are already dire. Somalia, which will soon receive no American humanitarian funding at all, is undergoing a severe drought; earlier this year, analysts for the federal government reported that the hunger crisis is so extreme, it could deteriorate into full-blown famine by this summer. Hundreds of health and nutrition centers in Somalia shut down after last year's steep aid cuts, according to Doctors Without Borders. In a regional hospital that Doctors Without Borders supports, deaths among severely malnourished children younger than 5 have increased by 44 percent, Hareth Mohammed, a communications manager working for the organization in Somalia, told me. Jocelyn Wyatt, the CEO of the Minnesota-based nonprofit Alight, which works in many countries affected by war or natural disaster, told me that her organization will have to close more than a dozen health facilities in Somalia in the next week, leaving as many as 200,000 people without any health care.

According to Wyatt, State Department officials had said in December that they were "optimistic" about funding for her organization's work in Sudan being renewed in 2026. But last month, the State Department said the grant would actually end in February. Alight has run out of U.S. funding, and Wyatt told me that she has received no confirmation of if and when OCHA funds will materialize. ("We are working on allocating the funds as quickly as possible," Kaneko said.) Alight has been forced to pull out of three refugee camps in Sudan, which Trump described on his social-media platform in November as "the most violent place on Earth and, likewise, the single biggest Humanitarian Crisis." In nearly three years of civil war, more than 150,000 people have been killed in the country. The Trump administration maintains that genocide and famine are taking place there. Yet the global humanitarian effort to respond remains severely underfunded; this year, the World Food Program plans to reduce the rations it gives to people facing famine by 70 percent. Over the past month, Alight has closed 30 health clinics and 14 nutrition centers, and laid off more than 250 doctors, nurses, and staff members around Sudan, Wyatt said. In the three camps Alight exited, the organization had provided the only sources of health care. (The State Department spokesperson did not respond to questions about Alight's funding.)

I spoke with an Alight worker who has been breaking the news of the sudden closures to people in displacement camps in Sudan over the past month, to sobs and disbelief. Many arrive at the camps wounded, and now the nearest health facility--a regional hospital--is a three-hour drive away from the camps through a war zone. "They are afraid," the worker told me, of venturing into territory that's rife with the same militants they have fled. Alight would drive refugees to the hospital when they presented with issues too severe to treat at the camps. But with the new cuts, the organization no longer has enough money to rent the cars.



Due to an editing error, the photo caption originally misidentified the country of origin of refugees in Chad.
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The Protein-Bar Delusion

Americans are eating candy in disguise.

by Nicholas Florko

Sun, 22 Feb 2026




Eating candy for breakfast is not a good decision. But most mornings, I start my day with something that looks and tastes a lot like just that. The Built Puff protein bar is covered in chocolate and has a sweet coconut center, making it practically indistinguishable from a Mounds bar. Nutritionally, though, the two products are very different. A Mounds bar has north of 200 calories and 20 grams of added sugar. My bar has 140 calories, just six grams of added sugar, and about as much protein as three eggs.



Protein bars have come a long way from the chalky monstrosities that lined shelves not long ago. In this era of protein everything, they are successfully spoofing candy, but with much more impressive macronutrients. Built also makes bars in flavors such as Blue Razz Blast, Strawberries 'n Cream, and Banana Cream Pie--all with a similar nutritional profile to my preferred coconut version. Another one of my favorites, the Barebells caramel-cashew bar, tastes like a mash-up of a Twix and a Snickers. There are rocky-road protein bars, birthday-cake protein bars coated in sprinkles, and snickerdoodle-flavored protein bars. In theory, I can eat frosted cinnamon rolls or a package of sour gummies without blowing my diet.



For anyone with a sweet tooth, it can feel like food companies have developed guilt-free candy. But that's where things get disorienting. Some of these products are seemingly nutritionally benign, whereas others are nothing more than junk food trying to cash in on protein's good reputation. The new protein-spiked Pop-Tarts contain the same amount of sugar as the original Pop-Tarts--30 grams. Or consider Gatorade's protein bar, which has roughly as much sugar as a full-size Snickers. At this point, the line between protein bar and candy bar has never been blurrier.

Read: America has entered late-stage protein

If you're confused, you're not the only one. In 2023, a group of Gatorade customers sued PepsiCo, the brand's parent company, over its sugary protein bars. They alleged that Gatorade was deceiving customers by labeling the products as protein bars as opposed to "a candy bar or dessert." Pepsi's lawyers said that it had not engaged in false advertising, because the sugar content was right there for anyone to see on the nutrition-facts label. (In October, the case against PepsiCo was resolved out of court; the bars are still loaded with sugar.)



The lawyers have a point: For some bars, the nutrition facts do tell a clear story. You don't need to be a nutritionist to figure out that protein Pop-Tarts are not particularly good for you. Other cases, however, aren't that simple. An oatmeal-raisin-walnut Clif bar tastes pretty healthy, and its 10 grams of protein may keep you fuller for a while--one of the many reasons people are protein-maxxing these days. But is that worth 14 grams of added sugar?



Calories and sugar only tell you so much about whether you're munching on a healthy snack or something that's more akin to a Butterfinger. Consider the FDA's advice on the matter. The agency used to say a protein bar could be classified as healthy if it provided at least 10 percent of a person's daily recommended protein and also didn't have much fat, cholesterol, or sodium. Under those guidelines, most of these new bars would qualify as healthy. But the FDA finalized those guidelines in 2024 after complaints from Kind, which makes bars studded with whole nuts. The company argued that the rules unfairly maligned its products, because nuts are too high in fat to qualify as healthy. Under the new rules, it seems that protein bars and other products can't be labeled as healthy if they rely on protein powders and isolates, rather than whole foods such as nuts and eggs, for their protein. As a result, many modern protein bars probably can't be labeled as healthy.



The FDA is onto something, according to many nutritionists. "Protein bars are candy bars in disguise," Marion Nestle, an emeritus professor of nutrition at NYU, told me. Even products like David bars, which come in flavors such as Cake Batter and Red Velvet and have just 150 calories and zero grams of sugar, are not as healthy as they may seem. They are made with artificial sweeteners and several other food additives, as are many other candy-protein hybrids with impressive macros, including my beloved coconut-flavored Built Puff.

Read: Coke, Twinkies, Skittles, and ... whole-grain bread?

These bars lack the slew of micronutrients, such as vitamins and minerals, that are typically part of whole foods. "Eat a bag of nuts, and you will be healthier and get your protein," Barry Popkin, a nutrition professor at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, told me. Like candy, most modern protein bars are squarely in the category of ultra-processed foods, which many researchers believe may prompt people to overeat and contribute to our collective dietary problems. The science of ultra-processed foods remains largely speculative, however. It's not yet clear just how bad these products are for us--and why. In an email, David CEO Peter Rahal told me that the macronutrients are what matter most. "To call David a candy bar because it tastes good is like calling a Tesla a toy because it's fun to drive," he said.



At the very least, something like the David bar is probably better than a Snickers for anyone craving a quick snack. If protein bars truly replace candy, perhaps Americans will be marginally healthier. If these products become people's breakfast instead of a well-balanced meal, then not so much. The protein boom has made it easier than ever to get your macros from fun, tasty treats. But for the most part, they are still just treats.
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Let's Talk About RFK Jr.'s Workout Pants

Our health secretary is a <em>jeans guy</em>, and he knows it.

by Daniel Engber

Fri, 20 Feb 2026




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

A post on X claimed to be a simple message from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services: Stay active; eat well. But the 90-second video it shared, called "Secretary Kennedy and Kid Rock's Rock Out Work Out," seems designed to be bewildering. Here was Robert F. Kennedy Jr. eating steak and doing preacher curls in his belted blue jeans and a pair of hiking shoes; and here he was again, stripping off his T-shirt to ride an exercise bike inside a sauna; and here he was a little later, strutting over to a cold-plunge tub (still in his blue jeans but with the belt removed); and here he went into the tub, sliding underwater in his dungarees.



Why was the HHS secretary bathing in a pair of pants? The video never provides an answer for this question, even as Kennedy plays pickleball, then mugs for the camera, then soaks in a Jacuzzi with a glass of milk, all while still in jeans. It's just bizarre--a PSA that presumably has been dialed in by his staff to maximize its WTF effect. (The video has been viewed more than 13 million times and produced some 11,000 replies; HHS did not respond to a request for comment about the video or the jeans.) However his peculiar gymwear habit started, its present state is very clear: The secretary's jeans are self-aware.



Kennedy's proclivity for working out in belted denim long predates the knowing wink with which it's now displayed. Take the summer's "DOD-HHS Fitness Challenge," for which Kennedy donned his favorite workout gear and did a bunch of pull-ups with Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth. Or the viral clip of him from 2023, wearing jeans and boots and nothing else, squeezing out a final set on Venice Beach. I don't believe that these show a man who lifts in jeans to maximize his clicks. I believe that they show instead a man who fits a waning archetype in fitness culture, a species that has for decades been endemic to the gym: Kennedy is a jeans guy.



I've worked out, off and on, for more than 30 years--and for all of that time, the jeans guys have remained a steady presence on the rubber floors. They are sometimes taciturn, sometimes chatty. They often pair their jeans with boots, as Kennedy will do, and with a T-shirt or a tank top or a hoodie. But lest you think he simply has no truck with any gym-specific gear, the jeans guy is sometimes spotted wearing padded lifting gloves, or a leather lifting belt across his Levi's. At times, his social role will overlap with that of other weight-room regulars, not least of which is the gym grandpa, who hangs around and shoots the breeze and doles out tips on how to lift. However he appears, and however much he gabs, the jeans guy's social status is the same: He's an outsider. Rarely does one find a jeans guy paired up with a workout partner. "It's usually like, 'The jeans guy rides alone,'" Tolga Ozyurtcu, a historian of physical culture at the University of Texas at Austin, told me when I called him up to talk about this phenomenon.



Not everyone enjoys the company of the jeans guy. Some see him as a threat. Planet Fitness once made a point of banning denim in the gym, along with grunting, dropping dumbbells, and judging others. (Those who broke these rules could be punished with a "lunk alarm" and summarily kicked out.) But this discrimination feels as ill-considered as it is unfair: In my experience, jeans guys are harmless at the very worst, and at best, they add some needed color to a dreary landscape. In this way, the jeans guys are akin to other gentle curiosities, such as the shorts guys who alight on college campuses in wintertime, and the black chipmunks that scamper by from time to time in city parks.



What motivates the jeans guy? No one knows. He is, if nothing else, as inscrutable as a four-leaf clover. Ask him why he isn't wearing shorts, and he will likely tell you that he chooses denim for efficiency. When Fox News's Jesse Watters asked Kennedy in August to explain his favored workout gear, all Watters got was this: "Well, I just started doing that a long time ago because I would go hiking in the morning and then I'd go straight to the gym, and I found it was convenient, and now I'm used to it." In the hope of getting more, I reached out to Ryan Calder, the fitness coach who spotted Kennedy on the incline bench in that viral video from 2023. Did Calder--who at the time was dressed, quite reasonably, in shorts--happen to ask Kennedy about his denim pants and boots? He did. "I asked him right then, you know, like, 'So, you're banging it out in jeans?,'" he told me. "And he's like, 'Yeah, man, this is my efficient way. I only have 30 minutes. I don't spend time changing clothes."



A jeans guy's self-report must be taken with a grain of salt--maybe even he cannot really fathom why he lives the way he does. Kennedy's is no exception to this rule. In public appearances, he is almost always in a suit and skinny tie, so adding a daily interlude in workout denim would hardly seem to be a way of saving time. His habit may be instead a product of the workout culture he imbibed during his youth. "The jeans guy, it's a thing. It's a very definitive thing," Conor Heffernan, a fitness historian at Ulster University, told me. "It's a trope we've had since the '80s." The power lifters of the time, some of whom were connected to the biker subculture, adopted a "rugged, spit-and-sawdust aesthetic" in the gym, he said. This included denim. During the same period, glitzy photoshoots for bodybuilders also featured jeans, to match the styles of the time. Heffernan brought up a famous photo of Lee Haney, the eight-time Mr. Olympia, flexing shirtless in a pair of jeans above a steamy manhole cover in New York City. Perhaps the older jeans guys of today--Kennedy himself is 72--are nothing less than living fossils.



Their aesthetic may have faded out, but a younger set of jeans guys--ironic jeans guys--has since emerged in the fitness culture. Take the influencer-marathoner Truett Hanes: His brand is built on running very fast and very far ... in jeans. He claims that this started as a goof, but it has turned into a business. He now represents a denim company, as well as a chafing cream. The idea of working out in jeans, partly silly and partly serious, is everywhere once you start to look for it. One gymwear brand, Raskol, launched a line of lifter jeggings in 2023 in shades such as "blue steele" and "pale thunder," with a tongue-in-cheek campaign that had bodybuilders boasting of their pride at using PEDs--that is, "performance-enhancing denims."



This self-mocking move may be just the prelude to a fuller jeans-guy renaissance, Heffernan suggested. After all, Raskol's jeggings did sell out, he said. And this wouldn't be the first time that a traditional signifier of masculinity crept back into mainstream culture by way of performative half jokes. The fashion for bushy beards, and beards' association with authentic manliness, has followed this same trajectory from irony to earnestness during its various resurgences since the early 19th century. Now the same could be happening to denim workout pants: Today's goof evolves into tomorrow's masculine ideal. "I think irony moves into fashion very quickly in fitness," Heffernan said.



For Kennedy, this process may appear to be going in reverse: His latest workout video shows that he's in on the joke, that in 2026 he's capable of pumping irony as well as iron, and that he can engage in what Heffernan described as "a very deliberate deployment of jeans." But it also shows that there is a recipe, if not a cultural machinery, for rehabilitating out-of-date ideas. Not all of Kennedy's eccentricities are as quaint as how he dresses in the gym, and there are many ways of going backwards in pursuit of health while pretending that you've found a way into the future. MAHA is nostalgia, sometimes with a smirk. The jeans guy dunks himself in water. The jeans guy is reborn.
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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 physiological 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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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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MAGA's Animal Nationalism

The Trump administration has a special bond with dogs and cats.       

by Daniel Engber

Sun, 22 Feb 2026




In the week before Christmas, while the U.S. Department of Justice was getting ready to release a trove of documents relating to the Jeffrey Epstein case, some of the nation's most important public servants gathered for a meeting at the DOJ headquarters on Pennsylvania Avenue. Two Cabinet secretaries were there, along with the attorney general. They had an important matter to discuss. The important matter was puppies.

A soft black puppy, for one. A baby yellow lab. A floppy noodlepuff with cream and caramel fur. Records of this meeting clearly indicate that each of these was in dire need of snuggling, as well as Cabinet-level scratches underneath its ears. But as representatives of America's puppy politic, the animals were also due, per that day's declarations, the full protection of the U.S. government. Brooke Rollins, Robert F. Kennedy Jr., and Pam Bondi would be joining up to lead a new "strike force" aimed at puppy mills, dog-fighting rings, and unscrupulous animal research. "We're coming after you if you're going after these babies," Bondi warned, and then she squeezed the puppy in her lap for emphasis.

This is all good politics--both in the sense of being morally correct and of giving people what they want. (More than half of all adults oppose the use of animals for medical testing, for example, and surveys find that puppy mills are not, in fact, beloved institutions.) Yet the current administration is more determined on this front than any other president's in recent memory. Since Donald Trump's return to office in 2025, he and his appointees have made a project of protecting animals from abuse. By December, they had already banned U.S. Navy testing on dogs and cats, ended monkey research at the CDC, curtailed the use of animals at the FDA, and promised to abolish every trace of work on mammals at the EPA by 2035. Health and Human Services Secretary Kennedy led the government's attempt to save a flock of ostriches from being slaughtered up in Canada, and at the puppy summit, he declared that the entirety of his department, which includes the National Institutes of Health, the world's largest funder of biomedical research, is now "deeply committed to ending animal experimentation." In the meantime, though Trump hasn't yet secured his own Nobel Peace Prize, he has received two official thank-yous from the activists at PETA.

Read: Who would want to kill 314 ostriches?

Trump is, of course, a man whose rise to power has been fueled by his denigration of people for being animal-like. The same politician who describes his political enemies as "vermin"--who claims that Somali gangs are roving Minnesota streets "looking for prey," and who has said of some undocumented immigrants, "These aren't people; these are animals"--also leads a government with a great concern for mice and rabbits. Some of the administration's zeal for animal welfare is personal: Attorney General Bondi, for example, is so besotted by dogs that she has made a habit of bringing them to meetings dressed with bows, and Kennedy's array of pets has reportedly included a pair of ravens and a free-ranging emu. It's certainly not unusual for people to feel more affinity for animals than for certain other human beings. But the Trump administration's PETA bona fides go beyond the predilections of its top officials, and hint at something more widespread in right-wing, nationalist politics.

Illiberal factions in Austria, Denmark, France, and Italy have all made a similar point of taking up the cause of animal welfare. In the United Kingdom, too, the scourge of animal abuse has been central to a nationalist project. Images of bloody bulls and butchered whales--portrayed as victims of the European Union's moral laxity--were used to make the case for Brexit. Boris Johnson promised in his first speech as prime minister to "promote the welfare of animals that has always been so close to the hearts of the British people." Even the Trump administration's new "strike force" for going after puppy crime has its recent parallels in Europe, where zoophilic, far-right parties in both Sweden and the Netherlands have pushed for the creation of national "animal police" units.

This link, when it appears, can be "quite astonishing," says Jakob Schworer, a political scientist at Malardalen University, in Sweden, who has analyzed the rhetoric of European party manifestos and social-media feeds. When he looked at the 2019 manifesto of Austria's Freedom Party, a far-right group that has lately surged in popularity, he found that 7 percent of its sentences made positive reference to animal welfare--an extreme outlier, even in a data set that included materials from green parties, socialists, and other left-wing groups.

To some extent, such appeals may be strategic. "You can't have an opposite position to it," Schworer told me, given the strong and nonpartisan appeal of not torturing animals. But according to his research, which he co-produced with Belen Fernandez-Garcia, a professor at the University of Granada, other groups at the illiberal fringe are either disinterested in animal welfare or take positions in support of culturally specific forms of animal exploitation. Schworer noted that in Spain or Portugal, the right-wing nationalists might defend the right to hunt and hold a bullfight. Taken on the whole, he said, concern about the plight of animals is certainly not obligatory for Europe's assorted far-right parties. But different rules may apply to countries such as Austria, France, and Italy, where the right-wing fringe has explicit fascist roots.

In fact, a particularly ferocious form of animal nationalism emerged in the spring of 1933, very shortly after Hitler first established his dictatorship. That April, the Nazi government banned the slaughter of warm-blooded animals without stunning. Six months later, it passed the most sweeping animal-welfare act of the time. The Animal Protection Law set careful rules for laboratory research, such that even a scientific study of a worm might be found against the law if it weren't given anesthesia. The law also banned the force-feeding of poultry, the improper castration of piglets, and the general maltreatment or neglect, broadly defined, of any animals at all. Subsequent laws would add more detailed rules on how much space an animal must have while on a train or in a truck, and how it must be cooked. (The slow-boiling of lobsters was made illegal.)

Such policies were interwoven with the Nazis' racist ideology. Jews and Romani--then known as "Gypsies"--were targeted for doing special harm to animals. The slaughter law was designed to banish kosher practices, and the pets of Jews were confiscated. Both groups were accused of eating hedgehogs, Mieke Roscher, a historian of human-animal relations at the University of Kassel, told me, as the lowly hedgehogs were in turn upheld as a symbol of the German people.

They are cruel to animals, but we are kind: This conceit is fundamental to the animal-nationalist idea. At the end of 2024, then-vice-presidential candidate J. D. Vance spread the false rumor that the Haitian immigrants in Springfield, Ohio, were eating cats and dogs. The lie was taken up by Elon Musk, Charlie Kirk, and House Republicans, among other figures on the right, and Trump himself repeated it in a nationally televised debate. Sixteen months later, the federal government is preparing to send its paramilitary force of immigration agents into Springfield for a 30-day operation. "'They're eating the cats, and they're eating the dogs'--that is right out of the playbook of fascism," Roscher said. The hedgehogs have returned.

Read: The real reason Trump and Vance are spreading lies about Haitians

So have other echoes from the past. In her published work on the role of veterinarians in the Third Reich, Roscher quotes a journal article by a Nazi scientist who argues for applying eugenic principles to German farms, with the goal of creating "robust animals able to survive all hygienic conditions." Selective breeding was used elsewhere in an effort to re-create lost species, such as the auroch and the tarpan, that were imagined as "primeval German game." A similar fixation on the past, and on the lost purity of the natural world, has been central to the MAHA wing of Trump's coalition. Last year, Kennedy proposed allowing bird flu to run rampant on the nation's poultry farms, so as to kill off all the weakest chickens. Poultry experts say this plan would never work. Trump obsesses over bloodlines too. "Look, I am derived from Europe," he said at Davos two weeks ago, in reference to his purebred European parents.

Animal nationalism has, in practice, a marked tendency to self-negate. The Nazis passed a law to limit animal experiments, then quickly scaled it back; Hermann Goring, though among the most aggressive of the Nazis' animal protectionists (a contemporary cartoon shows him getting Sieg heils from a crowd of bunnies, frogs, and birds), was himself an avid hunter. In France, the National Rally party of Marine Le Pen--who is notably obsessed with cats--has talked up the healing power of touching animals (among other such positions) but will not forswear foie gras. And as Kenny Torella points out in Vox, despite the Trump administration's play to be the great protector of the nation's dogs and cats and guinea pigs, it has also undermined that goal--by scaling back enforcement of the Animal Welfare Act, by suing states to overturn their laws on cage-free eggs, by disbanding the research team that tried to limit animal suffering, and so on. (The White House did not respond to a request for comment. Through a spokesperson, Bondi told me: "I have fought against animal abuse my entire career and will never stop working to prosecute the sick individuals who prey upon innocent animals." A USDA spokesperson told me that his department "continues to push for stronger, more consistent enforcement" of the Animal Welfare Act, especially when it comes to dog-breeding facilities.)

Read: What I learned from a steer named Chico

This may seem confusing only if you think that in this context, protecting animals is necessarily an act of love. "That has nothing to do with it, nothing," Roscher said. "It's not about love; it's not about liking." It's about something else instead--a reordering of social values. This comes through in Trump's own professed affinity for animals, which seems to overlap exactly with his antipathy for windmills. "Windmills are killing all of our beautiful Bald Eagles!" he wrote in a social-media post on December 30, above a photo of a feathered carcass in the sand. Note the possessive. Our birds, our land--we protect these things because they are our property.

It turned out that the photo he'd posted did not, in fact, depict our national bird, and also hadn't been taken anywhere in the United States. But these were just the details on the ground. The important thing to know was this: Something in the natural world was broken, and Trump alone would be the one to fix it.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2026/02/maga-animals-nationalism/686084/?utm_source=feed
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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 expires 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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Today's <em>Atlantic </em>Trivia: Name That Norman Rockwell Subject

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

by Drew Goins

Thu, 26 Feb 2026




Updated with new questions at 9:30 a.m. ET on February 26, 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.

Thursday, February 26, 2026

	Samantha Harvey's novel Orbital--in which the six main characters eat food from packets, exercise on stationary machines, and record the results of science experiments they conduct--is set in what real-life location?
 -- From Deb Olin Unferth's list of nine books for resetting your view of the world
 	Norman Rockwell's 1964 painting The Problem We All Live With features what 6-year-old subject on her way into school, flanked by four federal agents?
 -- From Clint Smith's essay on commemorating Black history without federal support
 	Ben Rhodes, a national-security aide to President Obama, coined what term for the amorphous assemblage of like-minded thinkers in Washington's foreign-policy establishment?
 -- From Vivian Salama's dispatch from the once-bustling, now-quiet State Department




And by the way, did you know that Rockwell--that master of sentimental, straightforward Americana--also once won an abstract-art competition?

In 1961, Rockwell started work on The Connoisseur, a painting showing a bald, besuited museum-goer looking at a work of modern art a la Jackson Pollock. To render The Connoisseur as faithfully as possible, Rockwell first made the drip-painted piece as a complete, separate image, then positioned the museum-goer as a cutout over it.

Left with the Pollock-style piece, Rockwell figured he might as well throw a pseudonym on it and submit it to an exhibition. At the Cooperstown Art Association, in New York, he won first prize.

See you tomorrow!



Answers:

	The International Space Station. Unferth writes that from the vantage of the book's astronauts, "everything becomes unfamiliar"--yet they are reminded every time they look out an ISS window that, still, Earth keeps spinning along. See the rest of the picks.
 	Ruby Bridges. The little girl immortalized by Rockwell is the most famous of the New Orleans Four, the students who desegregated the city's schools in 1960. Clint recently visited New Orleans--his hometown--and was reminded through his family's stories how Black history is made up of not just the names in textbooks but also the figures whom people intimately "know and love" in their daily life. No authority can tell people not to learn that history. Read more.
 	The Blob. Vivian reports that "a disorienting and disheartening quiet has settled" over Foggy Bottom, where the Blob used to have a say (or two, or seven) in every foreign-policy decision. The Trump administration insists that the new top-down way of doing things is better, but morale is suffering tremendously as the longtime diplomatic corps has come to realize that experience is now a liability. Read more.


How did you do? Come back tomorrow for more questions, and if you think up a great question after reading an Atlantic story--or simply want to share a fact--send it my way at trivia@theatlantic.com.



Tuesday, February 24, 2026

	A year after then-Speaker Nancy Pelosi sarcastically clapped behind President Trump at his 2019 State of the Union address, she again upstaged him by doing what at the end of his 2020 speech?
 -- From Jonathan Lemire's article on the high stakes of this year's presidential address
 	The Fields Medal-winning academic Terence Tao is widely considered to be the world's greatest living practitioner of what discipline?
 -- From Matteo Wong's interview with Tao about what AI can contribute to his field
 	Featuring a scene in which the main character endorses a slime-green-colored credit card, The Moment is a recent mockumentary about the creation and promotion of what real-life 2024 album?
 -- From Spencer Kornhaber's essay on this recent pivot by the album's creator




And by the way, did you know that the state of the union is strong? Or so has said nearly every president in nearly every State of the Union address since Ronald Reagan first deployed the magic adjective in his 1983 speech. Only George H. W. Bush never directly invoked "strong."

The practice of assigning a descriptor at all to the state of the union goes back only a bit further, to Gerald Ford, who in 1975 was awfully frank with the country: "The state of the union," he said, "is not good." As if the United States had bristled at the pessimism (or perhaps it cleaned up its act?), the next year he revised: "The state of the union is better."



Answers:

	Ripping up her copy of his speech. Pelosi's presence behind Trump was a reminder that Democrats controlled the House and thus subpoena power over the president, Jonathan writes. If Trump wants to avoid a similar fate come his next State of the Union, Jonathan says, this address is the time to steady his teetering tenure. Read more.
 	Mathematics. Matteo has spoken with Tao (who won math's top prize in 2006) a handful of times in the past few years. Each time, Tao sounds a little more bullish on artificial intelligence's mathematical abilities. In his words, AI has evolved from the equivalent of a "mediocre, but not completely incompetent" graduate student to a technology that is meaningfully changing the way humans do pioneering math. Read more.
 	Brat. Spencer recalls how around the release of Charli XCX's album, the musician commented that "music is not important"; he recalls also how he hoped she was joking. But her pursuit since then of what Spencer calls a "mood-board mentality" of endless projects and "moments" with no time allotted for actual excellence suggests that she might have been sincere. Is she also right? Read more.




Monday, February 23, 2026

	What candy bar made by the Hershey Company comprises a heap of chewy coconut filling enrobed in dark chocolate?
 -- From Nicholas Florko's article on the vanishing gap between candy and protein bars
 	Of seven major European polls conducted in the summer of 2016, only one correctly predicted what surprise political outcome?
 -- From David Frum's eulogy for Gallup's presidential-approval polling
 	The novel Mother Night, about a man posing as a Nazi, was written by what American author who spent part of World War II imprisoned in a German slaughterhouse?
 -- From Tom Nichols's essay on the Republican Party's Nazi problem




And by the way, did you know that the most venerable polling operation of the early 20th century--which had correctly predicted the 1916, 1920, 1924, 1928, and 1932 elections--got the 1936 election wrong by 38 points?

In one of U.S. history's great polling flops, The Literary Digest forecast that Alf Landon would beat Franklin D. Roosevelt by 14 points in the popular vote; instead, Roosevelt won it by 24--and took every state but two.

The problem? The Digest pulled together its sample from lists of people with registered cars or telephones--things that the people likeliest to vote Democrat didn't typically have in the middle of the Great Depression.



Answers:

	Mounds. Nicholas writes that the coconut-flavored protein bar he begins most days with is a dead ringer for the Hershey product--but certainly far healthier. Right? Well, Nicholas reports that many consumers are living a protein-bar delusion and that even the "good" options aren't nearly as healthful as whole foods. Read more.
 	Brexit. The failure to forecast Brits' decision to leave the European Union presaged polling's accuracy collapse in the 2016 U.S. election, David writes, and the industry hasn't really recovered from the shocks since. He suggests that reliable polling as a whole might be a bygone American institution. Read more.
 	Kurt Vonnegut. Witnessing the way that Nazi language and aesthetics have overtaken swaths of the GOP, Tom quotes a warning from Vonnegut's novel: "We are what we pretend to be, so we must be careful about what we pretend to be." Read more.




Friday, February 20, 2026

	According to legend, the 16th-century Spanish conquistador Juan Ponce de Leon searched the New World for what mythical location?
 -- From Jordan D. Metzl's essay on the dubious science of longevity
 	What Black scholar founded the Tuskegee Institute in 1881 for the education of newly freed African Americans?
 -- From Adam Harris's essay on the radical feel to this year's Black History Month
 	The gym Planet Fitness bans members from wearing what fabric prominently featured in a recent PSA starring an exercising Robert F. Kennedy Jr.?
 -- From Daniel Engber's analysis of a specific, storied subtype of gym-goer 




And by the way, did you know that the world's first sweatpants were introduced in the 1920s by a French designer in search of a way to stretch with ease? Back then, they were made entirely of wool, which, while ostensibly allowable at Planet Fitness, seems rather more uncomfortable than the fabric options you can get today.



Answers:

	The Fountain of Youth. Alas, Ponce de Leon never found it (unsurprising, considering he never actually looked for it), and Metzl writes that the wellness industry's current obsession with longevity hacks will probably be similarly fruitless. He advises people not to buy into the hype and instead focus on adding "life to years" rather than "years to life." Read more.
 	Booker T. Washington. Adam writes that Black history is much more complex than the simple story that critics say Americans no longer need to learn. He gives as an example the legacy of Washington, who for all his greatness was ready to settle for second-class citizenship for his fellow Black Americans and himself. Read more.
 	Denim. Daniel is certain that the explanation for RFK Jr.'s attire in the viral video of him in the sauna, on the pickleball court, and even in the hot tub is that Kennedy is simply a jeans guy. Allow Daniel to explain all the meaning and history that title carries. Read more.




Thursday, February 19, 2026

	A 1934 government inventory of what area tallied 13,500 Eskimo, 3,500 Danes, 8,000 sheep, and the world's largest deposit of the strategic mineral cryolite?
 -- From Timothy W. Ryback's essay on a historical figure's pursuit of the place
 	Prime Minister Inga Ruginiene recently said that what country of hers made a mistake in allowing Taiwan to open a representative office in its capital, Vilnius?
 -- From Simon Shuster and Vivian Salama's article on the countries caught between the United States and China
 	What five-letter word do behavioral scientists use to describe a subtle psychological cue--such as placing healthy food at eye level at the grocery store--that gives people a little push to act a particular way?
 -- From Rob Wolfe's essay on the long shift of systemic responsibilities to the individual




And by the way, did you know that barcode scanning was initially greeted with a huge backlash? The first item ever scanned by barcode was a pack of Wrigley's chewing gum at a supermarket in Troy, Ohio, in June 1974, but by the end of the '70s, only about 1 percent of stores had adopted barcodes.

Consumers were worried that the tech would be used to rip them off. Advocacy groups mounted campaigns against the barcode, and protesters even picketed stores that used scanners. Others swore that the barcode was the biblical "mark of the beast."

Obviously, it eventually caught on, and people got over their fears--though if you ever get rung up at $6.66, maybe offer to round to the next dollar, just in case.



Answers:

	Greenland. And that 1934 government was actually Nazi Germany. Ryback traces what appears to have been Adolf Hitler's lifelong obsession with Greenland--a fixation that led Hitler to pursue Greenland's military and economic resources after his unsuccessful tariffs created a domestic mess in Germany. Read more.
 	Lithuania. Lithuania tacked toward Taiwan (and thus the United States) when Joe Biden was still president, but Simon and Vivian report that the Trump presidency has not been kind to Lithuania and other small countries like it. Rather, they write, the United States' focus on the United States has forced former partners to seek--not always successfully--their own "strategic balance" with China. Read more.
 	Nudge. It seemed for a time during the Barack Obama years, Wolfe writes, that nudge politics were going to save the world, but research has since revealed how ineffective these pushes are (unless they're trying to get people to do the wrong thing, in which case they work much better). Read more.




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.



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.





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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Lucky Winner Mike Johnson Gets Dream Trip to State of the Union

Send me someone who looks at me the way Mike Johnson looks at Donald Trump while he rambles about fountains of blood.

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 25 Feb 2026




What a lucky man Mike Johnson was! Through no merit of his own, but some wonderful act of Providence, he got to sit in one of two Big Chairs behind the president in a nice room full of wood paneling while the president delivered the State of the Union address!

The State of the Union was a special Trump rally held, in accordance with tradition, on the floor of the House of Representatives. Being there was a real treat for Mike. The president was chief executive. This meant that he was in charge of the government and got to determine important things, like whether laws were constitutional (despite what nine robed traitors, "an embarrassment to their families," had to say) and what the country's budget was (impossible to imagine the wise Founders delegating that sort of thing to 435 individuals). Mr. Trump got to put his name and face on buildings and coins and soon, if the country was lucky, would be worshipped as a household deity. It would have reminded Mike of Julius Caesar, if he ever allowed himself to think about the Roman Empire. (Generally, he tried not to: The people involved in its Senate had not worn pants, and whenever he thought about people who were not wearing pants, he was required to notify his son via an app.)

What a wonderful place to sit, in this large chair, behind some kind of big desk. (He wondered what it was used for. Ceremonies, perhaps! To honor the president!) No, not sit--mostly stand and applaud because the speech was so wonderful. He loved living in a country where he had the freedom to decide for himself how to respond to the president's words--whether to stand and clap or merely sit and nod, with a little, delighted smile, as though admiring a sandwich that had exactly the right amount of mayonnaise. He had heard that Cabinet meetings were like this too, but with a little more sitting. Someday, perhaps, he could aspire to such real power, rather than whatever it was he did--codify the president's wishes? A formality, to be sure.

The speech was very informative, except for all of the blood.

So many wonderful things were happening in America, it turned out! You might not know if you read the newspaper, or turned on the television, or peered into the internet, or went to the grocery store, or had any errands that might take you to the city of Minneapolis, but America was back, it turned out, in a big way! This was a golden age, no matter what the polls said or your wallet said or the armed forces who now patrolled your streets with or without masks said.

The president had many guests at this State of the Union, and he lavishly retold the worst things that had ever happened to some of them: their daughter, "dead in a bathtub, bleeding profusely, after being stabbed 25 times. Violently and viciously." Now their daughter, whose subway attacker "viciously slashed a knife through her neck and body. No one will ever forget the expression of terror." Even the survivors were awash in gore--"her son, laying helplessly in bed, blood all over." The heroic helicopter pilot, "gushing blood, which was flowing back down the aisle." Not just flowing, "pouring down the aisle!"

It was amazing how all of the blood showed that the president was right--about calling for mass deportations, about dispatching troops abroad, about how much he deserved a Nobel Prize. (If other people had bled and died on the sidewalks or in the streets or even in the detention facilities in this country, the president did not stop to mention them.)

Donald Trump. Bless that man! Four more years!, one voice shouted, in rapture. Other voices shouted other things. That these were lies, maybe. Some of the people in the chamber got up and left. Imagine leaving such a speech! Democrats really were crazy, as the president said they were. They would certainly ruin the country if ever allowed to win another election (something they only ever did by cheating).

But it was not only a night for hate. It was a night for love. The president loved tariffs very much. Whatever that word meant--it seemed to sound beautiful to the president, although the room did not respond with the same ardor that it had for the other things--Mike knew it was his job not to object. It was not his job to do anything! "Congressional action will not be necessary. It's already time-tested and approved." That settled that! Mike stood and clapped.

What a blessing, when a man's only business was to lean forward and listen, to determine whether this was a moment to stand and clap or sit and nod. Or perhaps to laugh, as when the president joked about blowing fishing boats out of the water! A moment to chuckle, certainly.

What a gift, to be so close to greatness! Mike Johnson had his little beige tie and his spectacles and his flag pin and his salt-and-pepper hair, neatly in place, and his pink Kewpie-doll cheeks, and he was just thrilled to be visited by the president. What an honor for a humble fellow like himself! If only he could remember what it was he did for a living.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/02/mike-johnson-state-of-union-trump/686137/?utm_source=feed
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Trump's Chance to Turn Things Around Tonight

A conversation with Jonathan Lemire about what Donald Trump's State of the Union address could achieve--if he doesn't get in his own way.

by Will Gottsegen

Tue, 24 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.

When Donald Trump last addressed Congress, in March 2025, he was triumphant. He'd stormed back into the White House after surviving two assassination attempts, and his first 100 days in office were on track to be historically productive.

Now, as he prepares for his State of the Union speech, he's on far less stable ground. According to CNN, 68 percent of Americans say Trump hasn't paid attention to the country's most important problems--up from 52 percent this time last year. Trump ran on affordability issues, but 57 percent of Americans now disapprove of the president's handling of the economy, per a Washington Post / ABC News / Ipsos poll. And his recent backtracking on the immigration-enforcement crackdown in Minnesota suggests that he's acutely aware of the negative response to some of his most aggressive policies, even within his own party.

In today's Daily, I speak with the staff writer Jonathan Lemire, whose latest story argues that tonight's address could be a chance for the president to turn things around--if he doesn't get in his own way.



Will Gottsegen: How do you think the president will use tonight's speech to defend some of the most divisive aspects of his governance over the past year--like, say, tariffs, which have raised costs for Americans, and hard-line immigration policies, which have resulted in civilian deaths?

Jonathan Lemire: His advisers want him to stay on message, particularly on the economy, by saying that we've had job growth and that inflation has cooled (although not by as much as many had hoped). He'll surely point to the Dow hitting 50,000 in recent days. He'll talk about his trade deals and the like. But the speech comes at a vulnerable moment. His sweeping tariff policy was overturned by the Supreme Court just a few days ago. He's been raging about it ever since. Also his signature immigration policy, these mass deportations, has become broadly unpopular, especially after the two killings in Minneapolis and these scenes of federal agents seemingly terrorizing people.

My sense is he might just claim a broad victory, and that's not going to land well with some Americans. He has repeatedly played down the affordability crisis, deeming it a "hoax." That will be a hard thing for him to sell in an economy that is clearly doing really well for people who are rich and less so for those who aren't.

The other issue I return to is immigration. His two biggest strengths in the 2024 campaign were his vow to be a strong steward of the economy and his immigration promises. Americans seem to like that he closed the southern border. They decidedly don't like this supercharged expansion of ICE operations when it's targeting, in some cases, people who have lived here for years, if not decades--people who are known as friends, neighbors, classmates, and co-workers.

Will: What's the best-case outcome for Trump tonight? And what's the worst?

Jonathan: I think that the best-case scenario would be if he were to--suspend your disbelief here--stay on track, even appear somewhat bipartisan, and extol his successes while also suggesting that he understands there's more to be done. He needs to acknowledge there are plenty of Americans out there whose lives have not gotten better, or who want to see him do more. The worst-case scenario would be, frankly, typical Trump bluster. If he says affordability is a hoax again, if he says the economy has never been better for everybody--well, a lot of Americans are going to disagree with that. If he's going to claim that his immigration policies are popular or are targeting only the so-called worst of the worst, none of that is going to fly either.

Will: Republicans are starting to worry about this year's midterms. What are the risks for the party if tonight doesn't go well?

Jonathan: Republicans have been on a losing streak. Their polls started to sink even last summer, when the One Big Beautiful Bill Act was passed and Americans learned more about it, including how it slashes services for the less well-off, while benefiting the rich with tax cuts. We saw, this fall, a number of Democratic victories in November elections. And even in recent weeks, two deep-red districts, one in Texas, one in Louisiana--districts that Trump won by 10-plus points just 15 months ago--swung to the Democrats. Republicans see these losses as alarms going off.

It is customary for the party that does not control the White House to do well in the midterm elections. Some swing toward Democrats is to be expected. But right now, some GOP strategists are telling me that they fear it could be a blue wave. The margin in the House is so slim that even a bit of a tilt toward the Democrats would probably put the House in their hands. But if it is going to be a rout, the Democrats could open up a pretty significant margin in the House and even have a shot at controlling the Senate.

If Trump does have a big night and delivers a strong speech, I think Republicans will start to feel better about things, and that could lead to more fundraising and more optimism in the party. However, if it's a divisive speech, you'll hear Democrats condemn it as such, and say, Look, we can't have more of this.

Will: At a time when television viewership is declining and many people are siloed in echo chambers online, how much of an effect can a State of the Union really have?

Jonathan: No one speech is going to alter the course of a presidency, and I think there's no question that State of the Union addresses are less important than they used to be. But this will be the biggest audience who watches Trump all year. I think it matters in Washington, in terms of setting political momentum. This is likely not going to be a defining moment of the presidency, but it is, for a party staring at the midterms with faltering poll numbers, a moment for Trump to at least have a little bit of a reset or stem the bleeding.

Related:

	Trump's suddenly high-stakes State of the Union
 	How the Supreme Court spared America




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The White House urges Republicans to ignore Trump's diversions.
 	Alexandra Petri: Tales from Kash Patel's FBI
 	The deaths doctors never thought they'd see in the U.S.




Today's News

	More than a dozen House Democrats have invited survivors in the Jeffrey Epstein case to attend President Trump's State of the Union address tonight as their guests.
 	A new 10 percent tariff on most global imports took effect just after midnight today, despite Trump's weekend pledge to raise the rate to 15 percent after the Supreme Court struck down many of his previous tariffs. The White House said the higher rate is still being developed and would require additional presidential action.
 	Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth met with Anthropic CEO Dario Amodei over a reported dispute about the limits that the company placed on its AI tools for military use. The Pentagon wants fewer restrictions under its $200 million contract and has warned Anthropic that it could be blacklisted by the government if they can't reach a deal.




Dispatches

	The Unfinished Revolution: Introducing a newsletter course in which Atlantic writers and editors explore 250 years of the American experiment.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic



The Meme From 2016 That Explains 2026

By Megan Garber

All times are interesting times, but the summer of 2016 was especially interesting. That July, as a Twitter user named Katie Loewy tried to make sense of mass shootings and Brexit and the rising political power of the host of The Celebrity Apprentice, she proposed a theory. "I'm not saying that David Bowie"--who had died earlier that year--"was holding the fabric of the universe together," she wrote, "but *gestures broadly at everything*" ...
 Recent years have been boom times for language that is inarticulate on purpose. Vibe has become a diagnosis; chaos has become an all-purpose condition. Dictionaries have highlighted, as their words of the year, brain rot and post-truth and an emoji caught between laughter and tears. But [gestures around] might be the term of the decade.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Gavin Newsom's father issues
 	"I genuinely am upset that your kids are vaccinated."
 	Matteo Wong: Sam Altman is losing his grip on humanity.
 	The edge of mathematics
 	What the Roberts Court is actually trying to accomplish




Culture Break


Archives Charmet / Bridgeman Images



Read. Michael Pollan's new book, about the mystery of consciousness, strengthens the case that technology will never truly replicate humans, Charles Finch writes.

Explore. Charli XCX believes that music isn't the point of pop stardom, Spencer Kornhaber writes. Is she right?

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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Tales From Kash Patel's FBI

Some updates to the agency's portrayal in popular films and TV shows

by Alexandra Petri

Tue, 24 Feb 2026




The FBI has always loomed large in popular culture. But now Kash Patel is in charge, which has meant a slight reordering of the agency's priorities. He has been using the FBI's resources to delight himself with trips to the Milan Olympics, send SWAT teams to escort his country-singer/political-commentator girlfriend around, supply himself with fun jackets to wear on television, announce incorrect degrees of progress in investigations, and, of course, test everyone's loyalty with lie detectors. In light of these developments, I have taken the liberty of updating the FBI's portrayals in popular films and TV shows.

Hannibal Season 1

(Agent Jack Crawford has just sat down to dinner with Hannibal Lecter.) 

Agent Jack Crawford: Delicious. What is it?

Hannibal Lecter: Loin.

Crawford: Loin! Ah, what kind? (His phone rings.) Yes? A ride where? Who? His girlfriend's roommate? (He gets up quickly.) To be continued, Dr. Lecter. I have to go give someone a ride home from a--bar?

Lecter: Don't you want to know what kind of loin?

Criminal Minds

(An airplane leaves the tarmac as a voice reads a G. K. Chesterton quote: "Fairy tales do not tell children that dragons exist. Children already know that dragons exist. Fairy tales tell children that dragons can be killed." Inside the airplane, Kash Patel sits alone. He is flying to the Olympics.)

(The Behavioral Analysis Unit team stands on the tarmac watching as the plane takes off.)

Agent Spencer Reid: Hey, that's our plane.

Agent David Rossi: (Through gritted teeth.) He said he had to go check out the security arrangements for the Olympians.

Agent Derek Morgan: But what about the dozens of serial killers?

Rossi: The Olympics mean a lot to him.

Agent Penelope Garcia: (Holding up phone.) Mama just found pictures of him partying with the hockey team. He says it was an honor to be invited to celebrate "with the boys."

Reid: But ... the serial killers.

Point Break

(Waves crash. Bodhi surfs one. Hundreds of miles away, Agent Johnny Utah stands in the crowd at a country-music concert, trying to keep focused.)

Agent Johnny Utah: You ever think about surfing?

Agent Angelo Pappas: Is this about how the FBI director wants to conduct all his meetings on a Jet Ski?

Utah: He wants what?

The X-Files

Agent Fox Mulder: Scully!

Agent Dana Scully: What?

Mulder: I see something! Flying in the sky! Going somewhere I don't understand, for reasons I can't explain!

Scully: For the last time, Mulder, that's the FBI director's plane.

The Silence of the Lambs

Hannibal Lecter: Do you still hear it, Clarice? The screaming of the lambs?

(The warden taps Clarice Starling on the shoulder and beckons her to a phone.) 

Clarice Starling: (Into phone.) Hello, this is Starling. This had better be important. (Checks jacket.) Yeah, I guess I am a woman's medium. Why?

Lecter: The lambs, Clarice.

Starling: Can't Director Patel go on TV without a jacket?

Lecter: They're screaming.

Starling: (Sighs heavily.) I'll be right there.

The Fast and the Furious

(Dominic Toretto and Brian O'Conner hop out of their respective fast, furious cars and clink cold beers together.)

Dominic Toretto: We're family.

Brian O'Conner: Yeah, absolutely.

Toretto: Hey, you're not an FBI agent, are you?

O'Conner: What makes you think that?

Toretto: Little things. Saw you at an Alexis Wilkins concert once. Looking like it was your job to be there.

O'Conner: I enjoy music.

Toretto: Yesterday, I followed you from the garage, and I saw you come out of a building muttering something about "constant polygraph tests that are an utter waste of time."

O'Conner: (Nervously sips beer.)

Toretto: One time there was a guy in the back seat of your Charger muttering about how "the important thing in any crisis is controlling the narrative," and I said, "Is that Kash Patel?" and you said, "Nah," but you said it unconvincingly.

O'Conner: None of that sounds like FBI stuff to me. If I had joined the FBI, it would be to solve crimes. Not be a chauffeur service.

Toretto: Look, you're family. If you want to quit the FBI and join us, we would respect your time. You could solve crimes on the side, if that was something you were into.

O'Conner: (Sips his beer, looking like he's considering it.) I told you, I'm not FBI.

Toretto: Right.

The Departed

(The Dropkick Murphys play.)

Frank Costello: I think we have a rat here.

Billy Costigan: Absolutely not.

Frank Costello: Then why did Kash Patel just post a photograph of you online with "#FBITEAMBONDING! #EVERYONEINTHISPICTUREWORKSFORTHEFBI! #LOVEOURAGENTS!" underneath?

Captain George Ellerby: (Listening on wire.) Goddamn it!

Hannibal Season 3

(Hannibal Lecter rides a motorcycle down a fancy Italian street. He is drawn to the sounds of revelry. He pushes open a door to reveal Kash Patel chugging champagne with the triumphant U.S. Men's hockey team.)

Hannibal Lecter: An excellent vintage, director, for a celebration of victory. What triumph are you marking? Have you managed to capture one of the persons of interest in many ongoing FBI investigations? Or perhaps you have thwarted some act of terrorism? Much to celebrate for a hardworking man at a hardworking agency. Tell me, director, what is the occasion? (Patel stares at him in confusion.) By the way, I have escaped and am at large in Europe.
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250 Years of the American Experiment

Introducing a newsletter course from<em> The Atlantic</em>

by Andrew Aoyama

Tue, 24 Feb 2026




Sign up for The Unfinished Revolution, our newsletter course in which Atlantic writers and editors explore 250 years of the American experiment.

In 1796, in the waning months of his presidency, George Washington traveled to Germantown, Pennsylvania, to sit for a portrait by the artist Gilbert Stuart. Stuart had painted the president before, and Martha Washington was so entranced by the result that she persuaded her husband to pose for him again, on the condition that she would ultimately be able to own the completed work. Stuart never kept his promise: Recognizing that he could make a fortune selling copies of the portrait, he filled in the details of Washington's face but left his canvas otherwise unfinished. He called the painting his "hundred-dollar bill," referring to the price he charged Washington's many admirers for a print.

Today, Stuart's unfinished painting, known as the Athenaeum portrait, has become one of the most memorable images of America's first president. (The painting, in a surprising instance of deflation, later came to adorn the one-dollar bill.) In ways Stuart perhaps never intended, the blank corners of his canvas call attention to the unfinished nature of Washington's lifework, to an expanding nation that was still deciding what it wanted to be.

In our November 2025 issue, The Atlantic revisited Washington and his associates, amassing a team of 24 journalists, historians, and critics to fill in the blank corners of American history and add texture to the parts of its canvas one might think they know well. Our newsletter course The Unfinished Revolution explores this special issue and features original conversations from around our newsroom.

The issue's five chapters take up the Revolution in all of its complexity and contradiction. Rick Atkinson reveals a new side of King George III. Caity Weaver fires a musket. Ned Blackhawk considers how Native nations shaped the American conception of self-government. John Swansburg revisits the country's founding folktale. And as the American experiment endures a moment of particular challenge, David Brooks argues that the country needs a mass movement.

"You will see that we are not simplistic, jingoistic, or uncritical in our approach," editor in chief Jeffrey Goldberg wrote in his introduction to the issue, "but we are indeed motivated by the idea that the American Revolution represents one of the most important events in the history of the planet, and its ideals continue to symbolize hope and freedom for humankind."

We hope you'll join us. Sign up to begin the course here. You'll receive one edition every week for five weeks, with each edition focused on a different chapter of our special issue.

Like Stuart's portrait of Washington, the project of the United States "is still unfinished, and troubled," Goldberg concludes. "But it remains a project worth pursuing."
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The Revenge of the Dummymander

Partisan gerrymandering sometimes backfires on the people drawing the maps. Could that happen again in 2026?

by David A. Graham

Mon, 23 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.

Partisan gerrymandering--the practice of drawing districts in a way that is designed to aid one party and hurt the other--is one of the more pernicious phenomena in American politics today. It's fundamentally antidemocratic because it's designed to circumvent or at least dampen the will of voters. For the same reason, it's very difficult to overcome through democratic means: You can't exactly vote out the people in power if they've drawn districts designed to stop you from doing so. And legal remedies are scant. The U.S. Supreme Court has concluded that although partisan gerrymandering is distasteful, the federal courts have no role in stopping it. Some states have specific constitutional protections against gerrymandering, but many do not.

But partisan gerrymandering does have one ultimate weakness--a foe that doesn't always win, but whose victories are especially satisfying. That foe is gerrymandering itself. If you have never heard of a dummymander, this is probably a good time to learn the word. Dummymander is the term that the political scientists Bernard Grofman and Thomas L. Brunell coined for what happens when a gerrymander backfires, hurting the party that it was designed to help. Dummymanders are nothing new, but the bunch of new districts drawn in recent months mean that they could play an important role in the outcome of the midterms.

Over the summer, President Trump set off a frantic round of redistricting when he began pushing Republicans in Texas and in other states to redraw their maps to favor Republicans. States typically draw new maps only after each decennial census, and Trump's pressure to break that precedent was a sign of his concern about potential GOP losses in the 2026 midterms. Democrats in some states considered their own counter-gerrymanders--in California, policy makers even got voters to approve going around an anti-gerrymandering commission set up in 2010.

Now the action is mostly reaching its end as the deadline for finalizing 2026 maps nears, although some questions remain. (Among them: Will the Supreme Court issue a ruling weakening the Voting Rights Act in time for Republicans to draw new maps for this cycle?) The consensus among election analysts is that the redistricting will end up giving Republicans only three or four new seats, if any. But Democratic prowess in recent special elections raises the possibility that rather than a cold-blooded political hit, the GOP's efforts could end up as a Pyrrhic victory.

In late January, a Democrat won a Texas state Senate seat in Tarrant County--in a district that Trump won by 17 points in 2024. Most House districts won't see a shift that big, but victories like these have raised the possibility of Democrats catching enough of a blue wave that maps drawn to help Republicans might actually hurt them. The math is simple: In order to draw more districts favoring Republicans, GOP legislators had to spread their own voters a little thinner. But if they spread them too thin and Democrats have a good year, Republican candidates will become vulnerable.

Many of Grofman and Brunell's examples of dummymanders come from late in the 20th century, when Democrats still held lots of southern seats because of historic party support, but were on the verge of losing them to Republicans. For example, they write that the map Georgia Democrats drew after the 1990 census looks more like a Republican gerrymander than one drawn to help Democrats, which the authors blame on "the belief that it is good to be as thin as possible as long as you still remain breathing." Entering the 1992 election, Georgia had nine Democratic House members. Three won, but three lost, and three more retired.

Dummymanders also happen when a party has a great deal of control and gets greedy, the journalist Alan Greenblatt wrote last year. Before the 1894 elections, Democrats sought to expand the number of districts they could win, but an economic crisis in 1893 doomed them. The party lost 114 seats in a 357-seat House, reducing it to a regional, southern party. Such a huge collapse is hard to imagine today, in part because partisan gerrymandering has already made so few districts competitive. But this also means that Republicans in particular don't have a lot of good prospects for gerrymandering without spreading themselves too thin.

The time is too early to declare the presence of any particular dummymanders for 2026, but one place to look is North Carolina. Maps in the Old North State have changed rapidly. In the 2022 election, a court-ordered map produced a 7-7 split between the two parties. In 2024, a new GOP-drawn map produced a 10-4 Republican majority, although Republicans won nearly the same percentage of the overall vote as they did in 2022. Last year, the GOP-led general assembly acted again, with Trump's urging, to make the district of Representative Don Davis, a Democrat, more Republican.

This attempt to engineer an 11th Republican district may very well work. North Carolina Republicans are experienced and adept mapmakers. But they targeted Davis at the expense of removing Republicans from another district, which is held by the Republican Greg Murphy. Democrats hope, and some conservatives worry, that a big Democratic wave could knock out Murphy and save Davis. In Texas, meanwhile, Republicans drew districts that assume Trump's success in courting Hispanic voters will translate to the future--but some of his actions since he took office are alienating the same voters.

Whatever the results, any dummymander that emerges in 2026 might be short-lived. The new precedent set by so many states changing their maps during this cycle may mean that legislatures move quickly to correct any errors they made that helped the other party. But gerrymanderers are always making maps based on the last election--which means voters might have a chance to give them their comeuppance.

Related:

	Welcome to the gerrymandering apocalypse 
 	John Roberts says partisan gerrymandering is not his problem. (From 2019)




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Tom Nichols: The Republican party has a Nazi problem.
 	Thomas Wright: America doesn't need a deal or a war with Iran.
 	Young men aren't the only ones struggling.




Today's News

	Peter Mandelson, a former U.K. ambassador to America, was arrested on suspicion of misconduct in public office. He has been accused of sharing market-sensitive information with the convicted sex offender Jeffrey Epstein; Mandelson previously denied any allegations of wrongdoing in relation to Epstein.
 	A powerful blizzard dumped more than two feet of snow in places across the Northeast, halting travel and leaving more than 600,000 electricity customers without power.
 	The European Parliament paused the ratification of a major U.S.-EU trade deal, citing uncertainty after the Supreme Court struck down many of President Trump's tariffs.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Isabel Fattal recommends a roundup of suggestions for what to read when you're short on time or focus.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by Akshita Chandra / The Atlantic



The Protein-Bar Delusion

By Nicholas Florko

Eating candy for breakfast is not a good decision. But most mornings, I start my day with something that looks and tastes a lot like just that. The Built Puff protein bar is covered in chocolate and has a sweet coconut center, making it practically indistinguishable from a Mounds bar. Nutritionally, though, the two products are very different. A Mounds bar has north of 200 calories and 20 grams of added sugar. My bar has 140 calories, just six grams of added sugar, and about as much protein as three eggs.
 Protein bars have come a long way from the chalky monstrosities that lined shelves not long ago.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	High-end construction really does help everyone.
 	The Trump administration is ending aid that it says saves lives.
 	MAGA's animal nationalism
 	Derek Thompson: The orality theory of everything
 	When revolution bloomed and died in Damascus
 	How the Supreme Court spared America




Culture Break


Warner Bros.



Watch (or skip). Sophie Gilbert on why Emerald Fennell's Wuthering Heights movie (out now in theaters) is infantilizing.

Explore. Vikram Murthi on how the late filmmaker Frederick Wiseman captured our essential American institutions--and the people trying to navigate them.

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.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/02/dummymander-midterm-strategy-gerrymandering/686115/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



A Blockbuster That Understands Ambition

Culture and entertainment recommendations including <em>The Devil Wears Prada</em>, Agatha Christie novels, and more

by Rafaela Jinich

Sun, 22 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 Rafaela Jinich, an assistant editor who works on this very newsletter and has written about the secret to loving winter and the upside of not fitting in.

Rafaela credits Andy Sachs in The Devil Wears Prada with kick-starting her interest in journalism. She is also looking forward to the World Cup, has a soft spot for Shakira, and enjoys rereading Agatha Christie's mystery novels.

-- Stephanie Bai, senior associate editor



My favorite blockbuster: The Devil Wears Prada. I don't know how many people can say they decided to become a journalist after watching this movie--but I did. In middle school, I was convinced that I wanted to be Andy Sachs (it felt safer than aspiring to be Miranda Priestly). Although I don't dream of fashion journalism anymore, being in the media industry is still something I find myself marveling at, and this film remains a constant reference point for me.

Its appeal isn't just the clothes or the drama--though those do help. I'm drawn to the movie's unsentimental understanding of ambition: the cost of wanting something so badly that the quiet humiliations you endure along the way mean little compared with the potential rewards. Even though Andy ultimately quits because of everything she's been through, the movie isn't shy about showing the joy she takes in. Plus, I could watch Anne Hathaway and Meryl Streep in anything. When the sequel arrives in May, I'll be listening for a perfectly delivered Miranda line that's on par with "Florals? For spring? Groundbreaking." [Related: Five movies that changed viewers' minds]

The television show I'm most enjoying right now: Hot take: I'm not really into TV shows. I admire the craft; I just rarely commit.

The upcoming event I'm most looking forward to: The World Cup. I grew up in Colombia, where the tournament was never just about soccer. Streets emptied, schedules shifted, and daily life reorganized itself around kickoff times. For Colombians, the World Cup is one of the few moments when national feeling becomes both visible and communal--when history, hope, and collective attention briefly converge around a soccer field.

The best work of nonfiction I've recently read: Unbroken, by Laura Hillenbrand--an unsparing and immersive account of survival that traces the life of an Olympic runner turned World War II prisoner of war.

An author I will read anything by: There's something deeply reassuring about a writer who knows exactly what kind of story he's telling and can explain complex systems by putting people at their center. For me, that's John Grisham.

A musical artist who means a lot to me: Shakira--especially her older songs "Antologia," "Pies descalzos, suenos blancos," and "Inevitable." Her music has been a steady presence in my life, and she has a song for every emotional register. She shaped my sense of what it looks like to be culturally rooted and globally ambitious at the same time.

The last museum or gallery show that I loved: Rashid Johnson's "A Poem for Deep Thinkers" at the Guggenheim. The hanging plants and sculptural installations transformed the museum into something unsettled and alive.

A piece of visual art that I cherish: I'm drawn to art that asks you to slow down. Monet's Water Lilies paintings make it easy to lose your bearings. They reward sustained attention; when you step away, your sense of time feels gently recalibrated.

A cultural product I loved as a teenager and still love, and something I loved but now dislike: I don't know if this qualifies as a cultural product, but I will never stop borrowing (stealing) sweaters from my mom's closet. Great quality, endless variety, and somehow always better than anything I buy for myself.

Something I loved as a teenager and now disavow is camo clothing. In my defense, it was a trend--one best forgotten.

Something I recently reread: Agatha Christie's mystery novels. They're the kind of books you can dip back into easily and unearth new surprises from. One line from Murder on the Orient Express has always stuck with me: "The impossible cannot have happened, therefore the impossible must be possible in spite of appearances."

A favorite story I've read in The Atlantic: Faith Hill's story "The Nocturnals"--a beautiful feature about the people who work through the night. It reframes darkness not as emptiness, but as a world of its own, full of life and meaning.

My favorite way of wasting time on my phone: Beli, an app for logging and rating restaurants, indulges my affection for food and trying new places. I spend an embarrassing amount of time ranking bakeries around the city: For any New Yorkers in pursuit of the perfect pastry, Librae, Red Gate Bakery, Nick + Sons, and L'Appartement 4F are a few of my top contenders.

The last debate I had about culture: Do audiobooks count as reading? [Related: We're all reading wrong.]

A good recommendation I recently received: A friend said that I should read Half of a Yellow Sun, by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie. The novel tells the story of the Nigerian Civil War by exploring how people thought, argued, and survived during that time, balancing political history with the themes of friendship and love. [Related: Chimamanda Adichie is a hopeless romantic.]

The last thing that made me cry: I was not emotionally prepared to watch Zootopia 2.



The Week Ahead

	Scream 7, which follows Sidney Prescott as a new Ghostface killer emerges in her town (out Friday in theaters)
 	We the Women, a new book by the Emmy Award-winning journalist Norah O'Donnell and Kate Andersen Brower about women who have played an important role in American history (out Tuesday)
 	Season 4 of Bridgerton, which follows Benedict Bridgerton's romance with a maid as they risk scandal and social exile (Part 2 out Thursday on Netflix)




Essay


Iris Legendre for The Atlantic



An Extraordinary Account of a Dangerous Marriage

By Sophie Gilbert

One afternoon in 2024, when her session in court had ended unusually early, Gisele Pelicot went to the Leclerc supermarket in Carpentras, a picturesque town in Provence. She asked to meet the security guard who, four years earlier, had confronted her husband, Dominique, after observing Dominique trying to use his phone to film up the skirts of unsuspecting female shoppers.
 The guard had been irate at the time. He had been thinking, he later told the Daily Mail, about his mother and sister, who shopped at that supermarket and might have been vulnerable to this creep with a cameraphone. Police officers who arrested Dominique Pelicot went to his home, seized his personal devices, and found more than 20,000 images and videos of Dominique--and of other men he had invited into his home--raping his drugged wife.
 Gisele Pelicot wanted to thank the guard, who she believes saved her life. Prior to her husband's arrest, her physical health had been deteriorating due to almost a decade of being drugged and violently assaulted. Had no one intervened, she thinks, he eventually would have killed her.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The Washington Post's leaders missed the point.
 	An Olympic trend that defies tradition
 	The ghosts of Toni Morrison
 	Robert Duvall was a different kind of leading man.
 	A no-name director to everyone but his 38 million fans
 	Is anything morally obvious anymore?




Catch Up on The Atlantic

	The Founders would have opposed "nationalizing" elections.
 	Hegseth's firing campaign reaches down into the ranks.
 	Roge Karma: Get ready for zombie tariffs.




Photo Album


Queuing for Departure. A group of gentoo penguins lines up to jump into the antarctic sea. ((c) Martin Schmid / Sony World Photography Awards 2026)



Take a look at the top entries in this year's Sony World Photography Awards Open Competition.



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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Books for the Busy Person

A roundup of suggestions for what to read when you're short on time or focus

by Isabel Fattal

Sat, 21 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.


Many of us wish we had more time in the day to sit with a book: to get stuck in place for hours, entirely immersed. But reading in short chunks doesn't have to mean a shallow experience: Some works even benefit from those constraints. Today's newsletter rounds up our writers' suggestions for what to read when you don't have much time--or much focus--to spare. I hope you enjoy however many moments of reading you can steal away this weekend.



Books for the Busy Person

Seven Books to Read When You Have No Time to Read

By Bekah Waalkes

These titles are worth picking up, even if you have only a moment to spare.


Read the article.



What to Read When You Have Only Half an Hour

By Celine Nguyen

A short story has velocity and verve, and the best ones create an immediate, instinctual bond between the reader and the characters. (From 2024)


Read the article.

The Books We Read Too Late--And That You Should Read Now

By The Atlantic Culture Desk

One of the great, bittersweet pleasures of life is finishing a title and thinking about how it might have affected you--if only you'd found it sooner.


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	How Gen Z came to see books as a waste of time: Young people might be responding to a cultural message: Reading just isn't that important, Rose Horowitch wrote in the Books Briefing newsletter in 2024.
 	You can read any of these short novels in a weekend: These books may be brief, but they use their limited word count to demonstrate the power of concision, Bethanne Patrick wrote in 2022.




Other Diversions

	How to be manifestly happier.
 	An extraordinary account of a dangerous marriage
 	Let's talk about RFK Jr.'s workout pants. 




PS


Courtesy of William P.



I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. William P. shared this photo of "the rock" at Morro Bay, California, "with evening light illuminating the ice plants covering the sand dunes."

I'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Isabel
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The DOJ Isn't Built for This

The department can't keep up with President Trump's agenda.

by Will Gottsegen

Fri, 20 Feb 2026




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

For several hours last week, Attorney General Pam Bondi sat before the House Judiciary Committee with one apparent mission: Don't back down.

The oversight hearing focused on the recent actions of the Justice Department, which has been consumed with the release of the Epstein files, as well as ongoing investigations into the fatal shootings of two American citizens by federal agents in Minneapolis. At some points, the back-and-forth between Bondi and Congress devolved into a screaming match. Faced with questions about her department's haphazard redaction of the files, she often went on the attack, calling Representative Jamie Raskin a "loser lawyer" and asking Representative Jerry Nadler whether he'd "apologized to President Trump" for participating in his impeachment hearings.

Bondi seemed more passionate about these deflections than she did about defending the department's work, which has been hampered in recent months by understaffing and low morale. DOJ reportedly lost nearly 10,000 employees from November 2024 to November 2025. U.S. Attorney's Offices (which are part of the department) shed 14 percent of their workforce, a one-year reduction that officials say is unlike anything they've seen in years. Some were fired, some took a buyout package, and others simply walked away. Last month, Bondi suggested in court filings that the department was struggling to keep up with its workload, having released only a fraction of the millions of Jeffrey Epstein-related files under review. Some attorneys were reportedly spending all or most of their days on the files. (Bondi said on Saturday that "all" of the files have been released, as mandated by the Epstein Files Transparency Act, but lawmakers have criticized the files' heavy redactions.)

Add to that a backlog of federal immigration cases and the ongoing legal fallout from the administration's mass-deportation push, and the result is an organization that is thoroughly overwhelmed. The U.S. attorney for Minnesota, who has been responsible for defending recent federal immigration-enforcement efforts, described the new influx of casework as an "enormous burden." One ICE attorney who volunteered to work on Minnesota's backlog was reportedly removed from her DOJ post after telling a judge that her job "sucks" because of the increased caseload and the administration's failure to comply with immigration court orders. "I wish you would just hold me in contempt, your honor, so that I can have a full 24 hours of sleep. I work days and night," she said.

Nationally, DOJ is making some progress--the Executive Office for Immigration Review announced in September that it had whittled its pending-case backlog down from more than 4.18 million to under 3.75 million--but the lack of staffing will only make it harder to tackle the remaining caseload. (A DOJ spokesperson told me in a statement that "after four years of bureaucratic weaponization under the Biden Administration, President Trump and Attorney General Bondi have created the most efficient Department of Justice in American history.")

The mission and purpose of the department have also been overhauled--many of its core functions have been politicized since Trump's return to office. The president has directed the department to pursue his personal enemies and has replaced career DOJ employees with inexperienced MAGA loyalists, sometimes to the detriment of his own agenda. Take the recent prosecution of two longtime Trump rivals, New York State Attorney General Letitia James and former FBI Director James Comey. In September, after an acting U.S. attorney reportedly decided that the case against Comey was too weak to pursue, the president pressured him to resign and replaced him with one of his former lawyers, Lindsey Halligan, who had never prosecuted a case before. Halligan appeared to make several fundamental errors in presenting Comey's case, and her cases against James and Comey have since been thrown out. She resigned in January, a few months after a judge ruled that she had been illegally appointed.

The New York Times reported that Bondi's former chief of staff put out an open call on social media for lawyers who "support President Trump and anti-crime agenda" to privately message him about jobs within the department. These were, until recently, some of the most prestigious positions in the American legal system--the "creme de la creme," my colleague Quinta Jurecic, who covers politics and law, told me. Now the halls are empty enough that a department affiliate is seeking out applicants online.

At least the remaining employees know who's in charge. This afternoon, a banner was hung on the DOJ building's facade--on it, right above the slogan "Make America Safe Again," was a picture of the president.

Related:

	What happened to Pam Bondi?
 	Pam Bondi, loyal servant




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The former Prince Andrew never should have forwarded those emails.
 	Hitler's Greenland obsession
 	Kevin Merida: The day Jesse Jackson made me cry




Today's News

	Andrew Mountbatten-Windsor, the former prince, was arrested on suspicion of misconduct in public office after accusations that he shared confidential information with Jeffrey Epstein while serving as a U.K. trade envoy and could face life in prison if convicted; King Charles III said that the "law must take its course," and Mountbatten-Windsor has repeatedly denied wrongdoing.
 	President Trump announced at his Board of Peace's first meeting that the United States would contribute $10 billion to its Gaza-rebuilding efforts; he also said that he plans on naming his son-in-law Jared Kushner as a "special peace envoy."
 	The Pentagon is sending additional warships, air defenses, and submarines to the Middle East as the U.S. prepares for possible strikes on Iran, though officials say that no decision on such action has been made.




Dispatches

	The Weekly Planet: Rebecca Boyle explains why the West's winter has been a slow-moving catastrophe.
 	Time-Travel Thursdays: American writing instruction has always involved some level of torture, Jake Lundberg writes. What happens when technology makes it easy?
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Evening Read


Tonje Thilesen / Connected Archives



The Longevity Scam

By Jordan D. Metzl

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.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Radio Atlantic: Trump's backlash to Black history
 	Is anything morally obvious anymore?
 	Adam Harris: Black History Month is radical now.
 	Their mutated genes were supposed to be harmless.




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic



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

Watch. A breakthrough film is rarely nominated only for its screenplay. In 2022, David Sims picked some of the best films from previous years that were underappreciated by the Academy in this way.

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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Does Writing Have to Be Hard?

American writing instruction has always involved some level of torture. What happens when technology makes it easy?

by Jake Lundberg

Thu, 19 Feb 2026




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


ChatGPT and food-delivery droids came to my campus at roughly the same time, in the 2022-23 academic year. My response--cranky, tweedy--was hopelessly on brand for a history professor. The chatbot and the droid appeared to be in league, robotic species on the vanguard of civilizational collapse. Both were premised on the idea of frictionless ease, liberating their users from outmoded toils. Because you couldn't kick the chatbot, I had to resist the urge to kick the droids. I felt new and sudden sympathy with those English weavers who tried to smash the machines.

I'd like to think that my grievance was rooted in something beyond my own impending irrelevance. The product of too many years of humanities education, I wanted to defend the foundational exercise of writing. Going back to the late 19th century, writing instruction in the humanities has been premised on the idea of writing as both a craft and an art: a practical skill that could be taught and refined, and a creative practice through which sustained effort yielded insight. The formula went something like this: We read things, we had conversations about them to unravel their many levels, then we went and wrote. In that final part of the cycle--the writing part--were torments, perhaps even tortures, but good things happened. We became thinking people, mingling with complex ideas and perhaps coming up with some of our own. The advent of the chatbot raised an unsettling question: What if writing didn't have to be hard? What if that noble ordeal was no more necessary than going to a well to fetch your water when you could just turn on a tap?

Combing through the archives of The Atlantic, one might reasonably conclude that both writing instruction and civilization have been in peril since roughly 1890. In 1893, James Jay Greenough argued that young minds had become impoverished by too many slang words to form anything but "narrow" ideas. By November of 1959, when the magazine had a special section on "The Teaching of Reading and Writing," excessive emphasis on standardized testing had pushed writing instruction to the side--just at the moment when young people's minds were becoming addled by modern media and the popularity of "illiterate expressions."

Easy as it is to mock the melodrama of such pronouncements, I can understand them. Underlying the different diagnoses and prescriptions is the basic idea that animated my own efforts as a professor: that learning to write was vital to the formation of a mind. As Henry Chauncey put it in the magazine in 1959, the "art of written communication" was "clear thinking clearly expressed." Something essential was happening in the hard work of trying to make your thoughts comprehensible to another human being (even if that human being was just your teacher). The sparks thrown off in the process could become the energy for better thoughts--for more complex and perhaps even original ideas.

The trouble was that thinking the thoughts, finding the words, and getting them down on the page could involve considerable discomfort. Writing in the magazine in 1912, soon after graduating from college, Randolph Bourne described the "hopeless labor of writing." "One must struggle constantly," Bourne lamented, "to warm again the thoughts that are cold or have been utterly consumed."

Students didn't turn to chatbots to warm their cold and consumed thoughts all at once, but the advent of AI tools sparked a disorienting reckoning for those of us reading their papers. At first, some of the work coming in was just a little weird. Certain papers appeared as Frankenstein monsters of machine-made and human text, some of it eloquent yet empty, some of it strained  and meandering in familiar ways.

But in the years to come, with updated models and the fuller integration of AI into people's lives, I noticed a general smoothing out of student writing. The hard edges and rough parts were getting sanded down, and the arguments and ideas were more uniform. It was less common to see the kinds of errors I'd hoped to preempt on the guide to writing and history I gave the students. They didn't refer to works of historical scholarship as "novels" much anymore, but they also didn't find their way into some beautiful, odd idea in a convoluted sentence buried in the second paragraph on page 4.

By the end of last year, I had dusted off blue books for the first time in years and had the students sit for an in-class essay. Reading their tortured handwriting was a small price to pay to see their thoughts anew--messy, but alive.
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