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All the Sad Young Chinese Professionals

China's urbanites are learning the price of prosperity.

by Michael Schuman

Thu, 30 Apr 2026




Earlier this year, one of the most popular apps in China was called Are You Dead?. This was not a game, but a handy way for the many young people who live alone across the country, mostly in cities, to keep tabs on one another. Users needed to check in with the app every 48 hours by pressing a big green button. If a user did not check in, the app promptly notified a designated contact. Designed as a source of comfort to those who worry about dying alone, the app became the top paid download for the iPhone in China in January.

Then it vanished. Apple said in a statement that China's cyberspace watchdog ordered the company to remove it from its Chinese store. The app seemed to challenge the Communist Party's insistence that the Chinese people are content beneficiaries of economic and social progress. Instead, Are You Dead? exposed the unease felt by many Chinese urbanites, and it highlighted the depths of a major social problem facing China today: loneliness. In suppressing the app, China's authorities have made plain that they are watching the public mood and not liking what they see.

From the February 2025 issue: The anti-social century

In a country of 1.4 billion people, many of them crammed into densely packed cities, loneliness may seem like an unlikely concern. But China's rapid economic progress and adoption of new technologies have transformed the country from an agrarian, family-based society to an urban, industrial one, and many young workers live far from the small villages and provincial towns where they grew up. The alienating pressures of city life--the overall urban population has swelled by about 400 million people over the past two decades--together with a culture that often encourages competition and status obsession has created a prevailing sense of uncertainty, insecurity, and isolation.

Newcomers to big cities anywhere feel lonely, but "the fact that Chinese people used to have much more traditional and much more tightly knit family structure is contributing to the feeling much more strongly," Xuemei Bai, a professor who specializes in urbanization at the Australian National University, in Canberra, told me.

Hang Nan's story is typical. Originally from the city of Linfen in Shanxi province in north China, the 29-year-old relocated to Beijing in 2021 for a job at an advertising agency. She hardly knew anyone in the capital when she arrived, and she has struggled to make friends ever since. Ten-hour days at work leave her little time or energy to socialize. "When you choose life in a big city, you're choosing more possibilities and more opportunities," Hang said. "But you also have to accept loneliness as part of the price."

Hang tried finding friends by posting on the social-media platform Xiaohongshu, or RedNote, saying she was seeking people to join her for talks over coffee or walks in parks, which helped a bit. Last year she also began attending something called "blind-box dinners," which involves paying a fee to dine among strangers. The Beijing-based entrepreneur Lu Ming organizes these evenings for groups of about six people, who then split the bill. Lu said he began planning the events in late 2024 and now arranges them regularly in big Chinese cities, including Shanghai and Guangzhou. People "feel isolated and they desperately want to break out of their own circles," Lu said, "but they simply lack the channels and resources to do it."

In many ways, the loneliness problem in China looks like the loneliness problem everywhere else. Going out in pricey Beijing or Shanghai can quickly pinch tight budgets, especially for young people on starting salaries. The sagging economy and sluggish job market has made nearly everyone more cautious about spending. Social media has also changed how people interact, creating a semblance of connection and relationships in the absence of actual connecting. After a long day at work, many Chinese are perfectly happy to gaze at their phone on their couch, but then wonder why they sometimes feel desolate.

One Shanghai resident, who asked to be identified by his online persona A Ze, told The Atlantic that, beyond occasional after-work outings with colleagues, he rarely meets people socially. He can't afford many nights out on the $1,000 he earns monthly as a warehouse manager for a sportswear store, after paying rent and sending a portion to family back in his hometown. So he spends much of his free time on his phone at home instead. "In real life, relationships only become interesting when they reach a certain level where you can really communicate," A Ze said. "Being online is better, because you can speak freely and there's less pressure." He does, however, admit to bouts of loneliness.

A Ze is not alone in shying away from intimacy in China. Overwhelmed by work and the pressure to succeed, many young people seem wary of taking on additional burdens, emotional and otherwise. A 2023 online survey by the networking app Soul found that nearly 60 percent of respondents said they had no more than two close friends. Many young people are finding ways to alleviate their loneliness through superficial and temporary relationships. One solution that has emerged in recent years is something called a dazi, a no-strings companion for various activities, such as playing video games and going to the gym. In a dazi relationship, there are no expectations that the person will turn into a true, long-term friend.

From the May 2014 issue: A Chekhov from China

Yadan, a 23-year-old who asked to be identified by her given name, moved to Beijing two years ago for a job in finance. She said that seeking new friends beyond her limited social circle is "exhausting," so she sometimes posts requests for a dazi on RedNote. A dazi is "free from the expectations that come with a regular friend or a partner," she said.

The rise of dazi culture makes sense in a country where finding a romantic partner feels out of reach for many. Chinese women tend to prefer partners with higher education, income, and social status, and they can afford to be picky. The Communist Party's policies to contain population growth, which restricted most couples to a single child for 35 years, contributed to a skewed balance in which men well outnumber women--largely because families were quicker to abort girls. This has condemned many men to solitude. "Large numbers of lower-income or lower-status Chinese men feel that they want a relationship but simply can't find one," Zheng Ying, the brand director of Taqu, a Chinese dating app with 200 million registered users, told The Atlantic.

Another inhibition to intimacy in China may be the way social interactions tend to be motivated by a transactional pragmatism. "There is a very strong emphasis on payoff," Zheng said. "People are constantly encouraged to think in terms of returns: What am I going to get out of this? But loneliness or companionship isn't really something that can be measured in purely numerical or visible terms."The costs of marriage can also be prohibitively high, especially for young people not yet established in their career. Some families still expect men to buy a home and car ahead of marriage, which renders quite a few suitors ineligible in China's big cities, even as property prices have slumped. And with the country's economic outlook looking more uncertain, owing to deflation, trade tensions, and the looming threat of AI, couples have become even more reluctant to commit. In 2010, 22 million people in China got married for the first time; in 2024, only 9.2 million did.

"Before, people just thought that they had a good future--the economy, everything was good--so they had the confidence to get married," Fuxian Yi, a senior scientist at the University of Wisconsin at Madison who studies China's demographic trends, told me. "But right now they are very pessimistic about the future, so they are scared to get married and have children."

Yet marriage is no panacea for loneliness. Lionel, who asked to be identified only by his first name, grew up in a small town in the southern province of Guizhou, and now works as a video-game developer in the eastern tech hub of Hangzhou, where he lives with his wife. But he admitted that regular bouts of loneliness still often reduce him to tears. He attributed these feelings to his sense of insecurity in an economy in which professional success determines social status. "Conversation often turns to income prospects, to assumptions about future earnings," Lionel said. This makes him reluctant to socialize, because he feels that he's being judged. "In the past, being a programmer at a big firm was a glory," he said. "But now, with layoffs and AI, your social identity can collapse so easily." His fear of being perceived as a failure has made him cut off "links with others to avoid the pain when that identity eventually breaks," he said. Lionel is so ashamed of these feelings that he doesn't share them even with his wife.

Some Chinese people find it easier to simply pay for companionship. Salome, as she calls herself in English, is a 30-year-old who works as an English translator for a trading company in Beijing. On the side, she is a cosplayer, or "coser," who dresses up as male characters from anime, manga, and video games, then hires herself out for private meetings for about $35 an hour. Her clients are mostly women in their 20s who hope to chat with a favorite character and in some cases practice their English. Some prospective clients plainly hope to engage in romantic role-play, which Salome tries to avoid because it makes her uncomfortable. But she understands the impulse, suggesting that these meetings are safer substitutes for more complicated--and often disappointing--relationships with actual men. These women are "very resistant to real-life men, and very unwilling to let real men enter their fantasy space," she said.

Faith Hill: The bots that women use in a world of unsatisfying men

In this way, China's young professionals resemble their similarly isolated, commitment-phobic peers in other developed countries. Perhaps widespread feelings of loneliness can therefore be seen as a sign and price of progress--but one that the Chinese people may wonder about paying. This is why the Communist Party saw the Are You Dead? app as such a threat. The party's implicit promise to the Chinese people in recent decades has been that as long as they give up their rights, they will be rewarded with prosperity. If citizens are learning that this wealth is, in fact, a mixed bag--mentally, socially, even economically--then this bargain doesn't work.

Cao Li in Hong Kong contributed reporting to this story.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/international/2026/04/china-loneliness-epidemic/686994/?utm_source=feed
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The 'Great Man' Presidency

Is Donald Trump reading Hegel?

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 30 Apr 2026




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

This week, the State Department released a mock-up of a new limited-edition passport designed to commemorate America's 250th birthday. Previews show it including John Trumbull's famous image of the presentation of the Declaration of Independence, but the image is small and crowded, so you can't really make out any individual Founding Father. The inside cover across from that tableau has a markedly different layout: the robust head of Donald Trump, smirk-scowling, taking up as much space as the entire grouping of all the Founding Fathers on the opposite page. His portrait rises above the faded text of the Declaration of Independence. A man still alive, but pre-embedded in history.

The new Trump passport joins a growing list of documents, monuments, and interior-design details that Trump has lately altered in his own image. As our staff writers Ashley Parker and Michael Sherer reported, Trump has even recently begun crazy-gluing presidential challenge coins--gold, palm-size souvenirs popular in military circles--onto many White House doors. Most presidents at least play-act modesty and let supporters rename the airports after they're gone. But Trump isn't bothering with those niceties. According to Ashley and Michael's reporting, he has privately started talking about himself as being on par with great, norm-defying, historical figures--mainly Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, and Napoleon Bonaparte--and acting accordingly.

Trump's new understanding of himself as a figure for the ages might help explain why a lot of his recent behavior defies immediate political logic of the time he lives in. Persisting in overseas wars, despite their unpopularity. Building a ballroom, despite polling that shows it makes the average American feel like he's not paying attention to their concerns. Losing interest in the midterms, despite the frustration of his fellow Republicans.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, Ashley and Michael share what this evolution in Trump's state of mind means and how it's affecting domestic and world events.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: One weird thing about last weekend's alleged assassination attempt--and I was present at the event; it was very weird--was how it created a new scale of Washington prestige, a litmus test for status: who was important enough to get whisked away by men in black and who had to fend for themselves.

One of the more widely circulated examples was a video of Health and Human Services Secretary RFK Jr. boxed in by Secret Service agents and rushed out of the room--

[Sounds of the White House Correspondents' Dinner]

Rosin: --while his wife, Cheryl Hines, who's famous herself but not Secret Service-level famous, stumbles behind him all on her own.

And then there was President Trump's take on events.

President Trump: Well, thank you very much. That was very unexpected.


Rosin: At the White House briefing that evening, still in his tux--

Trump: I've studied assassinations, and I must tell you, the most impactful people, the people that do the most, ... the people that make the biggest impact, they're the ones that they go after. They don't go after the ones that don't do much, 'cause they like it that way.


[Music]

Trump: I hate to say I'm honored by that, but I've done a lot; we've done a lot. We have--


Rosin: Now, usually, it's the shooter who interprets the act as a reflection of his status, like John Hinckley, who attempted to assassinate Ronald Reagan outside that very same Washington hotel 45 years ago to prove to actress Jodie Foster that he was worthy of her.

Dan Rather (from CBS News): Good evening. Ronald Reagan, 40th president of the United States, today became the eighth chief executive officer of this country to be the target of an assassin.


Rosin: But the president is in a very status-y frame of mind these days.

Trump, apparently, has been thinking and talking a lot lately about where he stands in the pantheon of history's Great Men--capital G, capital M.

And maybe this line of thinking helps explain all the overseas adventuring--the wars, the rounds of international diplomacy--and at home, the monuments, the ballroom, the arch, his face on American passports.

Reporter (from NBC News): --this summer. The move comes just weeks after the Treasury Department announced it's adding the president's signature to U.S. dollar bills.


Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Today on the show, staff writers Ashley Parker--

Ashley Parker: Thanks for having me back.


Rosin: --and Michael Scherer--

Michael Scherer: Delighted to be here.


Rosin: --who cover the White House, on how Trump has been framing his legacy recently, from grandiose ideas to grandiose architecture, and why he's started describing himself as "the most powerful person to ever live."

Ashley and Michael wrote a story this week called "The YOLO Presidency" that starts with a curious question: Was Trump actually reading the famous German philosopher [Georg Wilhelm Friedrich] Hegel?

Scherer: Uh, no.
 [Laughter]


[Music]

Rosin: Okay, so maybe not.

But this question came up when Ashley had heard from someone close to the president that Trump had begun comparing himself to three particular historical heavy hitters.

Parker: Napoleon and Julius Caesar and Alexander the Great. And that's interesting to begin with, and then Michael is talking to someone, asking about this, and you can take over from here.

Scherer: Yeah, so then we start asking about it: That's a weird thing. We need a second source. Let's find out if this is actually happening frequently.

Rosin: You mean why these three men?

Scherer: Yeah.

Rosin: How did he come up with this triumvirate?

Parker: Yeah.

Scherer: And: Is this happening? Has this just happened once? Is this happening all the time? Let's figure out what this is all about.

And I talked to somebody else in the administration who says, Yeah, he read something--and this person didn't know exactly what it was that he'd read that had mentioned these three people--and that's why he had them in his brain.

And then we talked to somebody else who said, Well, there was this talk at his golf club about a year ago in which there was a lecture given in his presence. The lecture was about whether or not Trump would be a great man, and these names were mentioned, along with Genghis Khan and others, and it was sort of trying to put Trump in a world-historical context.

And so then, we came back to the office, and we started looking: Okay, if there's a text that he was given, maybe we can find the text. We didn't know what the text was. Maybe we can find the text. And immediately, we find Hegel.

Parker: Mentions these three men. And so then we're like, We have it! Trump was given Hegel. He read it. That's it! We go to the White House with our theory, and just about every person we talked to laughs us out of town, right?

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Parker: People say, Yes, he has compared himself to these three men. He is not a Hegel scholar. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Yeah, yeah. Okay. I have talked to my friends who know from Hegel. Hegel is incredibly dense and complicated. You two lovely people went to college, so maybe you are somewhat familiar with that. So in this conversation, we're not actually talking about Hegel. We're talking--

Parker: I hope not, yeah. (Laughs.)

Rosin: (Laughs.) We're talking about Hegel as filtered through the mind of Trump. So what did you discover it means to him? Is it just the recitation of these three names? Does it have any other qualities that he's thinking through?

Scherer: I think the way to explain it is to back out, not to go deeper into these specific three names--

[Laughter]

Rosin: Okay.

Scherer: --because you have to understand the whole of Trump's psychology, the whole history of Trump. The whole history of Trump has been one in which self-aggrandizement--making himself the best, the prettiest, the biggest, the most successful, all those things--has been his ticket to everything. So he has always, at every step of his career, been about self-aggrandizement, about making himself the best of any situation he's in, and he happens to be president of the United States right now.

And as we write in the piece, he's in his "You only live once" moment, his YOLO time. Everyone around says he's very aware that his life is not gonna go on forever, that his presidency is not gonna go on forever, that he's trying to do as much as possible. And the defining fact of this term has been he's doing things that are not politically rational. But it makes sense if you're looking at it through a broader frame.

And so I think that's where we ended up going with this story. The Hegel thing is interesting, and you don't wanna get into the details of it, but I think we should just describe Hegel's theory quickly here.

So Hegel in the early 1800s gives a series of lectures about world-historical individuals. Napoleon has just come on the scene. Hegel's very impressed with Napoleon. And he argues that there's something called the "world spirit" that sort of drives our progress as a people.

Rosin: Excellent.

Scherer: What?

Rosin: That is an excellent summary. (Laughs.)

Parker: (Laughs.)

Rosin: That was good.

Scherer: And he then says--

Parker: He's not yet done. (Laughs.)

Scherer: Yeah, no, I'm not just done. (Laughs.)

Rosin: No, no, keep going. Okay.

Scherer: It is a long-form podcast.

[Laughter]

Rosin: I love it. Yeah, keep going.

Scherer: So he then says that there are certain individuals in history, rarely, who come along and who tap into that spirit and who are very disruptive in the moment, who offend the people around him, who do things that are very disruptive, who may even cause violence and wars and things like that--

Parker: --who do things that society views as morally reprehensible, who are bold enough to trample some flowers. Even if Trump is not a Hegel scholar, these words, in many ways, apply to modern-day Trump.

Rosin: And your impression is that Trump processed that? Because what that requires processing is: The things I'm doing are unpopular. Nobody really likes them. It allows you to create a narrative, which includes: The American people do not like what I'm doing.

Parker: No. I do not think Trump read this. We were told by people close to him and people in the White House, He did not read this. I do not think he processed it the way Michael so aptly summarized it. But what I think Trump liked is to consider himself in the long scope of immortal history. I think that's the part he likes.

And another part of our story gets into this idea of him really remaking, physically remaking, Washington in his image--all of these physical, tangible things. And that has long been in Trump's DNA, right? He's a developer. But he also, I will add, he was president, then he was out of power for four years, and now he's back in power. And so he saw in those four years how Congress, how a different president, how a different party can undo some of your signature achievements, especially a lot of his, which were not laws that went through Congress, right? But he understands physical, tangible. If he gets that ballroom built, the next president, no matter how abhorrent they view it, is not going to tear it down again.

Rosin: Okay. So he's got this big idea, this narrative, which is allowing him to make sense of himself at this moment, however imperfectly he's understanding the narrative. But he's got it. I do wanna talk about some of the real-world consequences of that; we'll get to the architecture. But what else? How does Iran fit into this? How do the wars and the kind of overseas adventuring--Greenland, for example--what are bigger consequence examples of this?

Scherer: So the 2024 election, which we all lived through, was not about remaking Latin America. It was not about resetting the global world order. It was hardly mentioned at all during that campaign. Maybe NATO came up a couple times. But really, that election was about the record of Joe Biden and prices.

But when Trump gets into office--and we see this initially in his inaugural address--he has much bigger ambitions for his second term than his first term. He's referred to it and his advisers have referred to it as sort of a global reset.

And so there is a dramatic set of adventures the U.S. has undertaken here--Venezuela; supporting elections in Argentina; threatening NATO over Greenland; threatening the Cuban government; twice, basically, launching bombing raids against Iran; involving himself in a bunch of other global conflicts; trying to cut a deal in Ukraine that sort of realigned the U.S. government in that war--that are very dramatic and very big.

And there are things he embraces. If you remember just a few weeks ago, when he was threatening to destroy the civilization of Iran right before he agrees to a cease-fire, he says in those Truth Socials that this is one of the greatest moments in the history of the world. And that's the level on which he's playing.

Rosin: A year ago, you talked to Trump in his office. The quote that became the cover was, "I run the country and the world." Does this moment have a slightly different quality? It feels maybe like it has recognition of mortality, nostalgia--it just feels slightly different, and I'm wondering if I just am reading into that.

Scherer: I think, from his perspective, he comes into office with a hot hand, and he's gonna ride it. And that first six months, he had a hot hand. There was really nothing obstructing him. Congress sort of laid down. The courts were moving slowly--they did push back at some times, but they weren't moving quickly. He was dismantling huge parts of the federal government. He's doing all this foreign-policy stuff. The Venezuela mission happens in the beginning of January, and that is, by all accounts, an apparent really surprising success.

I think what's changed now is, in the last two, three months, I think his view of himself was the same, but he is now, for the first time in his second term, confronting the limits, the realities of his power. And the Iran war has not gone well. He is sort of in a stalemate here that is clearly hurting economies around the world, including the U.S., including his voters; it's hurting him politically at home. And we're in this new moment of not unlimited potential, and we're gonna see how he responds to that.

Parker: But simultaneously, he is unburdened in a way that he has never been before, because he will not face the voters personally again. And so there were earlier iterations where he would be doing something and his aides could go to him--even if it was on foreign policy or whatever--in his first term and now, and show him domestic political polling, right, and say, If you do this, you're losing your voters. You'll lose this coalition, and they won't elect you president again. And someone put it to us, they are hoping to get Trump focused on the midterms. They think, intermittently, he does care, and a senior official said, essentially, God help us what the final two years will look like when there's truly no guardrails like the midterms.

[Music]

Rosin: When we come back, I talk to Ashley and Michael about how Trump will shape American politics after he's gone.

That's after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: Let's get into architecture and politics. This is a college class: We'll do Hegel, architecture, and politics.

[Laughter]

Rosin: One of the things you both reported on was the details, particularly the interior design and architectural details. Actually, do you wanna just list some of the things that you learned Trump was redesigning?

Parker: Sure. We learned, when you mentioned the piece we did in the first year for

The Atlantic when we were invited into the Oval Office for an interview and the first thing Trump says to us as we're sort of walking up to the Resolute Desk to shake his hands is, Do I do a chandelier?, right, that is what is on his mind. And I will say the answer was, no, he did not do a chandelier. Because of the weight, it seemed as if the only way to get it, the chandelier would kind of have to hang directly through the bald eagle's beak on the dome ceiling, so he decided against it.

But he has brought in all of these portraits of past presidents. He is gilding essentially everything in the Oval Office that can possibly be gilded. He brought in, as we reported in The Atlantic last year, a copy of the Declaration of Independence. There was a lot of concern because it is supposed to be kept away from light. And so there's this curtain that they have, but he is always opening the curtain to show it off because why else do you bring it in but to show it off?

And then, in this piece we reported--this is a kind of fun detail; it's tiny--but there are these challenge coins that are very big in law-enforcement circles that you kind of pass out to people, and Trump is really into them. He has a presidential challenge coin; it's gold in color, about palm size. And he has now begun basically supergluing his challenge coins to the door of the Oval Office. And one aide told us they expect at some point the entire West Wing to be covered by challenge coins.

And then there are the things he is building and doing. So he is now painting the bottom of the reflecting pool blue. He has tore down the East Wing to build this big ballroom. He wants to build an "Arc de Trump," as people jokingly call it, a huge 250-foot arch that will basically stand right at the entrance of Arlington National Cemetery.

He happens to be president on America's 250th birthday, and he is using that to sort of host a number of tributes to the country, but really to himself, including a mixed martial arts fight on the South Lawn on his birthday that will include weigh-ins at the Lincoln Memorial and pyrotechnics and light shows. The Mint is putting out a new special coin to commemorate this anniversary with his likeness on it. We just recently found out there may be a new edition of the passport that has Trump on it.

Rosin: I'm trying to understand the psychology of this. Is it like a small child is walking down the National Mall a hundred years from now and Trump pops into their head in the same way that [President Franklin D.] Roosevelt or George Washington or something pops into the head? What are all these changes about?

Scherer: So there's two ways of answering that. One is the psychology of Trump, from the beginning of his career, has been consistent. The Palm Beach airport, the road going up to Mar-a-Lago is now renamed for him. He's trying to get Dulles airport named after him. I'm sure there will be a lot of schools. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Yes.

Parker: Which will also be confusing, when you fly from--

Scherer: Trump to Trump?

Parker: Trump to Trump, yeah.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Right.

Parker: (Laughs.)

Scherer: But to go back to the thesis of our story, what Ashley just described all fits into a world-historical frame. Who makes coins with their faces on them while they're alive? Roman emperors. Who builds victorious arches? That started with the Romans. Who puts gold filigree all over all the rooms they're in? That's Louis XIV in France, building Versailles.

The innovation here is he's not behaving like an American president. He's behaving like one of these ancient leaders, who is going to literally hold the gladiatorial-combat celebration on the White House lawn this summer when the UFC comes to do a fight.

So I think a lot of this has to do with his own frame and his own conception of himself and his disregard for the modesty that has sort of been traditional in the American presidential history.

Rosin: Do you think this is anomalous? I think sometimes we have this idea that history builds greatness slowly and in retrospect. But then you read about George Washington, and the hagiography of George Washington was in full swing by the time he dies.

Scherer: The tradition is that supporters of the president do that. Reagan airport is just across the river here; it was named for Ronald Reagan by his supporters. But I don't think Reagan proposed renaming National Airport after himself.

Washington is famous, also, for--there's a lot of hagiography about him--but he was famous, also, for saying, This was not about me, not seeking the presidency. There was a lot of performative stuff he did to sort of broadcast a modesty to demonstrate the form of government we have. And I think presidents since then--it's not that they're not full of themselves (Laughs.) and self-aggrandizing, but they've done it within that context. And Trump is just not interested in that context.

Parker: Right, within the faux modesty that Americans appreciate and expect, frankly.

And then also, one I forgot to mention was Trump putting his name on the Kennedy Center, which was very offensive to a number of people, including traditional Republicans. But I will also say, in certain ways, this is Trump just being who he has always been, right? Plastering his name on buildings, whether it's the Kennedy Center or Trump Tower on Fifth Avenue, is just what he does. That's branding for him.

And aides have told us that these are also things even before he became president, that he is really in the minutiae, and in the details of landscaping and tiling. And they told us stories of him looking out the window of the Oval or looking out the window of Mar-a-Lago, and stopping a meeting on an important topic to go outside and say, Well, wait a minute. Should we move the ceramic a little over here?, or That tree's bending the wrong way. Let's prune it back this way.

This is what he's truly passionate about.

Rosin: Let's talk about how all this affects upcoming elections. It feels to me, Michael, like this is in lieu of running for a third term, which is something we've talked about him possibly doing. (Laughs.)

Scherer: Yeah. I've written a story about some of the liberal fears about a third term and trying to game out what it would look like. But I've never thought the evidence was there that he's moving in that direction, starting with his top advisers all being consistent that he's not moving in that direction and probably would not support him if he did, because it would be unconstitutional, and then going to the fact that he loves to troll.

But yeah, I think his behavior--there are two things going on there: One is the political end of his career, and the second is he's aware of his age. He's aware of how long he's lived. We talk in the story about a moment during the transition when [President Jimmy] Carter's funeral was happening on television, and he sort of looks at the television screen and makes reference to the fact that One day that's gonna be me too.

And I think he's also survived an enormous amount. Not counting just the assassination attempts, but if he hadn't won the last election, there's a very good chance he would be in jail or at least convicted at this point. The stakes were very high, and he's come through that, and so I think he wants to do something with it.

Rosin: All right. Now let's get into the midterms. Ashley, I imagine that this version of Trump pulling away and thinking on this mass-historical stage is causing chaos and disruption at the election level. (Laughs.) So what do your sources say about how he's behaving around the midterms--how interested he is, what he actually cares about?

Parker: Yeah, his political team, when we went to war with Iran--and I remember we, like everyone, were trying to report on how it happened, what the people around him were saying--one of the first things I heard was that his political team was deeply dismayed. They thought that this would hurt them politically, that their job is to elect Republicans in the midterms and going to war with Iran is not gonna help. And this was before Iran realized they could close the Strait of Hormuz and skyrocket oil prices.

And so talk to Republicans, they're unhappy, right? They wish he was more on message, they wish he was more focused, and more than anything, they wish his policies were helping them politically. Going back to what Michael said earlier, the entire election with Biden was on Biden's fitness and prices and cost of living. And Trump promised to bring those down, voters believed him, and now, not only have they not come down, but in some cases, the cost of gas has skyrocketed.

Some of his aides--there does seem to be something where they almost hope as if by saying it, they can will it into existence, right, that Trump is concerned about the midterms. He does care. He is focused on this. There was one recent foreign trip that Trump went on where Susie Wiles, the chief of staff, came back to talk to the press and said, I just wanna let you know, this is really gonna be one of the last foreign trips, just because he's so focused on traveling the country. And there have been a lot of initiatives of He's gonna be out there once a week in key swing states, and they have not quite come to fruition.

Rosin: And, Michael, what about his successor? This is just interesting--

Scherer: Oh, who it'd be, yeah.

Rosin: --to think of Trump as kind of not so much a factor in the midterms, in the next election.

Parker: Oh, he'll be a factor in the next election.

Scherer: Yeah. I don't know whether he's gonna back [Vice President J. D.] Vance or [Secretary of State Marco] Rubio or somebody else, but he, I think, clearly will wanna be the kingmaker through that process and will maneuver himself to be that person. Trump will oversee that whole nomination process.

I think the other thing to mention here is that Democrats are sort of amazed at their luck here. They have been doing focus groups since last year that basically show every time you mention the ballroom, the response of swing voters is, Why is he focused on that? Why that? After the Venezuela operation, even though it was a success, the polls and the focus groups said, Wait a minute. Why is he doing that? Why isn't he worried about me? I elected him to worry about me. I'm hurting here. And then he does Iran on top of it, and mortgage rates were coming down; now mortgage rates are back up.

So there is a clear hit here. And I've been calling around to Republican strategists, and you'll get different dates. Some will say it's gonna be Labor Day; some will say it's gonna be the beginning of August.

Rosin: What's "it"?

Scherer: That there has to be a dramatic economic pivot, or this is gonna be a wipeout.

Rosin: This is important because what it suggests is that this thing you're reporting on, his framework, is actually shaking up a lot of things in the actual world. It actually is driving both the next set of elections and the global order and a lot of different things. It's interesting.

Okay, so then here is my final, speculative--it's speculative--question. I'm asking for your opinions here. You can each give one. What's the likelihood that he is correct, that he is, in fact, a great man of history--

[Laughter]

Rosin: --he is a norm-defying world-historical figure?

Scherer: Yes. I don't ascribe to Hegel's view that there is this spirit that drives us towards some predetermined destination. But I think if you look and compare President Trump in his two terms to all the other presidents I have lived through, maybe since Reagan, his impact on politics and on the global order is more pronounced.

And whether it's more lasting or not, I can't say. We may be headed into a historical period where whoever comes after Trump is even more disruptive than Trump was and we look back on it like we look back now at George W. Bush and say, Oh, he was just a tame Republican. (Laughs.)

Parker: There is even something--

Rosin: But that's a yes. Okay, go ahead. (Laughs.)

Parker: So there is even something--I will answer--but there is even something funny happening now with Trump's first term where you're hearing Democrats sort of half-jokingly, but kind of genuinely, pine for the good old golden era of when all he was doing was changing the route of a hurricane with a Sharpie on a NOAA map, right, that sort of benign chaos.

I will say, Michael says he doesn't subscribe to Hegel's theory; I don't even purport to begin to understand Hegel's theory.

Rosin: Fair, fair.

Parker: But I think, by the definition of someone who has just absolutely upended American and global politics, Trump will be remembered for this, 1,000 percent. And regardless of what happens, whether there's a bigger disruptor or the pendulum swings back the other way wildly, whatever happens will all be in response to, really, these 12 years of Trump we've lived through--which is another thing: You're limited to two terms, but because Trump lost and came back, he never disappeared. His presidency is going to end 12 years of Donald Trump.

Scherer: Let me propose one other thing that's possible--I don't know if it's going to happen. But if you remember from 2006 to 2008, George W. Bush was really an afterthought. He was sort of like the heel of every political joke. He didn't have power. He wasn't doing anything. Democrats were on the move; Republicans were in retreat. It is possible that, a year from now, we can gather around this table again and look back at this moment as a real pivot point too. It's not that Trump will change; it's that his ability to exercise power could dramatically diminish going forward.

And that's because politics does matter in this country. He is incredibly unpopular right now. The midterm elections will happen. The Supreme Court recently threw out his tariffs.

There's other cases that he looks like he's going to lose going to the Supreme Court. And once he becomes a lame duck in those last two years, it's possible the Republican Party will start looking out for itself again, in a way it just has not been able to. And so he could lose a lot of allies.

And so we don't really know how this story's gonna end. And I think I just wanna leave that open there.

Parker: And the flip side is, if Michael is right, the president could also essentially begin playing on tilt, right? Republicans are distancing themselves from him, and suddenly, Canada becoming a 51st state looks a lot more appealing. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Right. Okay, so chaos.

[Laughter]

Rosin: Ashley, Michael, thank you for joining us.

Scherer: Thank you.

Parker: Thanks for having us.

[Music]

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

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

I'm Hanna Rosin. Thank you for listening.
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The Era of Normie Extremism Is Here

What the alleged Washington hotel attacker has in common with Luigi Mangione

by Ali Breland

Thu, 30 Apr 2026




On Saturday night, after Cole Tomas Allen's alleged attempt to assassinate President Trump and administration officials at the White House Correspondents' Dinner, a familiar ritual began on the internet: compiling a portrait of the shooter, based on the digital breadcrumbs of his online life. Over the past decade, this trail has frequently led to a similar place. The suspect in many cases turned out to be a white man radicalized by spending time in the internet's dark crevices. Payton Gendron, who killed 10 people in 2022 at a grocery store in a predominantly Black neighborhood in Buffalo, New York, posted a manifesto that quickly circulated on 4chan, in which he included neo-Nazi imagery and described himself as an "ethno-nationalist." Before Robert Bowers shot and killed 11 people in 2018 at a synagogue in Pittsburgh, he posted bigoted content on the far-right social-media platform Gab.

Allen, a tutor who traveled from California to the Correspondents' Dinner in Washington, D.C., with a shotgun, a handgun, and knives, according to authorities, does not fit that profile. The 31-year-old had donated $25 to Kamala Harris's 2024 presidential campaign. On what appears to be Allen's Bluesky account, the posts that he has liked tend to be from run-of-the-mill liberal accounts, such as the activist Will Stancil, the New York Times columnist Jamelle Bouie, and the satirical-news website The Onion. He reposted criticism of Hasan Piker, an influential socialist commentator. Many liberals dislike Piker for his positions against Israel, his praise of Chinese-style communism, his remark that "America deserved 9/11" (he later said that he should have used more "precise" language), and his support for petty theft from large corporations.

Even Allen's manifesto, which he reportedly sent to family members before his attack, is a peculiar mix. It includes his stated desire to kill administration officials and potentially anyone who got in his way, which presumably means at least some of the more than 2,000 dinner guests. But he also apologizes to anyone he might otherwise affect. That contrasts with other shooters' manifestos, which have outlined racist fears of impending white genocide and have advocated for the murder of nonwhite people. A former colleague of Allen's described him to me as a "normal-ass dude, like anyone else," who was well liked at the tutoring company where they worked and had exceedingly quotidian interests--chiefly anime and the popular video game Super Smash Bros.--and was an "animal lover." The former colleague, who asked to remain anonymous over concerns of professional reprisal, said the two of them never talked about politics.

Allen, in other words, is a "normie"--internet slang for someone with conventional and widely held beliefs--but also an extremist who was willing to kill for those beliefs. In this sense, he represents the relatively new phenomenon of normie extremism, in which people who hold otherwise mainstream political views carry out acts of political violence.

Allen is the clearest example of this trend, but not the first. I wrote about the ascent of normie extremism after Luigi Mangione allegedly killed UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson in 2024. Mangione also had relatively unremarkable political views. His Goodreads account showed that he read books by popular authors, including the well-known science writer Michael Pollan. He followed a mix of mainstream figures on social media, including Joe Rogan and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. His favorite writer appeared to be Tim Urban, a popular blogger who writes about science, psychology, and a range of other topics. Perhaps the only signal of something potentially sinister was Mangione's praise for Ted Kaczynski's manifesto, though appreciating the Unabomber has become more and more common among young people--itself an example of normalizing extreme perspectives.

Read: Rise of the blood populist

The phenomenon has become evident in reactions to tragedies as well. Many of the most viral posts after Thompson's killing express tacit, and sometimes outright, sympathy with Mangione's alleged actions. Soon after the shooting, one poll found that 81 percent of college students had held a negative view of the health-insurance CEO. Nine months later, when Tyler Robinson allegedly killed Charlie Kirk, the influential conservative, many on the left lamented his death, but a noticeable contingent celebrated. Robinson himself didn't appear to be particularly radical prior to the shooting but was chiefly concerned about protecting gay and trans rights, according to his mother's reported statements to investigators and published text messages that he had exchanged with his roommate.

Memes that suggest violence against prominent or wealthy targets--whether about the mantra "eat the rich," guillotines, or orcas destroying luxury yachts--have floated around the internet for years. Mangione's shooting of Thompson suggests that these ideas have gained sufficient influence to inspire real-world harm.

Today, acts of political violence in the United States are at their highest level in decades. Polling by the Public Religion Research Institute found that from March 2021 to December 2025, the share of Americans who agreed with the sentiment that "true American patriots may have to resort to violence in order to save the country" increased from 15 percent to 20.

Why so? Some experts have pointed to polarization driven by social-media algorithms that prioritize divisive content. Others have pointed to rising inequality, downward economic mobility, inflammatory rhetoric by politicians, and a loss of faith in institutions, including doubts about the legitimacy of elections.

Cynthia Miller-Idriss, a sociologist who focuses on extremism at American University, told me that part of the explanation may lie in America becoming a more brutal place. Although overall crime rates remain relatively low, she noted that certain types of violence happen more frequently. From 2020 to 2024, instances of domestic violence rose, and instances of hate crimes and mass shootings have both increased in the past decade. Those attending the Correspondents' Dinner may have never before had to duck and cover under tables, but it's something that their kids have been trained to do as a routine safety precaution because of the prevalence of school shootings.

Miller-Idriss also pointed out that images of state violence, such as videos of ICE agents tackling immigrants and protesters, have become more common in the past 12 months. "I see it as we live in an ever more violent society, and there's not enough being done to prevent that," she told me. More people now believe, she said, "that my political views, my grievances, whatever, should be handled in a violent way."

Read: What the Josh Shapiro attack reveals 

The potential for political violence is compounded by the fact that this is a time of deep political and social discontent. Trump's approval ratings are hovering near the lowest numbers of his second term. Satisfaction with "the way things are going in the U.S." sits at 21 percent. Economic confidence is also low, polling shows. Americans are experiencing historic levels of ideological polarization. This, the extremism expert Amy Cooter told me, is a recipe for political violence. "When people don't feel like the normative political system is responsive, they'll lash out at the system," she said.

The cruel, unresponsive world that Miller-Idriss and Cooter described was already here more than a year ago when Mangione inspired a fandom for political violence. Now there is Allen. And before long, there will likely be another apparently normal person, with ostensibly mainstream political views, who resorts to violence to make their point. It is precisely their normalcy that makes them so hard to stop. Neither Mangione nor Allen were on authorities' radar until it was already too late.
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The Secret Weapon Against AI Dominance

The future of creative labor will turn on whether AI-generated work can be copyrighted.

by Jacob Noti-Victor, Xiyin Tang

Thu, 30 Apr 2026




More than 90 lawsuits have been filed by creators against AI companies for copyright infringement. Authors, musicians, visual artists, and news publishers have all accused firms such as OpenAI, Meta, and Anthropic of using their copyrighted works to train AI models without permission. (The Atlantic is involved in one such lawsuit, against the AI firm Cohere.) These cases are frequently framed as the defining fight over the future of creative labor and the entertainment industry as a whole. As one of these lawsuits put it, artists are seeking to end "infringement of their rights before their professions are eliminated by a computer program powered entirely by their hard work."

But the future of creative labor will more likely be decided through a different question within copyright law, one that has received far less attention: To what extent should AI-generated works receive copyright protection at all? In a 2024 case, Thaler v. Perlmutter, the Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia held that a work generated autonomously by an AI system cannot be protected by copyright, because copyright requires a human "author." The Supreme Court declined to review that decision in March. With the lower-court decision left in place, the question now becomes how much AI content can be incorporated into a work before it becomes mostly or totally uncopyrightable; courts have not yet weighed in on this but may soon.

The Thaler decision (and any future decisions that refine it) will have major economic consequences for the creative industries and the workers they employ. That's because entertainment and media companies are in the business of monetizing intellectual property. Studios license films for streaming, theatrical distribution, merchandising, and franchising. Record labels license recordings for streaming, movie soundtracks, and sampling. Book publishers license rights across formats and languages, and for television and film adaptation. Copyright protection is the engine that makes all of this run. Without it, anyone could copy, distribute, or adapt a work for free, and the entire financial model would collapse.

This means that copyrightability is necessary for profits. And this fact has quietly created a powerful financial incentive for the entertainment industry to keep humans in the loop. Even as AI-generated content has started flooding platforms such as YouTube and TikTok, we haven't seen it migrate to the established gatekeepers: Hollywood studios, large record labels, book publishers. Netflix's own production guidelines warn creators not to use AI to "generate main characters, key visual elements, or fictional settings that are central to the story without written approval." Hachette recently pulled the book Shy Girl after allegations surfaced that portions were AI-written.

Alex Reisner: The hypocrisy at the heart of the AI industry

These are not acts of charity toward the human authors who might complain about AI use; they're acts of business pragmatism. Cutting out human creators in favor of AI could save producers enormous sums of money. But as long as the prohibition on copyrighting AI-generated content holds, major studios, labels, and publishers must continue employing human screenwriters, actors, illustrators, songwriters, and recording artists. Not because they want to, necessarily, but because maintaining strong copyright protection allows them to license content, compete against other industry players, and stop piracy.

It's worth acknowledging what copyright cannot do. Some creative industries will probably not survive the arrival of generative AI regardless of whether AI-generated material is copyrightable or not. Stock photography is a clear example; if a company can generate a perfectly adequate image for its website or marketing materials, it has little reason to pay a commercial photographer or license from a company such as Getty. The argument we are making applies most forcefully to the core industries where large companies still serve as intermediaries between creators and consumers: film, television, music, and book publishing. Curation--that is, trusting an intermediary to help you determine what's worth your time--has remained valuable even as tech companies have made it easy for anyone to self-publish an album or a novel. The growing flood of AI-generated slop seems to have only intensified that demand for curation.

The recent sudden and stunning collapse of OpenAI's video-generation tool, Sora, is a case study in why such content companies likely won't be abandoning human authorship to embrace AI wholesale anytime soon. At the end of last year, OpenAI announced a "landmark" licensing agreement with Disney, which would give users the ability to "bring beloved characters from across Disney's brands to Sora." Just a few months later, OpenAI announced that it was pulling the plug on Sora altogether.

Some writers and experts suggested that Sora's demise stemmed from its lack of popularity with users and its huge operational costs. Yet OpenAI's pivot also hints at why AI content's uncopyrightability may slow mass labor displacement in the creative industries. Licensing content, after all, is expensive. But why pour millions--or, more realistically, if you're OpenAI and Disney, billions--into an expensive video-generation tool that creates content nobody can turn into commercially viable IP?

Disincentivizing content companies from relying on AI benefits consumers too. Survey after survey shows that audiences value human-made creative works and are skeptical of AI-generated content. The public backlash to Sora's AI slop also exemplifies this point. Keeping copyright tethered to human authorship ensures a continued supply of the kinds of creative works people actually want to watch, read, and listen to, even if they may be more expensive to make.

Alex Reisner: Generative AI is challenging a 234-year-old law

This is not an argument that using AI is unethical or inherently uncreative. Artists should be free to experiment with these tools. Copyright law is mostly about commercial incentives; it's certainly not a prerequisite to producing content that people find interesting or beautiful. Artists have long worked in media and formats for which copyright offers little or no protection--including conceptual art and improvisational performance--and they still can.

What needs to happen now to ensure that copyright continues to encourage human work? Thaler was the right decision, but the yes-or-no question of whether a fully autonomous AI system can create a copyrightable work is a relatively easy case. The real difficulty lies in drawing a line: How much human involvement is enough to make an AI-generated work copyrightable? The businesses that stand to profit most from a switch from human to AI labor will push to define "human authorship" as loosely as possible, so that a few keystrokes of prompting or a light editorial pass can transform AI output into a copyrighted work. If courts allow that to happen, the structural protections we have described will evaporate. The Copyright Office--the regulatory body that registers much of the copyrightable content produced in the U.S.--has correctly suggested that human prompting alone should not be sufficient to make an AI output copyrightable, but the courts have not yet endorsed this position, and they might come under intense pressure not to.

Courts and regulators also need to impose harsher penalties for misrepresenting AI involvement in copyright registrations and litigation. As AI-generated content becomes harder to distinguish from human-authored work, the temptation to pass off AI-generated content as human-made will grow. The copyright system will protect creators and consumers only if it is backed by meaningful enforcement.

But more than any specific policy recommendation, what we need is to understand this as the key legal question in the fight for protecting human-made creative work. The legal and public conversation about AI and copyright has been consumed by the question of whether training on copyrighted works is infringement. That question will be litigated for years. Even if creators win that battle, their reward might be a onetime payment of a few thousand dollars. But the copyrightability question will determine whether human creators still have jobs in the years to come--and whether the art and entertainment we all consume is made by those humans, or machines that have replaced them.
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Micah Lasher, Child Magician

The race for New York's Twelfth District keeps getting more interesting.

by Joel Stein

Thu, 30 Apr 2026




I'm meeting with Micah Lasher at a diner on the Upper West Side. The last time I saw him was also at an Upper West Side diner. That was 32 years ago. He was 12. I was 22. He was interviewing me for a job.

Lasher is running for Congress in the June 23 Democratic primary for the smallest, richest, most educated district in the country, the one that Jerrold Nadler is leaving after 34 years. New York's Twelfth District jaggedly stretches all the way across Manhattan from the top of Central Park down to 12th Street. It is so liberal that whoever wins the primary will likely get to keep the seat as long as they want. It's so rich that whoever wins will have considerable power in Congress, thanks to Manhattanites' ability to donate to other campaigns.

In his Yankees jacket over a white button-down, Lasher doesn't look that different than the last time I saw him, which is strange because he has since undergone puberty. He still has a boyish, earnest, Michael Cera energy. He has three kids and is married to a finance executive now, but he still lives in a building with his mom. When the waitress comes over, Lasher politely orders cottage cheese, strawberries, blueberries, two eggs sunny-side up, and an orange juice. The orange juice, so high in sugar, seems suspiciously wild.

Lasher has spent his entire life in Manhattan, except for a semester at NYU spent in London, where he roomed with the comedian Aziz Ansari. He's also spent his entire career in politics. At 15, while he was at Stuyvesant High School, he worked on a state assembly member's campaign for Manhattan borough president. At 20, he helped start the successful political-consulting firm SKDK. This led to policy jobs with Nadler, Mayor Michael Bloomberg, and Governor Kathy Hochul, and to his current gig in the assembly. But I worked for Lasher long before he turned 15.

Jonathan Chait: Please, not another Kennedy

I now live 3,000 miles away and don't have any stake in this race, but it's one of the most interesting primary fields in the country. Though Lasher is the party-insider pick, having landed endorsements from Nadler and Bloomberg, who has offered to donate up to $5 million to support him, he's not the most exciting candidate. He's running against George Conway, the former Republican, former husband of Kellyanne Conway, and former resident of a home without a green screen in every room. The candidate leading in early polls is Jack Schlossberg, the 33-year-old grandson of John F. Kennedy, who spoke at the 2020 Democratic National Convention and has 1.7 million social-media followers eager to watch him simultaneously walk and talk smack about his cousin Robert F. Kennedy Jr., surf shirtless, or laugh after someone calls him "you incel Frankenstein-looking motherfucker." Lasher is somehow less exciting, even, than Alex Bores, another state assembly member vying for the seat, who once worked as a Palantir data scientist and now takes on AI companies. People mostly see Lasher as an earnest, wonky, slow-talking, detail-oriented, policy guy.

But they don't know the Micah Lasher I knew.

In 1994, I was a year out of college and working as a fact-checker at Reader's Digest Books. Not Reader's Digest, the magazine, where all the action was, but Reader's Digest Books. One of the older fact-checkers told me about a freelance job that paid $20 an hour--$2 more than I was making. Her friend's son was a magician. He had gotten a book deal and needed a research assistant. It was soul-crushing to learn that a 12-year-old had already accomplished my dream of writing a book. Even worse, he had accomplished my far-bigger dream of being a guest on David Letterman's show.

I met Lasher and his father, who had been an amateur magician, at a diner on the Upper West Side. His dad did most of the talking, explaining how slammed Lasher was with school, birthday-party performances, and his upcoming bar mitzvah. Then he got the kid to do some magic tricks for me. They were astounding. I clenched coins in my fist that seeped into the ether. Cards sitting on the table in front of me changed faces. If he had done this for me at any other time in human history, I would have burned him at the stake. Mostly for being Jewish. But also for the freaky devil magic.

My friend D. A. Wallach, the former lead singer of Chester French turned biotech investor, went to magic camp with Lasher. Back then, Tannen's Magic Camp was held on Long Island, and Lasher "was the GOAT," Wallach told me. "He was better at close-up magic than most of the adults. He was the equivalent of Usain Bolt at that age. He could have been a super successful magician with a show in Vegas. Which seems more fun than Congress." Still, Wallach understands why Lasher doesn't talk about his childhood fame much. "There's something shameful about magic. It's corny," he said.

When I was working on Lasher's book, my friend Jonathan would call me several times a week, claiming to be "The Amazing Micah" and, with a lisp due to an imaginary retainer that Lasher probably wouldn't have for several years, said, "Mithter Thtein, thith work ith unacctheptable!" Which wasn't all that far off. Not long after, Lasher fired me.

The idea was that I'd help dig up interesting tidbits from the history of magic, but I could not distinguish between a tidbit and a basic piece of magic history. Lasher's dad had to call and tell me that my services were no longer required.

The Magic of Micah Lasher: More Than Fifty Tricks That Will Amaze and Delight Everyone--Including You came out in 1996 and was a hit, but I didn't know about it until a few years ago, when I bought a copy. I immediately turned to the acknowledgments. I did not think I would be listed there. But if I were, I expected to read, "I want to thank Joel Stein for teaching me the magic trick where you steal $1,000 from a small boy." Instead, he doled out the elegant graciousness that one learns from writing stacks of bar-mitzvah thank-you cards: "Joel's research was his first real trip into the world of magic, and he did a really great job."

Lasher stopped doing magic shortly after he wrote the book. As he eats his cottage cheese, he tells me why: "Magic became very much a part of my identification and it could crowd out other things." Instead, he became the editor of the Stuyvesant High School newspaper, where he had a fight with the administration over censorship that was covered in The New York Times. Magic had been a bond between him and his father, and Lasher wanted to be his own person. His dad mentored others through the Society of Young Magicians, and when he died in 2020, Lasher inherited his huge library of magic books, which I probably should have looked at for research for his book.

Most people go into politics seeking fame, but Lasher had walked away from it. Speaking at rallies and press conferences is the part of the job he likes least, and the part he's worst at. Even at the height of his magic career, he was famous for close-up magic, not for putting on a David Copperfield show.

Schlossberg and Conway, Lasher tells me, promote themselves as politicians who "know how to function in this low-attention economy." But Lasher isn't sure that "anybody's being persuaded in this low-attention economy. We're generating a lot of content, we're getting clicks, but I don't know that we're really moving people that much. The work of change is still work, and it requires relentless persistence. That's the case that I'm making to voters."

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

Lasher says he learned some lessons about politics from magic. He's contemplated writing an essay about it, but feared outing himself as a weird child magician. "Also, it lends itself to all these obvious jokes about politics and trickery," he says. But if he did write it, this is what he would say: Great magicians start with a goal and work backwards. "There is a way that I could walk into this diner, talk to you for 30 minutes, and make myself disappear. It's simply a function of figuring out the mechanics. In policy making, I found that one of the greatest impediments to changemaking is that there's a ton of self-limitation, risk aversion, and lack of imagination. Spending years as a kid looking at things that were impossible with the presumption that there was a way to do it was a pretty good discipline for policymaking."

Lasher hasn't done magic for anyone but his uninterested children for a long time. But when I bring out a deck of cards, he nods. For 15 minutes, he does magic inches from me, that cocky-kid face, the one that says, Yeah, that happened, returning at the end of each trick.

The card tricks are amazing, although--I have to admit--less impressive than they'd seemed when he was a prepubescent boy. He does two of them and then says he'll do just one more. And then, just one more.

I select a card out of the deck, memorize it, and put it back. He does that magician thing where he pretends to show me my card, and I have to tell him that, no, it was actually the 10 of hearts, and he has to act flummoxed. "Oh, the 10 of hearts," Lasher says. "That's the one I put under the orange juice."

There it is, face down under the glass of juice. The one he barely drank. And now he has to leave for his next meeting--at a diner 10 blocks away.
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This ABC Showdown Is Different

The network is now in a stronger position to defend itself against the FCC.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 29 Apr 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.

In September, FCC Chair Brendan Carr dangled a simple threat: Either ABC would "take action" against Jimmy Kimmel, or there would be consequences. The network promptly gave in--"Great News," President Trump wrote at the time--suspending Kimmel's late-night show only to reinstate it a few days later amid public backlash. Yesterday, just 24 hours after the president and the first lady publicly demanded that Kimmel be fired, the FCC went after the network once again, ordering an early review of all broadcast licenses owned by ABC's parent company, Disney.

In some ways, the situations rhyme. Both involve direct threats to ABC after a Kimmel joke, and both reveal how the FCC has been reconfigured to act on Trump's personal grievances. But having failed in its previous attempt to oust Kimmel, the White House has now lost much of its leverage; this time, Disney has less of a reason to cave.

Carr's threat this past fall was a direct response to a joke the comedian delivered during a monologue, which erroneously implied that Charlie Kirk's killer had been a member of the MAGA movement. At the time, Republicans were seizing on posthumous criticism of Kirk to try to censor liberal groups, and Elon Musk and other prominent conservatives soon piled on Kimmel. The FCC told me that its latest challenge stems from an ongoing investigation into the network's diversity, equity, and inclusion practices, "not any speech." But the timeline is revealing: The agency ordered the early review a day after the president and first lady expressed their displeasure with a joke Kimmel made on Thursday. (In a riff on the president's age, the late-night host had said that Melania had "a glow like an expectant widow"; the comment sparked condemnation from MAGA figures after the attempted assassination of top government officials at the White House Correspondents' Dinner on Saturday night.)

Perhaps the biggest difference between the September fracas and yesterday's challenge is that now the FCC is actually taking action, exerting regulatory power against Disney in a way it had only threatened to in the past. In the fall, not doing anything turned out to be an advantage for the agency, legally speaking. "A court can't review an action you don't take," my colleague Gilad Edelman, who profiled Carr in November, told me. But if Disney's lawyers think the company is being illegally targeted this time, they could sue the administration over it.

The FCC says that it has a reason to review all eight of ABC's broadcast licenses, which were not scheduled to be renewed until 2028 at the earliest. In a filing, David Brown, the head of the agency's video division, wrote that the early review was essential to the FCC's ongoing investigation into Disney's "possible violations of the Communications Act of 1934 and the FCC's rules, including the agency's prohibition on unlawful discrimination." Discrimination in this context refers to Disney's DEI policies, which the FCC has suggested might be illegal. It's unclear what evidence the FCC has for this claim. (Disney denied the allegations and told me that it is prepared to prove its qualifications for the licenses "through the appropriate legal channels.")

Carr has long criticized legacy media: He's made repeated comments about what he sees as a "two-tier" media system in this country, in which liberals hold the power and right-wingers are, at least in the case of Kimmel and his peers, often the butt of the joke. Yesterday, Katie Miller, a former White House official and the wife of the Trump adviser Stephen Miller, had Carr on her podcast; the episode's title--"FCC Chair Brendan Carr DESTROYS Wokeness in Legacy Media & Disney"--sums up his mission.

This mission seems to align with the president's. During his first term, Trump tweeted that it might be "appropriate to challenge" the licenses of the major news networks, which he saw as peddling "Fake News." (Critics at the time noticed an echo of President Richard Nixon's threats to challenge TV licenses during Watergate.) Trump is already used to suing major networks in a personal capacity--he received a $15 million settlement in his lawsuit against ABC News in 2024, and a $16 million settlement in his lawsuit against CBS's owner, Paramount, last year--but in marshaling regulatory power against ABC and Disney, Carr has given the White House another way to exert control over the media.

Still, Disney and its new CEO, Josh D'Amaro, have some advantages. Last time, local TV affiliates essentially forced its hand. Almost immediately after Carr's initial comments about Kimmel in the fall, the conservative broadcasters Nexstar and Sinclair said they'd begin replacing Kimmel's show with other programming. The groups reportedly control more than 25 percent of ABC affiliates across the country and represent 23 percent of all American households. This week, neither Nexstar nor Sinclair nor any other ABC partners have announced plans to replace Kimmel's show--giving ABC the freedom, at least for now, to push back without the same kind of immediate pressure to acquiesce to the administration.

Disney emerged stronger from its last tangle with the FCC. The first attack on Kimmel was ultimately good for ratings: The show's total viewership rose 22 percent this year, and viewers in the coveted 18-to-49-year-old demographic spiked by 45 percent. The institution of late-night comedy has been in decline for decades; ironically, the president may have something to do with keeping Kimmel on the air. But whether Disney comes out on top again may not matter to the White House. Even if this challenge to the company's licenses doesn't succeed in the long run, it will create a legal and logistical headache for a longtime enemy of the Trump administration. That may be precisely the point.

Related:

	Jimmy Kimmel ran right at his critics.
 	David Letterman's reaction to Jimmy Kimmel: "We all see where this is going, correct?"




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Rise of the blood populist
 	Trump is focused on becoming one of history's "great men."
 	The King's admirer in chief
 	The fight-club rule on gerrymandering




Today's News

	The Supreme Court struck down Louisiana's congressional map, ruling that the state improperly used race to create a second majority-Black district after a lower court had ordered lawmakers to add one under the Voting Rights Act. This decision could make challenging voting maps on racial-discrimination grounds harder and may affect redistricting battles ahead of the midterm elections.
 	The Senate Banking Committee advanced Kevin Warsh's nomination to lead the Federal Reserve in a party-line vote, putting him on track to chair the Fed after Jerome Powell's term ends on May 15.
 	A top Pentagon official told Congress that the U.S. war with Iran has cost about $25 billion so far, and most expenses have been tied to munitions, military operations, and equipment replacements.
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Miranda Priestly Hangs Up Her Own Coat Now

By David Sims

The Devil Wears Prada took place amid the glorious roar of capitalism. The hit 2006 comedy took place in a world where magazines were still triumphant, with Runway, a fictional, Vogue-esque publication the film was centered on, sitting firmly atop the heap. The only concern was whether Andy Sachs, a plucky aspiring journalist played by Anne Hathaway, could survive working as the assistant to Runway's imperious editor in chief, Miranda Priestly (Meryl Streep), without totally losing her sense of self. But in The Devil Wears Prada 2, Hollywood's latest nostalgia-baiting follow-up film, the crisis is no longer personal--it's existential.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Jonathan Chait: Donald Trump's disturbing welcome for King Charles
 	Sam Altman and Elon Musk sure dislike each other.
 	Alexandra Petri: The pope goes on an ICE ride-along.
 	The David Frum Show: Who is the real base of the Democratic Party?




Culture Break


Illustration by Nada Hayek



Rock on. Jack Hamilton explores the lost idealism of heartland-rock music and how to reclaim the genre's misunderstood message.

Watch. In December, Sophie Gilbert and Shirley Li recommended the 14 best TV shows of 2025.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Voters Can Be Disenfranchised Now

Just say it's because they're Democrats.

by Adam Serwer

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




For the conservative editor and columnist James Jackson Kilpatrick, the Supreme Court decision outlawing school segregation was an atrocity. Brown v. Board of Education, he wrote in the 1950s, was a "revolutionary act by a judicial junta which simply seized power." He warned in 1963 that the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act would destroy "the whole basis of individual liberty." And in a 1965 National Review cover story, he argued that in order to "give the Negro the vote," the Voting Rights Act would repeal the Constitution.

Kilpatrick did not hide the basis of his beliefs: In an article that was spiked after the 1963 Birmingham Baptist Church bombing, titled "The Hell He Is Equal," he insisted that "the Negro race, as a race, is in fact an inferior race."

Read: Kilpatrickism

As the historian Nancy MacLean wrote in Freedom Is Not Enough, by the 1970s, this segregationist had refashioned himself as an opponent of racial discrimination, a champion of color-blindness. Liberal egalitarians supporting race-conscious remedies, he argued, were "worse racists--much worse racists--than the old Southern bigots." His transformation was so complete, he joked, that he was like the convert who "became more Catholic than the Pope."

In fact, Kilpatrick's conversion was no conversion at all. To understand it is to understand the Roberts Court's decision today in Louisiana v. Callais. The decision purports to uphold Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act, which prohibits racial discrimination in voting, but effectively nullifies it, ruling that a Louisiana redistricting map that created two majority-Black districts out of six, in a state whose population is one-third Black, was an "unconstitutional racial gerrymander." The majority opinion uses procedural language to obscure what its rewriting of the VRA will allow lawmakers to do: engage in racial discrimination in drawing political districts as long as they say they are doing so for a partisan purpose rather than a racist one--as if the results would not be identical.

In states with large Black populations that remain under Republican control--half of the Black American population resides in the South--lawmakers will now be able to draw districts that dilute Black residents' voting power. In his opinion for the right-wing majority, Justice Samuel Alito wrote that "in considering the constitutionality of a districting scheme, courts must treat partisan advantage like any other race-neutral aim: a constitutionally permissible criterion that States may rely on as desired." The Court's decision is consonant with the philosophy, articulated by Kilpatrick in his earlier days, that the state is oppressive when it interferes with the right to discriminate, and respects liberty when it allows discrimination. And the decision fits just as well with Kilpatrick's later spin on that philosophy: Attempts to ban racial discrimination are themselves discriminatory--against white people.

What Kilpatrick wanted, and what the Roberts Court is making possible, is a country where white people can maintain their political dominance at the expense of Americans who are not white. The anticaste provisions of the Reconstruction amendments, intended by their authors to reverse the "horrid blasphemy" that America was a white man's country, are being inverted to defend that dominance. This is not the color-blindness of Martin Luther King Jr., but what the scholar Ian Haney Lopez has called "reactionary colorblindness," the purpose of which is to maintain racial hierarchy through superficially neutral means. It takes the view that the Constitution's "color-blindness" renders any attempt to remedy anti-Black racism unconstitutional, because by definition that would involve making racial distinctions. Similarly, the ruling in this case does not explicitly overturn the VRA's ban on racial discrimination in voting so much as rewrite it to allow such discrimination.

In 2022, Louisiana lawmakers passed a redistricting plan that limited Black voters to a single congressional district out of six ("packing" them into a majority district and "cracking" the remaining Black population into other districts to limit their influence). These practices go back to Reconstruction, when Black men first won the vote and white-supremacist Democrats sought to limit or annihilate their political influence. Civil-rights organizations sued Louisiana over the map and won on the basis that it violated the VRA's requirement to ensure that minority voters have equal opportunity to elect a candidate of their choosing. Louisiana was ordered to create a new Black-majority district, which it did. But then Louisiana was sued again, this time by a group arguing that the new map was unconstitutional because it sorted voters by race. This is the case that went before the U.S. Supreme Court.

In his opinion, Alito argued that "social change has occurred throughout the country and particularly in the South," suggesting that racial discrimination is a thing of the past. (This ignores plenty of contemporary evidence to the contrary--including the fact that the president who appointed half of the Callais majority has called Somali immigrants "garbage.") Since the Roberts Court began dismantling the VRA with 2013's Shelby County v. Holder ruling, the racial turnout gap has increased.

It is true that--thanks in large part to the protections that the Roberts Court is carefully dismantling--Americans experience less overt discrimination than they once did. But the obvious flaw in Alito's logic was revealed when he defended the gerrymander as partisan and not racial by pointing out that most Black people support Democrats, "because race and politics are so intertwined."

In other words: Discriminating against Black voters is okay because they vote for Democrats. Many Democrats in the 19th century, when Black people overwhelmingly voted Republican, would have enthusiastically agreed with Alito's assessment. But if you apply Alito's logic to those white-supremacist Democrats, they weren't racist either. They just, you know, wanted to win elections or something, and Black people were in the way. The fact that discriminating against Black voters would give Republicans an advantage today is not exculpatory; it only establishes a motive for discrimination.

Drawing a different map that did not disenfranchise Black voters, as a lower court had ordered, would itself be an "unconstitutional racial gerrymander," Alito concluded. Trying to disenfranchise Black voters isn't racist; preventing Louisiana from disenfranchising Black voters is racist.

Erring in perception is one thing. But this ruling ignores the will of Congress, which in its 1982 reauthorization of the Voting Rights Act stated that voting provisions that had the purpose or effect of discriminating against minority voters were illegal. Alito seemed to contradict this entirely when he wrote that the VRA "imposes liability only when the evidence supports a strong inference that the State intentionally drew its districts to afford minority voters less opportunity because of their race."

Congress expressly banned rules and policies that had discriminatory effects, not just those that were explicitly discriminatory in intent, because of a Supreme Court ruling in a 1980 case, City of Mobile v. Bolden, which revealed that the VRA was allowing officials to get away with discriminating as long as they were careful about doing so. John Roberts, then a young lawyer in the Reagan Justice Department, opposed the change, arguing that it would provide a basis for "the most intrusive interference imaginable"--by which he meant the government's ability to interfere with racial discrimination, not racial discrimination itself.

In her dissent in Callais, Justice Elena Kagan referred back to that case, arguing that the VRA was supposed to be the "corrective" to superficially race-neutral devices that in effect "prevented Black citizens from casting ballots or ensured that their votes would count for next to nothing." When the Court construed the law "too narrowly--insisting that a person suing under Section 2 had to prove discriminatory intent--Congress amended the law so that it turned solely on discriminatory effects."

Congress had specifically wanted to close the loophole that the Roberts Court has now pried back open to destroy the VRA almost entirely. The decision does not simply turn the clock back to 1980. It's worse than that: Many Republican lawmakers may interpret the decision as permission to limit the voting power of troublesome minority voters. For all Alito's moralizing about the risk of the VRA being "cynically used as a tool for advancing a partisan end," that is exactly what he and the other five right-wing justices are doing. Shortly after the ruling, Trump's former campaign manager Brad Parscale crowed on X that "if states are aggressive, we could see a healthy majority in the House perpetually."

Although Alito worked to hide the breadth of his own opinion, Justice Clarence Thomas was far more explicit in his concurrence. Thomas reiterated his view that the VRA's districting provisions were "repugnant" to a "colorblind constitution." An all-white Congress entering office on the success of "partisan" gerrymandering would not be anathema to this "colorblind" Constitution.

Read: John Roberts's dream is finally coming true

What we can expect in the aftermath of this ruling is for more Republican-controlled states to implement discriminatory maps and call them partisan so they can pass legal muster. In practical terms, this will likely mean fewer nonwhite representatives in Congress. Diminishing the power of minority voters may also allow the Republican Party to continue on its path from reactionary color-blindness to more overt racism, safe in the assumption that it will not have to answer to constituents who oppose such racism because they are its targets. There is little risk in attacking people who lack the power to remove you from office.

Alito wrote of the VRA being "perverted" for partisan purposes, but I can't think of a greater perversion of the VRA than concluding that it is acceptable for white people to try to disenfranchise Black voters for political advantage. It defeats the entire purpose for which the VRA was adopted, which was to end the deliberate and systematic disenfranchisement of Black people then prevalent throughout the United States, and to prevent such racial discrimination from ever occurring against anyone.

The Roberts Court is creating a world in which the federal government does not interfere with the right of white Americans to dominate those they see as their lessers; as Kilpatrick once observed, that is the "whole basis" of their cramped vision of liberty. They can call this color-blindness all they like, but we can see what it really is.
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The Fight-Club Rule on Gerrymandering

Florida's state constitution prohibits redrawing maps for political advantage.

by Russell Berman

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




Florida Republicans have approved a new congressional map that could hand them as many as four House seats that Democrats currently hold. Their goal is straightforward and universally understood: They want to bolster the GOP's majority in Congress and retake the lead in a yearlong, nationwide partisan gerrymandering showdown with Democrats.

Good luck, however, getting top Republicans in the Sunshine State to openly admit that.

In contrast with other states that have held lengthy and freewheeling public debates over redistricting during the past year, the drive to redraw maps in Florida has been marked by secrecy and obfuscation. Republicans can't acknowledge the intent of their gerrymandering proposal, because the state constitution expressly prohibits partisan redistricting. As a result, Florida GOP officials--starting with Governor Ron DeSantis and extending all the way to lowly political operatives--have treated the subject of gerrymandering like a defendant respecting a Miranda warning: Do not say anything that could jeopardize these new maps in court.

"Anything you say will get you subpoenaed," one political consultant who works for Republicans in the state told me. The consultant spoke on the condition of anonymity because he, too, does not want to be hauled before a judge when Democrats inevitably challenge the new maps as violating the ban on partisan gerrymandering. "You can't say, 'We need to make more Republican seats.' You're done. You're toast, and then your map's invalidated."

No Republican has followed this fight-club rule more carefully than DeSantis, who called the legislature into session less than a week after Virginia voters evened up the national gerrymandering race by narrowly approving an aggressive Democratic redistricting plan. The Florida governor's office drew lines based on the likelihood that the Supreme Court would announce a decision weakening enforcement of the Voting Rights Act, insulating the proposal from a challenge in federal court. The justices proved DeSantis's presumption not only correct but exceptionally well timed: The Court handed down its ruling this morning while Florida legislators were preparing to vote on the new districts, and they paused their debate to read the decision. The 6-3 ruling voided a Louisiana voting map that included a new majority-Black district as an unconstitutional racial gerrymander. It could lead other GOP-led states to eliminate House seats drawn to boost minority representation in Congress in the months and years ahead. The court did not touch Florida's state ban on partisan gerrymandering, however. The governor's proposed map eliminates a district created to comply with Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act, a successful bet on the Supreme Court's move to limit that provision.

Until Monday, no one had actually seen the map that DeSantis wanted lawmakers to adopt within a few days' time. When he finally released it, the governor claimed that the proposal was "separate" and "independent" of the tit-for-tat redistricting battle that President Trump launched last year in Texas. "It's the right thing to do for Florida," DeSantis told Fox News's Laura Ingraham.

Read: Trump's enormous gerrymandering blunder

DeSantis's official rationale for redistricting is that Florida was shortchanged in the 2020 census and that the state's population has grown dramatically. ("Florida has experienced 10 years' worth of population growth in, like, three" years, DeSantis said at a news conference in early April.) The closest he came to acknowledging the partisan nature of the new map--which could give Republicans 24 out of Florida's 28 House seats--was to note, in a statement to Fox News, that the GOP has overtaken the Democrats' longtime edge in the state among registered voters and now has 1.5 million more. (DeSantis did signal a partisan intent in ways less likely to backfire in court: He gave his proposal first to Fox News before sending it to the legislature, and the map was drawn in shades of red and blue to denote how many seats Republicans could control if it were enacted.)

DeSantis's bigger gamble is that newly gerrymandered district lines will yield Republicans as many House seats as they aim to gain. For months, the prospect of joining the redistricting race has divided the Florida GOP. Current members of the party's House delegation were leery of seeing their districts become more competitive in an effort to flip more seats, and some officials feared that in a midterm election year expected to favor Democrats, an aggressive gerrymander could backfire and cost Republicans more than help them. Florida Republicans already drew themselves a skewed congressional map in 2022; they hold more than 70 percent of House seats in a state where Trump earned 56 percent of the vote in the most recent presidential election.

An analysis by the nonpartisan Civic Data & Research Institute published earlier this month argued that Republicans had essentially already maximized their advantage in Florida and that an aggressive redistricting plan would produce "zero net gain" in House seats. Other strategists, however, disagree. "They're not maxed out in Florida," Matt Gorman, a former senior staffer at the National Republican Congressional Committee, told me. "You've got to make sure you're not drawing the lines too thin, but the idea that you can't move anything is ridiculous."

DeSantis's proposal appears to adopt that view. Republicans at one point had discussed trying to flip as many as six Democratic seats in Florida, which would have given the GOP all but two statewide. DeSantis didn't go that far, but the four he is seeking to shift might be more than Republicans can win if the party has a bad year (as polls suggest it will).

Democrats have characterized the gambit as simultaneously illegal and foolish. House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries dubbed the proposed map "the DeSantis dummymander" and told reporters that if Democrats turn out in Florida as they did in 2018 and 2020, the party could win an additional three to five seats that were not previously in play. Other Democrats, however, avoided Jeffries's bravado. Steve Schale, a longtime party strategist in Florida who helped Barack Obama twice carry the state, told me that Republicans "definitely created a harder pathway" for Democrats. But, he added, "I don't think it's a slam-dunk four-seat Republican gain."
 
 The GOP proposal appears to target seats held by Democratic Representatives Kathy Castor in Tampa and Darren Soto near Orlando, and Debbie Wasserman Schultz and Jared Moskowitz in southeast Florida. Schale compared gerrymandering to squeezing a balloon: The air moves around inside, but it's still there. "The reality is there's a lot of Democrats in southeast Florida. There are a lot of Democrats in Central Florida," he said. "You can't make them just disappear into the ocean."

The uncertainty of how successful DeSantis's map will prove to be for Republicans is intertwined with the broader question of Florida's shifting political identity. Both parties agree that it is no longer the swing state that decided the 2000 election by a few hundred votes. But is it the light-red state that gave DeSantis and Trump narrow statewide victories from 2016 through 2020, or the deeper Republican stronghold that delivered the party double-digit wins in 2022 and 2024? Trump's win in 2024 relied in part on large gains among Latino voters, but they have swung back to Democrats in special and local elections since then.

For now, Democrats who persuaded voters to approve their gerrymanders in California and Virginia were hoping to block the Republicans in Florida--if not in the GOP-dominated legislature then in the courts. They have grasped at what little moral high ground remains in the redistricting fight, pointing out that whereas Democrats took their plans directly to the voters (which state law had required them to do), Republicans jammed their new maps through the legislature with minimal public debate.

Read: Welcome to the gerrymandering apocalypse 

As lawmakers convened this week in Tallahassee, opponents of the GOP plan tried to generate a public groundswell against it. Now that it has passed, they plan to sue on the grounds that it violates the Fair Districts Amendment, the 2010 ballot measure that bans both partisan and racial gerrymandering. "This legislature has refused to engage with the public because they know that what they're doing is illegal," Genesis Robinson, the executive director of the advocacy group Equal Ground, told me.

In making its case for the new maps, the governor's office seems to be banking on a favorable ruling from the Florida Supreme Court, which is composed entirely of Republican appointees and upheld the preceding, GOP-tilted House map that was used in 2022. A memo to the legislature from DeSantis's general counsel argued that the Fair Districts Amendment was unconstitutional, and in testimony yesterday, a lawyer for the governor's office acknowledged that mapmakers had used partisan voter data in drafting their proposal. Democrats saw the admission as an opening in the litigation likely to follow enactment of the new map. What seemed clear was that if Florida's ban on partisan gerrymandering remained intact, the informal ban on copping to it was weakening.
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Donald Trump's Disturbing Welcome for King Charles

At the White House, the president embraced the idea that the nation is an Anglo-Saxon one.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




President Trump welcomed the British monarch King Charles III to the White House yesterday and gave a speech that, on its surface, expressed warmth between the two countries. But its true purpose was darker. Trump's speech stamped his imprimatur on an ascendant view of American history and politics--one that is controversial even on the American right, and that walks up to the edge of white nationalism.

The analysis Trump endorsed is that America is defined not by its founding values but by its Anglo-Saxon cultural and genetic heritage. This idea has radical consequences, some of which have already manifested under the administration.

Trump's sentiment was unmistakable. "Long before Americans had a nation or a constitution, we first had a culture, a character, and a creed," he said, proceeding to depict the Founders not as rebels against the English crown but instead its loyal heirs: "Their veins ran with Anglo-Saxon courage. Their hearts beat with an English faith in standing firm for what is right, good, and true."

Read: The YOLO presidency

Trump proceeded to downplay the Revolution, employing a telltale phrase: "In recent years, we've often heard it said that America is merely an idea, but the cause of freedom did not simply appear as an intellectual invention of 1776."

That line, asserting that America is not merely an idea, has become a cliche among a faction on the right known as the national conservatives. When the natcons say this, as they do all the time, they are not merely making the obvious point that the United States is composed of a landmass and a population. They are advancing a series of associated ideas. They believe that America is the product of white, European settlers (a conviction they share, ironically, with left-wing critics); that Americanness is a genetic inheritance and therefore an identity immigrants cannot obtain (an idea conveyed by Trump's reference to Anglo-Saxon veins); and that, most controversially, the values articulated by the founding documents are less important than the natural rights of what the natcons call "heritage Americans" to rule the land in perpetuity.

Until recently, most Republicans would have considered this account of American history bizarre. Ronald Reagan once said, "America is less of a place than an idea, and if it is an idea, and I believe that to be true, it is an idea that has been deep in the souls of man." When Republicans touted "American exceptionalism" during the presidency of George W. Bush, they meant that they did not consider the U.S. to be a nation like every other, but a special country by dint of its founding upon the basis of universal values rather than an identity shared by a small group of people.

It is not just that the natcons care about having a common language, culture, food, and so on. They also believe, with different levels of conviction or explicitness, that white people are better than nonwhite people. They consider immigrants from the developing world a pollutant. They don't merely want to enforce immigration laws strictly. They see immigration, legal and illegal alike, as a cultural threat to America.

In the 19th century, it was controversial to accept that immigrants from places such as Ireland could become Americans, and even more outrageous to extend this to Chinese immigrants. Over time, the American understanding of who could assimilate into American culture has expanded. The natcons wish to roll back a century or so of social evolution.

As a corollary to their conviction that America is defined by its ethnic heritage rather than its founding ideals, the natcons have a certain skepticism toward those ideals themselves. Missouri Senator Eric Schmitt said at the National Conservatism Conference last year: "For decades, the mainstream consensus on the left and the right alike seemed to be that America itself was just an 'idea'--a vehicle for global liberalism. We were told that the entire meaning of America boiled down to a few lines in a poem on the Statue of Liberty, and five words about equality in the Declaration of Independence."

The natcons are one faction within the Republican Party. Trump gave that faction a boost by selecting J. D. Vance, an enthusiastic natcon, as his vice president for his second term. Vance's 2024 acceptance speech at the Republican National Convention included a brief embrace of the natcons. "America is not just an idea," he said. "It is a group of people with a shared history and a common future. It is, in short, a nation."

Trump's White House remarks yesterday aligned him even more explicitly with that faction. Stephen Miller, another natcon, excitedly reposted its key passages on X. Leading self-identified national conservatives such as the podcaster Michael Knowles and the Heritage Foundation president Kevin Roberts have expressed similar excitement.

Does Trump himself fully apprehend the meaning conveyed by his words? That is hard to say. The president is not known for his grasp of the finer points of right-wing doctrine, and his leaden recitation of the words conveyed absolutely no passion for the subject matter. He does, however, side with the natcons at an instinctive level. He has questioned why the U.S. accepts immigrants from what he calls "shithole countries" rather than places like Sweden. He has repeatedly described the children of immigrants as foreigners, demanding they go back to "their" countries. He has charged that immigrants commit crimes at higher rates than native Americans, attributing this to "bad genes."

Read: Are you a 'Heritage American'?

The national conservative faction, like the Know-Nothing party of the 19th century and the America First movement of the 1940s, considers itself a heroic vanguard dedicated to rescuing American civilization from the Third World immigrant hordes who have transformed it beyond recognition.

They do not directly assert a right to ignore the Constitution or the law. Instead, they do so indirectly, positioning themselves as the sole claimants to American political legitimacy. Their American-ness does not rest on appealing to the Constitution or the Declaration of Independence or any other universal document. Their heritage was passed down to them through their blood.

Trump's iron-fisted methods--which in just the past day have included pressuring a TV network to fire a comedian for making fun of the president, and charging someone he dislikes with manufactured crimes--violate traditional American values. The natcons would surely scream about the Constitution if a Democrat ever took such steps against them. They do not appear to believe that those values restrain their own side, because, as the representatives of the true American heritage, they are entitled to prevail.

The natcons have enjoyed almost untrammeled influence over the course of Trump's second term, which has combined challenges to birthright citizenship and aggressive immigration enforcement with a campaign to entrench power and intimidate political opponents. In his speech yesterday, Trump made his affinity with their project more overt than ever.
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Photos: A Century of Sidecar Racing

Images from the past century of motorcycle racers and their sidecar passengers performing acrobatic maneuvers to stay balanced on the track, and their ever-evolving rigs

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 29 Apr 2026


Sidecar racers lean into a turn during a race in the United Kingdom on October 6, 1965. (Keystone-France / Gamma-Rapho / Getty)




Original caption from June 1923: "F W Dixon, winner of the Tourist Trophy sidecar race on the Isle of Man, on his Douglas motorcycle." (Topical Press Agency / Hulton Archive / Getty)




Bryan Peddar and Rod Steadman go on to win the MotoSix Open Sidecars Six Nations Championship at Donington Park, Castle Donington, England, on March 29, 2009. (Julia Hoyle / PA Images / Reuters)




Tim Prummer and Jarno Steegmans take a jump during a race in June 2025 in Schopfheim, Baden-Wurttemberg, Germany. (Imago / Grant Hubbs / Steinsiek.ch / Reuters)




Original caption from June 6, 1956: "Photo shows F. Hillebrand (Germany), riding a B.M.W., with M. Ghunwald, as passenger seen at speed during the T.T Sidecar International race at Douglas, Isle of Man, yesterday. They won the race." (Keystone Pictures USA / ZUMA Press Wire / Reuters)




Original caption: "Varied techniques in motorcycle combination racing were shown as the Swiss team of Florian Camathias and Horst Burkhardt (32) led the Germans, Max Deubel and Emil Hoerner (31) in the sidecar event of the West Germany Grand Prix at Stuttgart, July 15, 1962." (AP)




Lukas Erlecke and Leon Freygang of Germany ride during the FIM Sidecarcross World Championships GP1 Czech Republic on May 11, 2025, in Kramolin, Czech Republic. (Guenther Iby / SEPA.Media / Getty)




Original caption from April 26, 2025: "Lisbon, Portugal--Todd Ellis and Emmanuelle Clement Team Yamaha competes in the sidecar category during the FIM sidecar World Championship qualification at the Estoril Circuit, Portugal." (Nuno Reisinho / ZUMA Press Wire / Reuters)




Original caption: "A motorcycle and sidecar in action on the trial during the MCC London to Land's End Run on June 10, 1927." (Autocar / LAT Images)




The winners Markus Venus and Markus Eibl race in the European Sidecar Championship in Augsburg-Haunstetten, Germany, in September 2025. (Imago / Klaus Rainer Krieger / Reuters)




Original caption: "Sidecar TT race, Isle of Man, 1970. This motorcycle and sidecar combination are airborne as they cross Ballaugh Bridge on the TT circuit." (National Motor Museum / Heritage Images / Getty)




Brett Wilkinson of Great Britain takes a jump as his passenger, Daniel Chamberlain of Great Britain, crashes out during the Sidecarcross World Championship on July 1, 2017, in Iffendic, France. (Justin Setterfield / Getty)




Original caption: "Australian motorcyclist Alan Bruce posing on 'Leaping Lena,' a streamlined Brough Superior J.A.P. 1000 motorcycle and sidecar, at Victoria Station, London, 1932. He and fellow Australian Arthur Simcock (at back, with pipe) took the motorbike to Vienna, Austria, where Bruce broke the 200km/h speed record for sidecar motorcycles." (Fox Photos / Hulton Archive / Getty)




Original caption: "Action during the Bristol Cup Race for motorcycles with sidecars, showing F.R. Blackpeel cornering, March 20, 1928. Note passenger's face is almost touching the ground." (AP)




Gary Moulds and his passenger, Steve Kirwin, race in Round 5 of the Ulster Quadcross & Sidecarcross Championship at Seaforde Motocross Track in Seaforde, County Down, Northern Ireland, on August 3, 2019. (Ramsey Cardy / Sportsfile / Getty)




Original caption from June 1936: "Brian Ducker and his passenger navigate the corner in spectacular style to win the sidecar scratch race." (S&G / PA Images / Getty)




Original caption: "Steve Webster with his sidecar passenger Gavin Simmons rides the #2 Silkolene LCR-Krauser during the FIM Dutch motorcycle sidecar Grand Prix on June 26, 1993, at the TT Circuit Assen in Assen, Netherlands." (Howard Boylan / Getty)




Two pairs of sidecar racers lean into a turn during a race in the United Kingdom on October 6, 1965. (Keystone-France / Gamma-Rapho / Getty)




A driver and his passenger, covered in mud during a race in Rudersberg, Germany, in 2000 (Michael Kienzler / Bongarts / Getty)




Original caption: "Motorcycles and sidecars line up on the grid ready for the start during the Essex Club Meeting at Brooklands on October 4, 1924 in Brooklands, United Kingdom." (Autocar / LAT Images)




Original caption from 1956: "Siegfried Schauzu of West Germany, riding a B.M.W., won the Sidecar T.T. at Douglas, Isle of Man, yesterday, despite the fast that his passenger fell out of the sidecar within sight of the winning post. Schauzu stopped for a split second to pick up his partner, Horst Schneider, at Governor's Bridge, before racing on to win by 19 seconds." (Keystone Pictures USA / ZUMA Press Wire / Reuters)




David Gray and Les Mudie race in the HydroGarden Weston Beach Quad and Sidecar Race in Weston-super-Mare, Somerset, England, in October 2016. (Andrew Matthews / PA Images / Reuters)




Riders compete during the NETT British Sidecar and Quad Bike Championships at the Iron Works Moto Park in Middlesbrough, England, on April 14, 2024. (Lee Smith / Reuters)




Original caption: "E.S. Oliver, along with his sidecar passenger, practice for the afternoon Coronation Trophy race at Crystal Palace." (Hulton-Deutsch Collection / Corbis / Getty)
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Rise of the Blood Populist

Most Americans fully reject political violence. It's time to differentiate between those who tolerate it and everyone else.

by Adrienne LaFrance

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




There are three major problems when it comes to understanding political violence in America. First, Americans cannot seem to agree on a definition of political violence. Second, people are too busy blaming their perceived political foes to see the larger problem for what it is. And, third, the big one, nobody knows how to make it stop.

I've reported on political violence for going on two decades (including in a cover story for this magazine in 2023), and I think some of what I've learned over the years can help--or at the very least might help sharpen people's understanding of the problem.

What even is political violence? Especially in a nation where every last corner of public life has been so thoroughly politicized, I favor the simplest definition: Political violence refers to violent acts intended to provoke or prevent political change.

From the April 2023 issue: The new anarchy

The question of who is to blame is fraught. It is quite obviously true that the left has a political-violence problem. Anyone telling you otherwise is blinded by reflexive partisanship. It is also quite obviously true that the right has a political-violence problem. And anyone who would deny this is similarly blinkered. But looking at this problem solely through a partisan lens is generally unhelpful, particularly when people in positions of power rush to score points in the aftermath of violent attacks, as President Trump and his loyalists so frequently do--more on that in a minute.

Instead, we should see people who believe that violence is the path to resolving political disputes as part of an emerging (and by many measures growing) political party of its own--Americans who are united not by shared policy goals, but by a shared belief that violence is justified in achieving political outcomes. This belief system supersedes any other party affiliation or ideological marker, and we should treat it that way. If you believe in political violence as a necessary or tolerable means to an end, you are not a Democrat or a Republican or an independent; you are--first and foremost--an extremist whose views are in direct conflict with the American system of self-governance as it is currently designed.

This loose coalition of violent Americans deserves a name that captures its belief system. Although it borrows tactics from extremist movements across the political spectrum--the anarchists of the early 20th century and the anti-government militia movement of the late 20th century both come to mind--I think of it simply as Blood Populism.

Most Americans are not Blood Populists. Those who study political violence have found repeatedly that the majority of Americans fully reject political violence. But they have also found in recent years "a concerning level of agreement" that civil war is likely in the United States, and, among those in this category, a widespread belief that civil war is actually needed, according to a 2024 survey by the Violence Prevention Research Program at UC Davis. The same survey found that as many as a quarter of Americans view violence as "usually or always justified to advance at least one political objective," and up to 3 percent expressed a willingness to engage in political violence themselves. (Note that this survey took place a month before the first assassination attempt against Trump, at a rally in Butler, Pennsylvania.) This is a small percentage, relatively speaking, but it is alarming. As the American Enterprise Institute put it after its 2021 survey found that 9 percent of Americans "completely agree" with the necessity of violence in response to political failures, the fact that "nearly one in 10 Americans enthusiastically back a politics based on brute force is not terribly encouraging."

Blood Populism draws adherents from across the ideological spectrum. Some recent polls have found that MAGA Republicans are more likely than Never Trumpers, Democrats, and independents to endorse political violence as justified--but are not more likely to carry it out. Meanwhile, left-wing terrorism (or attempts at it) is growing. Last year marked a dark turning point for the left: 2025 was the first year in more than three decades in which left-wing terror plots outnumbered right-wing ones. This isn't because the right is never violent, or even less violent generally--for decades, right-wing violence was by far the deadlier force in the United States. It's just that last year represented a major decline in right-wing incidents, at just the moment when left-wing violence was ramping up.

Anyone who studies violence could have predicted this turning point--and many of them did. Conspiracy theorizing and political violence often go hand in hand, and perceived victimhood is one of the greatest predictors of those who are prone to either. (A recent Manhattan Institute survey found that nearly half of all Democrats polled believe that Trump's supporters staged the Butler attack to "increase sympathy for him" so that he would win in 2024.) What that means in practice is that the group of citizens that opposes whichever party is in power is more likely to be drawn to conspiracism or violence during that time. It also means that any forces that exacerbate the existing conditions--think economic uncertainty and the rise of AI--are likely to be pulled into the swirl of existing violence. And that is already happening: OpenAI's CEO, Sam Altman, survived two separate attacks in recent weeks--one involving a Molotov cocktail thrown at his house in the middle of the night, the other a drive-by shooting. As I wrote in 2023, American extremism is a messy stew of ideas and motivations. That's why federal law-enforcement officials sometimes use the term salad-bar extremism to describe 21st-century political violence. Violence doesn't need a clear or consistent ideology and often borrows from several. Again, in Blood Populism, violence is the ideology.

Read: Left-wing terrorism is on the rise

Most concerning, in some ways, is the extent to which young Americans tolerate--and even cheer on--violence. As Gallup found in a poll late last year, being between the ages of 18 and 29 is the strongest predictor of support for political violence. This age group is more likely than any other to say that it is sometimes okay to use violence to achieve a political goal.

Over the years, many experts have warned me that periods of entrenched political violence are difficult to escape. We know exactly what conditions make a society ever more vulnerable to political violence, and we're swimming in them now: highly visible wealth disparity, declining trust in civic institutions, a perceived sense of victimhood, intense partisan estrangement based on identity, rapid demographic change, flourishing conspiracy theories, violent and dehumanizing rhetoric against the "other," and a belief among those who flirt with violence that they can get away with it.

Many point out, rightly, that the situation is not nearly as bad as it could be--America has survived many darker periods, including the terror of the Redemption era; the dynamite attacks, assassinations, and mass poisoning of the 1910s and 1920s; and the assassinations of the 1960s. But we should never wish to revisit the violence of those periods, nor should we hold them as the bar for what "unacceptable" looks like.

Read: How much worse is this going to get?

Americans ought to reject any fellow citizen and certainly any leader that stokes violence, and they ought to do so loudly and peacefully. The president of the United States should set the tone for the American people in defending American unity and peace, rather than constantly attack his perceived political foes as subhuman or "enemies of the people." His attempts to rewrite the history of January 6, 2021--and his pardoning of those who violently attacked the Capitol, and the law enforcement called upon to protect it--amount to a reprehensible and unmistakable endorsement of political violence. If only Trump would take a cue from Ronald Reagan, or from Theodore Roosevelt, both of whom were shot in the chest, survived, and made it their mission to lead all Americans and promote unity and social cohesion. They projected strength and resilience while also proving skilled at de-escalation.

Most Americans still want only to resolve their political differences peacefully. This peace should not be mistaken for acquiescence, nor is it something we should take for granted: With every election, across every generation, Americans must choose self-governance, and that choice rests on whether we can disagree with one another peacefully. Thomas Paine--not exactly famous for preaching nonviolence himself--once wrote that American independence could reassert itself in one of three ways: "by the legal voice of the people in Congress; by a military power; or by a mob." Blood Populists have chosen the mob. The rest of us should insist that we the people are the ones who must collectively choose our representative government, and make that choice peacefully again and again and again.
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The King's Admirer in Chief

Trump's fondness for Charles at times appeared to tip over into envy.

by Matt Viser

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




Cannons fired. Fifes and drums played "Yankee Doodle." A quartet of F-35s flew overhead, and dozens of military service members held American and British flags. It was about as much pomp as the United States can muster. This 250th anniversary of America, for the Brits, can be ... a bit awkward. It's like celebrating a divorce with your ex, decades after the breakup. But here was King Charles III, ready to toast the land that his great-grandfather five times over allowed to get away. And here, too, was President Trump--who has long admired, complimented, and envied the Royal Family--doing little to tamp down suspicions that he strives to become a monarch in his own right.

Charles's visit to Washington was part of the celebrations for an anniversary Trump is eager to mark, and the president was keen to impress the King who'd come across the Atlantic. As Trump took the stage yesterday on a dreary morning filled with spitting rain ("What a beautiful British day this is!" he said), he also reveled in the unlikeliness of the onetime subjects welcoming the monarch. "In the shadows of monuments to George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, honoring the British king might seem an ironic beginning to our celebration of 250 years of American independence," Trump said. "But in fact, no tribute could be more appropriate."

He spoke of how far America had come since a ragtag crew of rebels threw off control by their imperial masters. All around him, however, was evidence of his desire to make the nation's capital a little more, well, regal. Gilded flourishes now predominate at the White House. Outside the gates, Lafayette Park remains a construction site. The Reflecting Pool on the National Mall is closed off as Trump has it painted a bright blue. During the welcoming ceremony, cranes swung back and forth above the site where Trump last year tore down the East Wing--and now hopes a monumental ballroom will rise.

Throughout the day it was clear how much Trump admired, and wanted to emulate, Charles. In Britain, when one monarch dies, they quickly update the currency with an image of the new king or queen. In America, a gold coin with Trump's image is in the works, as are National Park passes and passports that will bear his likeness. In Britain, there are elaborate shrines marking the history of an empire. In America, Trump plans a giant triumphal arch outside Arlington National Cemetery that's been dubbed the Arc de Trump.

Over the past year, Democrats and other Trump opponents have staged "No Kings" rallies throughout the country. On this day, Trump, however tongue in cheek, formally declared himself one. As Charles was giving a speech at the Capitol, delivering a none-too-subtle paean to the importance of checks and balances in constitutional government, the official White House social-media account blasted out a photo of the two men. "TWO KINGS," it read, with an emoji of a crown.

In mid-September, I arrived with President Trump for a two-day festival in the United Kingdom. A few days before arriving, other members of the press corps and I were invited to a special tour of Windsor Castle, the setting for a state banquet in Trump's honor. A small group of us were shuttled to the property. Television cameras from around the world were broadcasting from outside the walls. As our van drove through the lush grounds, the Red Arrows, the Royal Air Force display team, flew overhead with red, white, and blue streamers behind.

It's impossible to overstate how elaborate it all was, how meticulous the planning for it was, how grand--and, yes, over-the-top--it all appeared. Inside, each table setting featured five glasses. All told, 1,452 pieces of cutlery were spread around the table where more than 100 staff would be serving. The table itself took a week to lay together and assemble. We were instructed not to take photos, but people sneaked them anyway.

Read: What we learn about Trump in his rare moments of self-reflection

The dinner was held in St. George's Hall, with wooden arches and crests, pikes and shields. At one end of the room was an armored figure on horseback known as "The King's Champion." It references a historical figure who would ride into a banquet, throw his gauntlet down, and then challenge anyone to deny the authority of the new sovereign. At the time, it seemed a fitting metaphor for how Trump viewed himself, and his presidency. He was stretching the bounds of what it could do, and he was largely unrestrained.

The president was clearly giddy about the whole experience. "This is truly one of the highest honors of my life," he said. "Such respect for you and such respect for your country."

Trump has always had a soft spot for the Royal Family. He wrote to then-Prince Charles in 1994, offering him an honorary membership to Mar-a-Lago. He also received a letter from Princess Diana in 1997, just weeks before her death, in which she thanked him for sending flowers on her birthday. His mother was Scottish and, by his account, sat for an entire day in front of the television watching Queen Elizabeth II's coronation, in 1953. "She was just enthralled by the pomp and circumstance, the whole idea of royalty and glamour," he wrote in his book The Art of the Deal. His dad, he wrote, was less enthralled, pacing and telling her, "Enough is enough, turn it off. They're all a bunch of con artists."

Looking out onto the South Lawn yesterday, he recalled his mother's affection for the royals generally, and for Charles specifically. "She really did love the family, but I also remember her saying, very clearly, 'Charles--look, young Charles. He's so cute,'" he said. "My mother had a crush on Charles. Can you believe it?"

This visit came at a dicey moment, with the Epstein files lingering, British Prime Minister Keir Starmer's job in peril, and a war that the United States launched without British help or consultation still upending the global economy. British officials have said they hoped their king, who has tried to cozy up to Trump, would help shore up a "special relationship" that has seen better days. In his most high-profile remarks of the visit, the King was invited to address a joint session of Congress. The event had the feel of a State of the Union, with Charles walking down the center aisle and greeting politicians, the vice president and the House speaker sitting behind him as he spoke.

At moments it seemed like a stand-up routine. He joked that he was there to celebrate what transpired 250 years ago, then paused a beat. "Or, as we say in the United Kingdom, 'just the other day.'" He quoted from Oscar Wilde ("We have really everything in common with America nowadays except, of course, language"), and he mentioned a "tale of two Georges" ("the first president, George Washington, and my five-times great-grandfather, King George III"). In what wasn't meant as a joke but could be interpreted as one, he also called Congress, which has been mired in unusually severe bouts of dysfunction, a "renowned chamber of debate and deliberation."

He also said some things that, coming from anyone else, Trump might have interpreted as unforgivable slights. He talked about military cooperation in the world wars and in Afghanistan, adding that "that same unyielding resolve is needed for the defense of Ukraine"--a pointed reminder that Trump has been anything but steadfast in his support for Kyiv. He spoke of environmentalism and the need to "safeguard nature, our most precious and irreplaceable asset," at a moment when the Trump administration has been busy undoing one environmental protection after another. One of his most rousing lines came as he referenced the Magna Carta and the legal framework that both countries share, including "the principle that executive power is subject to checks and balances." Democrats were particularly enthusiastic, but Republicans also rose from their seats.

Read: Is the end of NATO near?

Rather than be offended, Trump appeared charmed, and more than a little envious. At a dinner that evening--ornate by White House standards, but nothing compared with the one in Windsor Castle last fall--Trump repeatedly complimented the King on his speech ("I was very jealous!" he said as he welcomed him outside). He marveled at how Charles was able to get the Democrats to stand and applaud him ("I couldn't believe it!").

As much as Trump craves the partisan combat that has been such a feature of his presidency, it was hard not to think that he'd be just fine with the near-universal adoration of a monarch.
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Who Is the Real Base of the Democratic Party?

Jamal Simmons on lessons from the 2024 election, how Democrats can win in 2028, and who the real base of the Democratic Party is. Plus: Why the White House Correspondents' Dinner feels so out of touch, and <em>The Magician</em>, by Colm Toibin.

by David Frum

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube

In this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts about the White House Correspondents' Dinner. David examines the role of the dinner in an administration that rejects the basic concepts of honesty with and respect toward independent media. During previous administrations, there was some norm of good faith between the White House and the press. But now, as the president systematically misleads the media and is openly hostile to the press, David asks what the point of this night of pretended common purpose is.

Then, David is joined by Jamal Simmons, a host of the Trailblaze podcast and a former communications director for Kamala Harris, for a wide-ranging conversation about the state of the Democratic Party. David and Simmons discuss Harris's profile among her party's constituents, how much the online left should dictate Democratic policy, what happened in 2024, and what Democrats should do in 2028.

Finally, David ends the episode with a discussion of The Magician, by Colm Toibin.

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 Jamal Simmons, a former communications director for Vice President Kamala Harris and host of the Trailblaze podcast. The book I will discuss this week is The Magician, by Colm Toibin, a reconstruction of the life of the German writer Thomas Mann. But before either the dialogue or the book, some thoughts on the shocking attack on the White House Correspondents' Dinner this past weekend.

The facts of this attack are still coming to light. There is an apprehended suspect. We will know more about this, and I won't comment directly on what happened or on why it might have happened. I wanna think more deeply instead about the dinner itself, the event that was interrupted and shadowed by this attack.

As long as the White House [Correspondents'] Dinner has been going on--or at least as long as I've been conscious of it--it's been a much-criticized event. There is something that strikes some people as odd about the press corps and the administration of the day, plus business leaders plus Hollywood movie stars, putting on glad clothes--black tie, long dresses--and mingling together in a display of camaraderie.

In the past, I didn't object to this as much as some did because when Washington is working properly, as it has done in the past, the relationship between the White House and the media is not exactly adversarial and not as adversarial as some would have it. It's a kind of competitive interdependence. The media and the administration of the day have different ends, but they both are there to serve the American people and a global audience too. And they both need each other: The administration needs the media to get its message out; the media needs the administration because that's how it gets information to distribute.

And [there] also has been in the past a basic agreement of some norms, values, and standards: The administration respects the constitutionally protected role of the press, and the press can and does and should, most of the time, take for granted that the administration is motivated by some vision of the public good and that most of what it says, with proper checking, can be taken for granted as issued--if not in literal truth, then at least in something like good faith. But all of those assumptions really have broken down in the Trump years and especially in the second Trump term. And there is a deep question to be asked about what on earth we are doing maintaining an illusion of common purposes when those clearly have dissolved.

This administration is not just one that is, in general, authoritarian; it is engaged in a series of very specific shakedowns of media institutions. Millions of dollars, tens of millions of dollars extracted from media companies, the parent corporations of television networks--all of these have been shaken down and extracted from by this administration. This is a relationship where you're not in that kind of competitive interdependence that I've described, but you really are in a truly not only adversarial, but even inimical relationship.

But there's something else that is a problem, which is that presumption of good faith, that presumption that the reason that the White House and the press talk back and forth is because they need to share information back and forth--the White House has things it wants people to hear; the press has things it needs to learn--and there is a presumption that all of this relates in some important way to reality, that has broken down, never more dramatically than in the way that the Iran war is being conducted and trying to be led to some kind of peace.

Let me start with a story from April 21. And it, I think, casts some light on what is going seriously wrong in the relationship between the basic truth-telling mission of the press and the reality-denying attitudes of the Trump administration. So here's a quote from CNBC, an important financial network. Here's the headline, April 21: "Trump tells CNBC he expects U.S. to make 'great deal' with Iran." "Key points"--this is CNBC's words--"President Trump says he thinks the U.S. is 'going to end up with a great deal' with Iran to end the war. Trump said he does not expect he will extend a ceasefire with Iran, which he has said will expire Wednesday." In fact, Trump extended the cease-fire. Now, what are you doing sitting down for interviews with people who say the cease-fire won't be extended the next day when they intend to extend the cease-fire the next day? (Laughs.) And what are you doing breaking bread with them and hobnobbing with them as if your relationship with them were of some kind of co-participants in a shared enterprise?

Trump puts out media messages not in order to inform the public and not even in order to deceive the Iranians, but to realize some kind of vision of himself as master of events that he's clearly lost control of. And when you act with him like a co-author, you are acquiescing in a relationship that is not serving your customers and readers and viewers, but actively disserving them. The information coming out from this White House is intended systematically to mislead for Trump's own psychological and political needs. Again, you have to talk to them; there's no way to avoid it. What the president says is news. But when you're dealing with a president lying to you again and again about such basic things as, There won't be a cease-fire tomorrow; yes, there will be a cease-fire tomorrow, you have to say this is not like the way the tech press covers Apple. It's not the way reporters cover city hall. It's more like covering some kind of dishonest enterprise, something you must be systematically suspicious of, something where the people you're dealing with are there not as sources, but as kind of misleaders. And while you can have many kind of relationships with them, I wouldn't put on a tuxedo and break bread with them and dance with [them].

We are heading into some difficult economic times. I talked about that last week with Adam Posen, when we talked about the world being on the brink of a global economic recession. Before the war, the world used 105 million barrels of oil a day. There's now about 13 to 14 million barrels missing from the world's output, blocked up by the Iranian blockade that President Trump keeps telling us is about to be lifted at any moment. The world is making up that 13 or 14 million shortfall by drawing on stocks, but sooner or later, it's going to bite, and it's going to be dark--maybe quite literally dark, as we turn off heating and turn off lighting to conserve energy--because of a war that was not thought through from the beginning. I don't know that it serves any media company's interest to have an image of itself dancing, laughing, breaking bread, listening to the jokes, clapping or applauding as the president says whatever it was that President Trump had in mind to say. That particular spectacle was cut short by a gunman's crime. But for that gunman, every attendee would've been in a kind of bad-faith relationship with a president whose basic existence, whose daily operations are so inimical to every value that the press stands for.

I don't know whether we're ever going to get back to the White House Correspondents' Dinner as it was. But I think we need to accept that when you bust a norm, the norm is busted. When you break a relationship, the relationship is broken. And however much we yearn for a different time, we live in these times. That's the theme of the book I'm talking about this week, The Magician, of what it is like to be lifted out of one set of circumstances in which you are comfortable and have to confront another in which you are not. But we're living in new kinds of circumstances, and old institutions are not serving us, and keeping them alive is just mummifying them, not preserving them.

And now my dialogue with Jamal Simmons.

[Music]

Frum: Jamal Simmons is co-host of Trailblaze, a new podcast about the 2028 campaign cycle. From 2021 to 2023, he served as communications director for Vice President Kamala Harris. Born in Detroit, he studied at Morehouse College, then earned a master-in-public-policy degree from Harvard University's Kennedy School. Jamal Simmons worked on the Clinton-Gore and Obama campaigns, and also for private-sector communications companies. You have seen him often on MSNBC and CNN. He is now a regular contributor to CNN.

Jamal, welcome to the program.

Jamal Simmons: Thanks for having me, David. Good to be here.

Frum: For the record and so everyone understands this, do you have any continuing relationship with the Harris candidacy, campaign--whatever she's got?

Simmons: I don't. I don't advise them anymore, although I do talk to my friends very often.

Frum: Okay. But you are speaking here for yourself?

Simmons: Oh, absolutely. Absolutely.

Frum: Okay, so here's the question I wanted to pose to you, with your experience in so many campaigns, now as a podcaster, but also someone in electoral politics. There seems to be a big mismatch between what we might call podcast America--or Democratic, liberal podcast America--and how they see the American electorate, and how electoral America sees the American electorate. And I've got two data points, which is more than enough for generalization here. One is that former Vice President Harris went to Al Sharpton's big annual political convention that attracts a lot of African American leaders, but not only them, and she got this rapturous response, apparently, reportedly a bigger response than any other attendee. And she's also had this astonishing book tour in which she has sold an enormous number of books and, again, had big receptions everywhere she goes--not typical for a defeated candidate. But meanwhile, in sort of the part of America where we talk a lot about politics, and especially where liberal-minded and Democratic-minded people talk a lot about politics, she seems to be invisible, a nonfactor. How do we make sense of this seeming contrast?

Simmons: So Kamala Harris is an icon. There are people in America who really see her as someone they want to be respected. They wanna make sure she's heralded for her accomplishments. They want her to be taken seriously in any future endeavors that she may choose to pursue. They wanna hear her story because they know her story is pretty phenomenal. That matters to people.

That does not mean, however, they want her to run for president again. And I think that is the mental seam that exists between her popularity and her possibility at running for president again. So if she wants to run, she's gonna have to earn that in the same way everybody out there running is earning their candidacy. And Democrats haven't done very well by people who've run for president before and lost, so that's something that she really needs to take into account.

Frum: Republicans tend to get second chances--Richard Nixon, Donald Trump--but Democrats tend not to get second chances.

Simmons: They do not. If you think about it, Joe Biden was a great exception to the Democratic rule because Democrats usually don't even nominate someone who has run for president before, let alone someone who got nominated. So the three most recent Democratic presidents were first-time candidates--Jimmy Carter, Bill Clinton, and Barack Obama--until Joe Biden. But that was such an odd year. Donald Trump was a really particular figure. (Laughs.) COVID had happened, which was a very particular time. So it's very hard for us to use 2020 as any kind of a marker for kind of how politics typically works.

Frum: Was it? Because one of the things--and, again, I'm not a Democrat; I don't come from that world--but one of the things, from an outside observer's point of view, that seemed to happen in 2020 was that you had this enormous field of candidates, almost all of whom were crowding each other to the farthest progressive point on the left that they could crowd each other toward. And then you had Biden, who was running as the least progressive available candidate, who often didn't seem to understand the language and issues of the ultraprogressives and sort of floated above it all, who certainly was the least online of the candidates. And there was a joke that was told that when you interviewed on the Joe Biden campaign, one of the questions you were asked was, By the way, do you have Twitter on your phone? And if you answered yes, you were told, Delete it.

Simmons: (Laughs.)

Frum: I don't know if that's literally true, but certainly, the campaign seemed to run that way.

Simmons: Yeah.

Frum: And the Democrats did well by nominating the least engaged, the least online, the least--seemingly--progressive of their choices.

Simmons: Yeah. What they paid attention to are--there are some grounding dynamics of Democratic nomination. And one of those grounding dynamics is that African American women, in particular, tend to pick the Democratic nominee. We've always seen this progressive upstart candidacy, whether it was Howard Dean in 2004 or Bernie Sanders, but those people missed--other than what Barack Obama had, 'cause he was an upstart, progressive candidate, but he was able to capture African Americans, particularly African American women, in that 2008 presidential cycle, and that is a key marker. Joe Biden always had African Americans who really wanted him to win.

After Donald Trump--and I'm starting to see this again for 2028--after Donald Trump, the idea of doing something unique, something groundbreaking, something that would challenge the status quo did not have a lot of appeal among core Democratic voters. They were looking for somebody who could beat Trump, beat Trumpism, and if that was an older white guy with Pennsylvania roots, if that's what it was, they'll take that over trying to make history. And I'm starting to see that same dynamic emerge for 2028.

Frum: What do you think of this hypothesis: that one of the things that Black voters saw in Joe Biden in 2020 was an older white man who had cheerfully and gracefully served as No. 2 to a young Black man, and accepted that role in a way that others might have chaffed against, that his ability to be a gracious No. 2 in that historic role reconciled them in his turn to Biden as No. 1?

Simmons: No, absolutely, that's true. And there's another dynamic that was typical that happened in 2020, to argue against myself for a second, which is that Democratic vice presidents almost always, at least in modern history, get nominated when they run. You saw it with Walter Mondale. You saw it with Al Gore. You saw it again, obviously, with Joe Biden. You saw it with Hubert Humphrey, right, going back to 1968. So that tends to happen when the vice presidents run.

But the thing that determines whether or not you win--you can win the nomination as the vice president, but do you win the presidency? And what tends to happen--this is true with Republicans--is how popular your president was [whom] you served matters a lot to the vice president who's trying to run, which is why you saw [Ronald] Reagan to George W. Bush. You saw Biden from Obama--

Frum: H. W. Bush.

Simmons: Yes, I'm sorry, from Reagan to George H. W. Bush, exactly, and then Obama to Biden. And then you know it was true, because when Biden ran, almost every sentence he uttered was about Barack Obama. (Laughs.) He always talked about being Obama's vice president. He knew that that was a key validator for him, both with Democrats and I think also with a lot of voters who were looking to see whether or not this guy could continue what, in hindsight, was viewed to be kind of a time of normalcy and togetherness that Americans were looking for after the first Trump administration.

Frum: Let me give you another hypothesis: that the way the Republican Party and the Democratic Party function is a little bit like comparing Philadelphia to Los Angeles.

Simmons: (Laughs.)

Frum: So Philadelphia has a downtown. Everyone can see it. Everyone knows where it is. And that downtown is surrounded by suburbs of gradually diminishing density. And everyone can see those. So evangelical Christians, that's the Republican downtown. And everyone knows. Now, they're not the whole of the city, but they're downtown, they're the base, and then everyone else fades out from the downtown.

The Democratic Party is like Los Angeles. It has half a dozen downtowns, each of which believes it's the real downtown.

Simmons: (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) All of which sort of bump up on the horizon. And so when you ask a question like, "Who is the Democratic base?," right now, I think a lot of people--again, listening to the podcast traffic, looking to the way the online discussion goes--would see highly educated, urban, male-tilting, very angry and aggrieved, and somewhat downwardly economically mobile voters, those are the real downtown, and they have lost sight a little bit of the people who responded to Jim Clyburn's endorsement in South Carolina and who made Biden the nominee in 2020, who are also a downtown.

Simmons: It's interesting. This happens every presidential cycle and every time the Democrats have to sort themselves out after a presidency: Who really is the base, right? This online base tends to be stepping up lately as that they are the ones who are really driving debate and the people have to answer to them, but the truth is, there also is--I just mentioned African American women; there also are union members who matter a lot. You still can't really build Democratic infrastructure without the unions. They don't have as much power as they used to, but they provide a lot of the basic--somebody's gotta order the buses, right? (Laughs.)You gotta order buses to go pick voters up and take them to the polls. Those tend to be kind of union infrastructure endeavors.

Frum: Yeah, but those aren't different. Who are unionized people? Teachers and nurses.

Simmons: Teachers, nurses, and these days, there are a lot of service organized people. Now, you do see UAW [United Auto Workers] is still one place where it's male-dominated that tends to side with Democrats. Not the Teamsters, those tend not to be. But you see laborers and pipe fitters--you see some of these guys, and they're split. They're split between kind of the leadership and some of the grassroots of the union movement. But the union organizational movement still matters a lot in Democratic politics.

And then, like I said, African Americans, LGBTQ, all the groups--you do all the alphabets, right, that put people together. And, yes, there is an online energy that matters. It matters a lot. It's just we have not seen a president get nominated and win that really came from that movement without being able to build a broader coalition.

Frum: Well, online people--and look, we are online people, too, now.

Simmons: (Laughs.) Yes.

Frum: Welcome aboard. (Laughs.) And so we're in this.

Simmons: Yeah.

Frum: In the online world, intensity matters. So people can watch your podcast once. They can watch it a second time. They can come back next week and watch it one more time. It matters how often they show up. In the electoral world, intensity matters a lot less. No matter how much you like the candidate, you only get one vote, or maybe one in the primary, one in the general. So intensity doesn't matter. And you're often elected by people who think, Ah, don't love her, like him less. Going with her. Grumble, grumble. Not getting there early. But still, the votes cast five minutes before closing time count just as much as the votes for which people stood in the rain for four hours before the vote.

But there are people in the online world who say, If I can get people revved up--and what gets people more revved up than saying America deserved 9/11? That'll really get them going and bring a lot of intensity. And a lot of political professionals say, Did you just volunteer to be this cycle's Willie Horton? I think I heard you just volunteer to be this cycle's Willie Horton. Why would you do something that dumb? And the answer is, Well, from my selfish point of view, it's not dumb. I get a lot of validation and income from being Willie Horton. Sorry about what happens to everybody in the vicinity.

Simmons: Yeah, no, the radioactive perimeter of the fallout of some of the more explosive statements that people make online does tend to blow back on Democrats. And I've seen this even in campaigns even before online. I was in a campaign where we brought in some pretty hotheaded speakers, and those speakers stood onstage and said really hotheaded things, and the candidate was faced with this moment of having to disavow somebody who was their supporter or get left with the fallout of what that person said. That's happening every day now online.

Frum: What did your candidate do?

Simmons: He stuck by his friend, and that was a mistake. (Laughs.) That was a mistake, against advice. That was a mistake.

But let me tell you: Here's where intensity does matter. There are a lot of people who vote, and I believe this about Trump, at least the first time--I don't know about the second time--there are a lot of people who don't really follow politics. They're not paying attention to all this stuff that you and I talk about. We know this. But what they do is they ask, Hey, Larry down the street or at work, you follow politics. Who are you voting for? And then if Larry is like, Oh, Donald Trump. He's great for these five reasons. Here's what I'm voting for, so then the person may go, Okay, well, Larry seems to like him, and Larry seems to have a good head on his shoulder. I'll vote for Donald Trump.

The same thing would happen when I was a kid. My dad was kind of that person in our neighborhood. He followed politics a lot. A lawn sign we put in front of our house would help determine people on our block. They'd literally drive up to us in the fall--we were raking leaves--and say, Hey, Larry, who are we voting for on Tuesday? (Laughs.) Right? And he'd tell 'em who we liked, and then a lot of those people would do it.

So that's the place where intensity matters. When you're in the South or even out in the Midwest, you'll see these huge flags and signs that are on the sides of barns or in the middle of cornfields, and so people driving by every day think, Oh, wow, everybody in this community must be for that candidate 'cause I keep seeing his sign everywhere. So in that sense, intensity matters. But you're right--you only get one vote on Election Day, and so you gotta turn that interest into turnout, which is really a more mechanical function that parties and campaigns have to do.

Frum: Can't that Larry effect go into reverse? I'm guessing that if your neighbors turned to your dad and said, Larry, who do we like?, he was probably a pretty solid person--

Simmons: Yeah.

Frum: --someone in whom people had trust.

Simmons: Right.

Frum: But what if Larry were a notorious loudmouth and bully and jerk?

Simmons: Oh, totally, right.

Frum: Bernie Sanders, I think, often suffered from this. I was obviously not a Sanders supporter, but I always thought the problem with Sanders was not Sanders himself, exactly, so much as the people who liked Sanders. They were really an intolerable crew. And Sanders often suffered from the antics of people who liked him in a way that other candidates--I think there are other candidates of whom that's true, so I don't mean to single him out. But Trump has that problem. There are a lot of people who might have been open to a Trump support and then would look at the behavior, especially in this current cycle, of the people around him and say, I want no part of that group.

Simmons: Well, actually, here's where I'll disagree with you a little bit. Maybe that happened in 2020, when Biden won. In 2016, when Trump ran the first time, and then in 2024, when he won the second time, I think there was that silent Trump voter. Literally, I'm thinking of a person--there's a house that's near where I live in the suburb and no lawn signs. The morning after Election Day, this guy put a big Trump sign in his lawn, and everybody talked about it because nobody knew a Trump voter lived there. And so there was this silent Trump effect, where people didn't wanna be associated with it, because of all the reasons you're talking about, but quietly, on the inside, they still went and voted for him.

Frum: Well, Trump has often outperformed his poll numbers for that reason. There are a lot of people who either don't want to admit they're voting for Trump or who--and this is in the past; we don't know how it is now--or who didn't pick up the phone, just they're alienated from the process.

Simmons: Right. And they just sit quietly when you talk about Trump at the office coffee thing, and they just don't say anything for a while, even though they know they kinda like the guy.

Frum: Well, I wrote a story for The Atlantic about why Gallup withdrew from the presidential polling business, and there are a lot of conspiracy theories about it, but basically, it had become a very costly way to raise your profile, with ever-increasing risk that you are making a terrible mistake--how many calls it took in 1990 to build a statistically valid sample versus how many takes today, so it just costs much more to build statistically valid samples. And the people who don't respond to your poll questions are not randomly distributed. The people who pick up the phone and talk to a stranger about politics are more connected, more trusting, more prosocial than the people who don't. And if you've got a candidate who appeals to the less trusting and the less prosocial, the polls will systematically fail to capture that candidate's strength.

Simmons: One of the things I tell young operatives when I've done trainings or people come and see me for their mentor--they need a mentor, and they're trying to figure out what to do with their life--is try to find ways to listen to strangers, right? The whole point of polling is to listen to what people are saying who don't necessarily know what your interest is in the outcome of their point. But that is getting harder and harder to get, and now online, I'm finding this, which is: People think they're listening to strangers. People think that they're getting random bits of information from people. But really, they're all existing in the same algorithmic silo, and they're just kind of pinging each other back and forth. And so you have arguments and conversations with people about what's happening, and they'll tell you, No, everybody I know believes this thing. (Laughs.) Everybody I know is saying this other thing.

Frum: Well, this is famously attributed to Pauline Kael, who was the film critic for The New Yorker back in the '60s. And she is supposed to have said--and she was joking. People think she was being funny; she was joking. She said in 1968, How could Richard Nixon have won? No one I knew voted for him.

Simmons: Right. (Laughs.)

Frum: And being the film critic for The New Yorker, that conjures up everything you need to know right there. But that seems to happen a lot. And it happens now, yes, in the pro-Trump right, but also very much in the progressive left, where a lot of these people have convinced themselves that--from policing, to immigration, to their obsession with defaming Israel, to Gaza--that since everyone they know thinks a certain way, this is going to work.

There is a fantastic book about Trump and television called Audience of One: [Donald Trump, Television, and the Fracturing of America]. And the thesis of the book is that everything in America today is cable TV. When I was young, you had, at any given moment, four, maybe five choices of what was on TV. And you typically had one TV in a house. And given that math, the goal of network executives was to find what they called "the least objectionable program." Everybody likes zebras drinking from the pond. (Laughs.) Sunday night, when the whole family's watching TV together, it's zebras-at-the-pond night because no one will object to that.

Simmons: Right.

Frum: Then we get cable, then we get more TVs in the house, and you start producing things that are more extreme. And the thesis of the book was that Donald Trump is a classic cable-TV candidate: Those who like him like him a lot; most people don't like him. And if there was ever the least objectionable candidate in American history, it was Biden. He was Mutual of Omaha's Wild Kingdom right there. No one minded him that much.

Simmons: (Laughs.) He was.

Frum: (Laughs.)

Simmons: It was his core political asset, right? (Laughs.) People thought he was a good guy who ...

Frum: No one minded him that much. (Laughs.)

Simmons: Right.

Frum: And he became unpopular in the end, but that was less personal to him and more the inherent tragedy of the human condition that we all are susceptible to.

Simmons: If Biden had been healthy, Biden would've won that reelection.

Frum: I agree with that. But also, if Biden had been healthy, there were a lot of decisions that should have been made that didn't get made in his administration. There are a lot of moments where you had disputes between approaches and things that a more effective president would've been able to say, We're doing it this way, not that way, and we're certainly not doing both at the same time. And we're not both talking to the press, also, and telling each other how much we hate the people who advocate the alternative approach. We have one policy, and I said it.

Simmons: Yeah, and so here's what I saw: At the time, Afghanistan was to Biden as Katrina was to Bush; it's just that Bush didn't have to run for reelection again. His poll numbers dropped 15 points or whatever it was, 20 points, after Afghanistan and never recovered. And I think partially because people thought it confirmed what they were worried about, maybe, with the age, that maybe he wasn't actually up to this. And so every piece of evidence they ever got in either direction--people were wildly fond of his policies. He was passing bills in a divided Congress and sometimes a Democratic Congress. But he was passing these bills, and they were all working out. The problem was that nobody ever gave him credit for it 'cause nobody believed that Joe Biden, this old guy on TV, could possibly be up to doing these really great things. They never gave him credit.

Frum: Well, I may not have liked those bills as much as you did, but what can be pointed out is, he passed more legislation with a thinner margin. Obama, at one point, had 60 senators. Biden was playing cards in a pair of twos and a pair of threes. And he would get things passed, so whether you liked the legislation or not, the legislative accomplishment, especially in the first year, was quite enormous.

He also, if I can talk about your former boss for a minute.

Simmons: Yeah.

Frum: Because he never faced mortality, he never made the decisions about a vice president that someone who is thinking about succession would. I've always thought that the way you set a vice president up for success is by giving them jobs that are high impact, but low rancor. And the classic example of this is what Clinton did to Gore in the late '90s. Airplane travel in the 1990s was not as safe as it is today, and there were some high-profile crashes in, I think, either Clinton's first term or second term. And so he convened a national commission on airline safety, and he put Gore in charge of it. Now, that's a perfect job for a vice president because who's against airline safety? But also, no one's looking over the vice president's shoulder. Everyone understands that if you put the vice president in charge of an airline-safety commission, that is the highest level of scrutiny these decisions are going to get because there's no appealing this to the president because he's dealing with issues of war and peace and taxes and budget. Unless they do something really radioactive, he is not gonna review it. The vice president is the senior official, so deal with him. And you enhance the vice president's authority. You give them something to talk about that they have done, something that's broadly popular.

The worst thing you can do to them is give them something like the border, which is high intensity, where the vice president can't make these decisions stick. Everyone will be looking over the vice president's shoulder to the president, who will always be the real decision maker on the most sensitive issue of the day. And if you do that, you set the vice president up for failure. And I thought, again and again, Biden did not set Harris up for success, because he couldn't bear the thought he might have to have a real plan to let her run in 2024.

Simmons: Oh, I think that's right. I think he had no plan ever to have her run in 2024. (Laughs.) I'm not sure. I think other people heard him say "transitional figure" and they thought he meant the next four years. I think he always was thinking, I was setting somebody up for the next eight years. And so I think there was a real concern about that.

Maybe if the Democrats had done worse in the 2022 midterms. Look, we did well in 2022 midterms. We stopped the red wave or whatever it was. And I think that gave people a greater sense of confidence about him and about the prospects for 2024 than was warranted. And so a bunch of decisions were made after that--'cause if you are thinking about that, you do what you said. Clinton wasn't that great to Gore in the first term, but in the second term, he knew what was happening, and so I think he did try to take care of him. Biden probably had the same idea, like, Oh, well, we'll help the kid out after Election Day, and then she'll have the chance to show what she can do. But, yeah, immediately before, no, that's not how it worked.

Frum: Well, your point about 2022 is so important and powerful. And because Republicans gained a slim majority in the House in 2022, I don't think people remember now how big a Democratic year that was, and especially at the state level.

Simmons: Two governors' races, an extra Senate seat.

Frum: And four state legislative bodies. But maybe the illusion created was that those state races were very much driven by abortion politics. And that led to the idea that the 2024 presidential race could also be about abortion politics. And I think Harris made a big bet on that hypothesis, and it turned out to be wrong.

Simmons: Absolutely true. Absolutely. We were all enamored. Look, it was a horrible day, the Dobbs decision day. I remember it very vividly. It was a horrible time. Everybody was very depressed about it. But when she locked in and started focusing on it, and the White House gave her permission to talk about it and to run on it and actually encouraged her to do it and supported her to do it, it became a very motivating factor. And I think it was the time that she was at the height of her power in the White House because she was at the height of her power in the country, and people in the country were waiting for her voice, they heard it, they responded to it, and they wanted to hear her. She got invited everywhere to come and talk about it in Democratic world. And so that was not the case prior to that decision. And so while it was a bad decision from a progressive standpoint about abortion, politically, it was something that really benefited Harris, and I think she kept running on it, but the tail had narrowed on its impact.

Frum: Well, how much are you worried about that history repeating itself in '26 and '28? It looks like '26 is shaping up to be a big Democratic year. Tariffs, price increases, now the Iran war, it's all bad news to the Republicans. But a lot of those are issues that a 2028 Republican nominee can jettison. It will be hard for, if it is [J. D.] Vance, for him to jettison the tariffs because he's been so enthusiastic about that. But he can jettison the Iran war, and should somebody else be the nominee--and that's not impossible--they can jettison both the Iran war and the tariffs. And meanwhile, Democrats may make decisions about '26 that lock them into place for '28 or may learn lessons from '26 that don't hold to '28.

Simmons: Yeah, I think that this is something that Democrats have to pay a lot of attention to. You have to be thinking about the next campaign and not the last one. I think everyone wants to always base the future off of that past, and it doesn't really work out.

Vance will have a harder time, and I think it may not be a particular issue, but it all depends, again, as I said before, on how people perceive the Trump era. And if what they're looking for is a palate cleanser from Donald Trump, there's almost nothing that J. D. Vance can do to get away from it. Al Gore tried to get away from Bill Clinton's Monica [Lewinsky] mess, and it led to people being ambivalent about Al Gore, and we sort of had an ambivalent result in 2000, right? (Laughs.)

You gotta run with the person who brung you. And if Trump is viewed [as] somewhat more popularly, Vance has a chance. If he's viewed as someone who was a wrecking ball to the country and our international standing in the world, I don't see how J. D. Vance escapes that. Marco Rubio may also have some trouble with it, but he may be able to distance himself a little further than J. D. Vance, who was conceivably in the White House for all the big choices.

Frum: Well, you have some options. So George H. W. Bush ran in 1988 as, I'll keep the main things you liked about Reagan, especially the no-taxes promise, but it's gonna be less hard-edge, kinder. The things you remember from that campaign are his promise: "a kinder, gentler America."

Simmons: Yes. "A thousand points of light."

Frum: Yeah, I'm going to conserve what you like about Reagan, but I'm not going to do more--that was his message--I'm not gonna go farther. And I'm gonna just bring down the temperature a little bit.

Gore with Clinton had a problem, which is, what do you do with the scandals? And it wasn't just Monica; it was fundraising scandals. Clinton raised money in a way--now we're used to it, but then it was pretty shocking. And so Gore had, I think, two options. One was to say, You know what? I'm Clinton's man. I agree with Clinton. I'm going to defend him. And the Monica thing was a hoax--or we wouldn't have said "a hoax" in those days--was an unjust persecution. I defend him. And then you accept that you're going to lose Tennessee, which Gore did, his home state, but maybe make it up in some other states where they like Clinton better. Or else you say, You know what? I'm repudiating him on this issue and saying, "That was terrible. I will never treat women that way. I'm my own man." And then you lose some of the big Clinton groups, but you probably keep Tennessee. And either way, you win. But he couldn't decide.

Simmons: Yeah, and there was a third option, which I think was on the table, that they didn't pursue. And nobody could have done it better than Clinton. I think Clinton would've come out and said to everyone, Well, what I've done was scurrilous. I haven't been the best person I should have been. (Laughs.) He would've done all those things that a sinner does. And then he says, But you know who didn't do that? Al Gore. That man, he was the one who told me when I was wrong. He was the one that stood up when I was making mistakes. And Clinton could have validated him in that way, but they wouldn't--

Frum: That's brilliant. But then you need a very close personal relationship with Clinton.

Simmons: Exactly.

Frum: That's a big ask, to ask him to do that.

Simmons: But I think he would have done it. I think that Gore was really trying to figure it out on his own. This happens to people, right? I'm sure it'll happen to my kid. It happened to me as a child of my parents. (Laughs.) You wanna stand on your own two feet. And I think sometimes that gets in the way of maybe making the best choices about how to be helped going forward.

Frum: So Vance will have that problem, and maybe it will be insuperable for Vance. And Vance also has a couple of other disadvantages, which are unique to him, which is, he was very much elevated faster than on schedule, not by his own drive, but by his own ability to ingratiate himself with the nominee. This is not Carter picking Mondale because Mondale was one of the most important Democrats in the Senate. This is not Reagan picking H. W. Bush because Bush finished second in the primaries. This is a completely boutique choice that Trump made because he was flattered. Vance is gonna have a hard time saying, Yes, I'm my own man, because he has to deal with the risk of Trump undercutting him. And also, who is he really? He doesn't have a strong pre-Trump identity.

The one thing everybody knows about him is that he is the member of the Trump administration who's been most hostile to America's role in the world, most hostile to America's allies, the one who called on [Ukrainian President Volodymyr] Zelensky to grovel in front of Trump. So he may be able to walk away somewhat from Iran, but he can't walk away from the tariffs, because he has believed in those. He's believed in them more effusively than any member of the Trump administration, maybe even than Donald Trump himself.

Simmons: Yeah, I think that's right. Also, there's something else, David. I would love to hear your opinion about this, 'cause it doesn't usually matter in politics, but it feels like it's starting to matter: the level of incompetence of just--this is a podcast, so I'll say it--what my friends would call fuckery. (Laughs.) It just all seems like nobody's quite up to the task. The systems don't work. I don't know. It feels to me like that's penetrating. And maybe it's things like the White House ballroom and some of those things, tearing down the East Wing. Some of those things are starting to penetrate to people. I don't know. Are you feeling that?

Frum: Yeah, well, I think this war is an example of this, which is, the United States has been war-gaming conflict with Iran since the Carter administration, maybe even before. And they're at half a century of these war games. And in every war game, the Iranian player's first go-to move is close the Strait of Hormuz. (Laughs.) That's moving the pawn out in front of the king. That's their move one. So everyone knows that that's their move one. So when you finally decide, as Carter decided not to, as Reagan decided not to, as every president since the hostage crisis of 1979, has decided not to, when you decide it's go time--and look, the Iranians have a lot of American blood on their hands. There's a lot of business here. There have been a lot of presidents who I'm sure came very close to calling it go time. But when you call it go time, you have to anticipate, Okay, so what do we do about the Strait of Hormuz problem? What's our answer? And the idea that you would call it go time on this issue and not have thought about the most obvious Iranian countermove, or not taken it seriously, that is, as you say, a level of, What? What are you guys doing? You didn't think of it? You didn't plan for it? The most obvious thing?

Simmons: The other one that I think started it was the Signal chat group, not because of what happened, necessarily, although people can tell you, What? You put somebody--is that everybody uses social media. People are texting all the time. (Laughs.) And the idea that the secretary of defense inadvertently added somebody to his group chat, the same way you inadvertently added your cousin to the wrong--his name starts with the same name as your best friend from college, that doesn't hold a lot of water for people. Irt penetrates, and people think, What are these guys doing? What's happening over there?

Frum: Yeah. Well, that was a huge event in the history of The Atlantic. And one of the things--and, again, this may not be something that penetrates to everybody who's casually watching politics--but one of the things that needs to be stressed about that was when our editor, Jeffrey Goldberg, was inadvertently added, Jeffrey takes national security extremely seriously. He knew that [Pete] Hegseth had put the lives of service members at risk, and he wanted no part of it. First, nothing was published until after the operation was completely concluded. And second, even then, knowing that there were operational details, they didn't quote the texts, because there are always in these situations, or often, something that you, as even a fairly sophisticated consumer of this material, may not understand the gravity of. So you just be very careful with it because there may be something there that will put things at risk that are important and you don't know it.

Simmons: It penetrated through because it's such a mundane mistake at its core that a lot of people have made. And the same way people believe that there are these great conspiracies that are behind all the big things that happen in the world, they also believe, because of that, that silly, dumb things shouldn't happen, because aren't you guys supposed to be the ones that are orchestrating the future of Middle East oil policy, and you did this? What are you doing?

Frum: Well, you mentioned the ballroom. Just think how much less trouble Trump would be in on the ballroom if he'd called it a conference room.

Simmons: Yes. The conference center, right. The White House Conference Center, right. (Laughs.)

Frum: We need a White House conference center. A lot of people say, You know what? That makes sense. I can see that you probably do need a White House conference center, yeah. And this thing was built in 1942, and it's full of asbestos, and it's out of date. Yeah, that makes sense. (Laughs.)

Simmons: That's right. I talked to a former White House social secretary, a Democrat, who told me that--she said, If he had tried, he could have built a bipartisan coalition to do this, because it is the thing that is talked about most among the White House social secretaries, the limited space and how hard it is to host an event in the mansion at the White House. So everybody would've been in favor of building something new. But that wasn't what he's up to. He just wanted to do what he wanted to do.

Frum: And it's not just for parties. If you wanna bring in every living survivor of some past military event to honor them together, the East Room is the biggest room, and it gets crowded. You can put them outside, but then, in Washington, it's either raining or too humid or too cold.

Simmons: (Laughs.) If there is a security concern, you could have gone to the Senate and the House, and told them, We need a new security configuration, and here's how we plan on doing it.

Frum: (Laughs.) The things you have to do is, you have to ask Congress, you have to have a planning committee, you have to make it respect other Washington monuments, and you have to say, You know what? And we will pay for it properly.

I don't have much more of your time left-- wanna ask you one last thing. If you were advising a Democratic candidate of 2028, how would you tell them how to manage this tension between the activists, the more progressive, the hyper-online and the people who responded to James Clyburn's call in 2020: older, more working class, more female, more Southern, less educated. Is there a true path to find?

Simmons: Well, the thing that is uniting Democrats right now--and I don't hear anybody talking about policy. It's amazing to me. I have not heard anybody really talk about Democratic policy in the hinterlands, right? In Washington, people are thinking about it all the time, and there are these Project 2029 efforts. But the thing that I would say is, number one, get in it now. Don't wait. Don't wait 'til after the elections. People wanna see you standing up. This is what Gavin Newsom understands well. I don't know if Gavin Newsom could be the nominee. But here's what Gavin Newsom understands well, which is that people want somebody who's gonna stand up, who's gonna appear to be fearless, who's gonna try to call it as they see it and is gonna be creative in their online presence. So figure out your online presence. You don't have to be silly, necessarily, if that's not your bag. But you gotta figure out how to be creative online. You gotta figure out, what is your contest against Donald Trump? And I think that unites people 'cause Trump is a uniting figure.

That's not gonna work in 2028. In 2026, it will unite people against him. In 2028, you ultimately then have to have something you're for. I've been thinking a lot about American competitiveness, American security, and American unity, right, that those three things all need to go together. And if we can figure out how we talk about those things in a way that brings Americans together to make sure that we're safe and make sure that we're gonna be able to compete with our adversaries around the world, I think you can find a lot of domestic policy that can fit underneath those three things. But you've gotta find something that people can rally around and be for. And like I said, you've gotta figure out how to get in Donald Trump's face and make the argument that you're not MAGA and that you're willing to fight MAGA, wherever it is.

My last point on this: The person who's benefited from this the most--Trump has basically created the Mark Kelly candidacy, right? Mark Kelly was a nice guy, a senator. Who doesn't like an astronaut? But the fact that Trump has attacked him because of his statement about not following orders for the upper echelons of the military if they're illegal, but the fact that Trump has attacked him for that has turned Mark Kelly into more of a folk hero with people who weren't paying that much attention. So I think how you conduct yourself when the fights happen, when they come to you, is gonna be incredibly important.

Frum: Well, as a non-Democrat and a long time, for many years, in the Republican Party and knowing how the other person plays their hands, my one suggestion would be, to borrow a phrase that the late Fred Siegel applied to Rudy Giuliani when Giuliani was at his maximum of success, he said the secret to Giuliani's success was that he was an "immoderate centrist."

So a lot of people think that to be a centrist means to be always in that, Well, gee, I don't know. I could do it one way; I could do it the way.

Simmons: Yeah. A little of this little, a little of that.

Frum: A little of that. And the point to Giuliani was he had this ferocious manner, but while he was mayor, his politics were mapped more or less to where the center of gravity in his city was. And so Democrats are often offered these choices between people who are very large candidates, very big personalities, but have extreme views, or candidates who have more moderate views, but they look kind of wishy-washy and kind of frightened. And the secret is to be not politically extreme, but to have a big personality.

And I think that's the thing that Gavin Newsom is trying to do, and as you say, he may not be the right candidate. But I think he's found an interesting approach--he doesn't take wild positions, but he takes them in a way that is very forceful and uncompromising and unafraid.

Simmons: You know who used to do that, which now we think of him 'cause we think of all the bad parts, but Bill Clinton was that when he ran in 1992 and even in 1996. It was an incredibly moderate platform, but he went out there every day and he sold it. (Laughs.) He put energy behind it, and he sold it. And so he made people feel like, Oh, this is somebody who I wanna follow because he knows where he wants to go. And I think that is incredibly important. People always wanna know, what is the strength of this candidate? Can they take a punch? Can they deliver a punch? And I can think of a couple of Democrats right now who I like, but they've gotta show they can take some punches and that they can throw some blows. And if they can do that, they'll be fine.

Here's the one practical thing I've been saying to Democrats too: Don't fill out the questionnaires. All the groups in American politics will send questionnaires to Democratic candidates and say, Where do you stand on these hundred issues? And you're supposed to check off where you are. Just have a blanket policy, no questionnaires. I'm happy to send you a 700-word op-ed that explains my position on the environment, but I'm not filling out your questionnaire.

Frum: Jamal Simmons, thank you so much for joining me today.

Simmons: Thank you. It was good to be here. David.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Jamal Simmons for joining me today. My book this week is a novel, The Magician, by Colm Toibin. Published in 2021, The Magician is an imaginative reconstruction of the life of Thomas Mann, the great German writer.

Thomas Mann was born in Lubeck in 1875 and died in exile from his native Germany in 1955. In between, he remade modern literature in German with a series of astonishingly important novels--he won the Nobel Prize [in] Literature--and a man of conservative sensibility, someone who supported his country's government in the First World War and only belatedly became a believer in German democracy in the 1920s. He was also an opponent of the Nazi regime, married a Jewish woman, and had six Jewish children with her, all of whose lives were at risk because of the Nazi takeover of his country, and who found himself in exile, dealing with what had happened to the country he loved and to whom he gave such voice.

Colm Toibin presents Mann as a man riven by deep internal contradictions and desires. Thomas Mann was a man of homosexual desire and some homosexual relationships, but he lived most of his life in a marriage, seemingly a happy one, that gave birth to his six children. He was a person, as I said, of conservative instinct, but he became an important leader of German democracy and even visited the new East Germany in 1949 and tried to find some way of reconciling the division of his country after the Second World War.

This novel speaks to me, above all, as the profile of someone who was a deeply nonrevolutionary man living in nonrevolutionary times, and tried to hold on to both a sense of his country's past and a sense of his own personal continuity as everything around him changes. How much is this a story of our own lives in these revolutionary times, where it seems, because of technology, but also because of political change, that the world we knew when we were young, even if we're not such old people as I myself am, seems to be receding out of hand, and yet there are values back there that we wanna take with us into a new time?

That was Thomas Mann's literary problem. It was his political problem. It was his personal problem. And it is a problem to which Toibin gives powerful voice in this beautiful and intimate novel, The Magician. I learned deeply from it, and I still find myself thinking about it in some of the quiet hours of reflection of the worlds that I myself sometimes feel that I have lost.

Thanks so much [for] joining me on the program today. I hope if you want to support the work of this program and of all of us at The Atlantic, you will do so in the most effective way by subscribing to The Atlantic. I am so appreciative of your time and attention, whether you watch or whether you view. See you next week on The David Frum Show. Bye-bye.

[Music]
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Miranda Priestly Hangs Up Her Own Coat Now

<em>The Devil Wears Prada 2</em> finds the magazine industry in a much less glamorous place.

by David Sims

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




The Devil Wears Prada took place amid the glorious roar of capitalism. The hit 2006 comedy took place in a world where magazines were still triumphant, with Runway, a fictional, Vogue-esque publication the film was centered on, sitting firmly atop the heap. The only concern was whether Andy Sachs, a plucky aspiring journalist played by Anne Hathaway, could survive working as the assistant to Runway's imperious editor in chief, Miranda Priestly (Meryl Streep), without totally losing her sense of self. But in The Devil Wears Prada 2, Hollywood's latest nostalgia-baiting follow-up film, the crisis is no longer personal--it's existential.

Ahead of watching the sequel, I worried about what I thought would be a lazy parade of fan service; I feared that the movie would lob catchphrases and cameos at the audience like dead fish to a herd of clapping seals. (This often seems to be Hollywood's view of its customer base too.) At first, the story is a bit of a retread: 20 years later, Runway still exists, and Miranda still rules it with a relatively iron fist. But the magazine's budgets are no longer limitless, the September issue is not quite as thick with glossy ads, and dreaded words such as content and traffic are bandied about during meetings that used to be focused on which passed appetizers would be served at an upcoming gala. The sequel thus finds a good reason to exist: It has plenty of breezy fun probing the dilemmas of modern media, without abandoning the glitz that made the original so enduring.

I'm as surprised as anyone. The director, David Frankel, has mostly specialized in mediocre dramedies since the success of the first Prada, while the screenwriter, Aline Brosh McKenna, has done her best work in television since then. Yet they've managed to land on an enticing premise as well as assemble an impressive lineup of on-screen talent. Stanley Tucci returns as Miranda's right-hand man, Nigel Kipling; so too does Emily Blunt, who plays Andy's former rival and colleague, Emily Charlton. Additions to the cast include Kenneth Branagh as Miranda's violinist husband and Lucy Liu and Justin Theroux as a newsmaking tech-industry power couple that are now freshly divorced. Although Frankel is a workmanlike visual storyteller, he understands what to emphasize here--that is, lots of spiky friendships and mild work drama, and very little romantic turmoil.

Read: The invisible labor of fashion blogging

In the first movie, Andy is a hard-nosed Northwestern journalism grad who derides Runway's glossy existence and thinks herself above fashion. She eventually gains some respect for Miranda without submitting to the tractor beam of life at the magazine. (I was thrilled that the sequel contains very little scolding over Andy's workaholic tendencies, which really weighs down the previous film.) She's become a celebrated journalist, except Prada 2 kicks off with her career hitting a low point: The publication where she works, The New York Vanguard, is downsizing. (Members of the press watching might find this premise triggering.) In parallel, Runway is weathering a minor scandal, and its publisher hires Andy as a features editor to help stabilize the ship. She remains junior to Miranda, but she's now confident enough to go toe-to-toe with her former boss more regularly.

Miranda is the queen of a fading empire. She hangs up her own coat in her expansive office, rather than throw it at an underling, and her assistant chastises her when she raises controversial topics (such as being "body negative") in meetings. Runway is still a home for glamour, but its print edition, as Nigel remarks to Andy, is becoming a relic; the magazine's editors now worry about posting quick stories online for readers to scroll through. Prada 2 is not completely without flash--one set piece takes place at the Met Gala, while another features da Vinci's The Last Supper as a backdrop, and everyone's always dolled up in the finest couture. But its jaded outlook on the industry that Andy once desperately wanted to break into feels appropriate; she got close to the top, only to discover that there's no stability in working in media, even at the highest echelons.

The lesson here could be for Andy to learn to let go. She meets a nice new fella, a charming Australian contractor named Peter (Patrick Brammall), and has her pal Lily (Tracie Thoms) in her ear promising a cushy copywriting job should Andy ever need a landing pad. But Prada 2 isn't as afraid of the hustle as its forebear; although Andy has a pretty good head on her shoulders, the big arc of the film involves her, Miranda, and the ever-reliable Nigel remembering that they all want to stay in journalism for the love of the game, even if the events don't stay as glittery. To do that, they become embroiled in the antics of dueling tech billionaires (and exes), searching for patrons that will allow them to keep the magazine afloat. That trajectory may be depressing to consider, but it's also as credible as Prada 2 gets--and who am I to bemoan my movie-star fun being zhuzhed up with a little smack of realism?
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The Pope Goes on an ICE Ride-Along

The Holy Father accepts Tom Homan's gracious invitation.

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




"Is this you inviting the pope on a ride-along?" Benny Johnson asked at a recent Turning Point USA event.

"Yes," Border Czar Tom Homan said.

*

Although they had removed the license plates from the popemobile, it was still pretty conspicuous, as far as modes of ICE transit went. In compliance with the spirit of the ride-along, the pope was wearing a face mask and full body armor, but in compliance with his role as pope, he was also wearing his tall, ceremonial miter and holding a ferula.

"Is this really necessary?" the border czar said.

"Yes," said the pope. "You wanted to sit down and explain things to me. Here I am. For our ride-along. I have accepted your gracious invitation."

Grumbling, the border czar climbed into the popemobile.

"Hungry?" the pope asked. He produced a CAVA bag from the depths of his robes. "I got us lunch to share. It is a CAVA bag with food in it. Just food, nothing else."

The border czar scowled. "I thought you weren't making political commentary."

"It's not a commentary," the pope said. "It's lunch."

"I thought it was a reference to the time undercover agents gave me a CAVA bag full of cash."

"Undercover agents gave you a CAVA bag full of cash?" the pope said. He made a face. "That's several Hail Marys, at least."

They drove in silence.

"I always wished the popemobile would play a little tune, like an ice-cream truck," the pope said. He began to hum "Lacrimosa."

The border czar sighed. "What kind of Catholic are you?"

"That's what J. D. Vance said," the pope replied. "I just think it's terrible how he speaks about his wife. I guess I have to read his new book about faith that's coming out. Who knows, maybe I will learn a lot. He seems to think he has a lot to teach me. Is it a left here?"

The border czar nodded. "We're going to do a routine arrest. You're going to see the kind of thing we do. The kind of stress we're under. Hopefully you'll emerge from this with an appreciation of ICE."

The border czar had put an address into the popemobile's GPS (Gloria Patri et filio et Spiritui Sancto) and soon they were approaching a school. Through the clear dome of the popemobile they could see parents dropping off their kids.

"I know the president says I'm soft on crime," the pope said, "but I hate to see anything that hurts a child. If we're here to arrest someone so cruel and brazen that they're targeting school kids and their families--"

The border czar frowned and made some hand gestures at the ICE agents behind him.

"Ooh!" the pope said. "Charades? I haven't played charades in ages. We don't actually play a lot of charades in the Holy See."

"Actually," the border czar said. "Let's go across town." He cleared his throat. "Maybe a better start to the day."

They drove. The pope whistled. Someone's stomach rumbled.

"If you don't like the CAVA luncheon," the pope said, "let's get tacos. It looks like this block with the restaurant is our next stop too." He pulled the popemobile over. "That smells delicious. You know, Jesus made himself known in the breaking of bread."

"I'm familiar," the border czar said. They went into the restaurant and sat down. The pope removed his mask to eat. The restaurant was relatively empty; they were served quickly. The pope blessed his food and ate with relish. The border czar picked at his.

"Delicious!" the pope said. "What a feast! What a blessing. I'm really developing a backlog of feet to wash. Scrumptious. How blessed you are to be able to visit this place of business. I hope no one seeks to disrupt the labor of love that goes on here. Now, who were we arresting?"

The border czar did not verbally acknowledge his remark. He was too busy punching a new address into the GPS.

When they got back to the popemobile, one of the tires was punctured. The pope sighed. "There are many legitimate grievances to have with either of the institutions currently represented in this vehicle," he said. "This is understandable. How do we fix it?"

There was a brief deliberation among the ICE team; then the agents began shooting at the tires. This activated the popemobile's alarm system, causing it to blow loud trumpet blasts and emit defensive sprays of holy water.

"How do we shut it off?" the border czar asked. A small crowd was forming.

The pope approached the popemobile. The sound ceased.

"What are you doing? Blessing it?"

"Nah," the pope said. "There's a button."

"I guess we can walk to our last stop," the border czar said.

"Great," the pope said. "Do you mind if I recite a psalm?"

They walked in silence. "You have to understand," the border czar said, "open borders are not a victimless crime. You can't have people just wander across a border. Imagine if that happened at the Vatican."

"That happens at the Vatican constantly," the pope said. "Lots of people wander in by mistake. It's called St. Peter's Square."

The border czar frowned. "I just wish you'd stick to matters of, you know, morality, and stop criticizing President Trump and his policies."

"Don't you hear how that is a contradiction in terms?" the pope said. "I was just trying to spread the gospel. Unfortunately, the gospel says a lot of stuff about, you know, loving thy neighbor as thyself--What you do unto the least of these, you have done also unto me; Be a good Samaritan--that kind of thing. So I feel it's kind of unfair. It would be like a restaurant getting offended if I went around reading sections of the health code aloud."

"What about those other parts of the Bible that Pete Hegseth is always reading?" the border czar said.

"That's Pulp Fiction," the pope said. "Look, no shade to Pete Hegseth, but he really believes in military crusades and, how do I put this, indulgence. Two things that the Catholic Church left behind centuries ago. You're bringing back crusades, yet you don't want to hear from the pope?"

"I was hoping for more understanding, I guess," the border czar said. "From one man in an overfunded, secretive institution that has covered up its share of abuses over the years, to another? Anyway, we're coming up on an arrest. If you could gear up again."

"Sure," the pope said. He pulled his mask back on. "Let me see if I can guess. He's not definitely a criminal, but his associates seem criminal; he belongs to a religious group the state views with suspicion; works with his hands; name is Jesus or something."

"How'd you guess?"

The pope shrugged. "I deal with a lot of guys like that in my line of work."

"Then you know what needs to happen to him."

"Yes," the pope said. "As a matter of fact, I do."



*Illustration Sources: Michael M. Santiago / Getty; Alessandra Benedetti / Corbis / Getty; Shelby Tauber / Bloomberg / Getty.
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The YOLO Presidency

Trump is focused on becoming one of history's "great men."

by Ashley Parker, Michael Scherer

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




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

Had President Trump, we wondered, possibly been reading or at least thumbing through--just maybe--the works of ... Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel?

Impossible. And yet. Hegel's theory of "world-historical individuals," men who redirected the course of humanity, focused on three figures: Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, and Napoleon Bonaparte. Hegel described them as unlikely "heroes of an Epoch" for upending established orders that had previously seemed fixed. They were "practical, political men" who were each condemned in their age for smashing norms and for other conduct "obnoxious to moral reprehension"--as Trump has been accused of, centuries later.

And though Trump has long compared himself to America's two greatest presidents, we were recently told by two people who are in a position to know such things--a senior administration official and a longtime Trump confidant--that the president had, in private conversations, begun thinking about himself less as a peer of George Washington and Abraham Lincoln, and more as an addition to Hegel's immortal trifecta.

"He's been talking recently about how he is the most powerful person to ever live," the confidant told us. "He wants to be remembered as the one who did things that other people couldn't do, because of his sheer power and force of will."

The tendency to self-aggrandize is as fundamental a feature of Trump as his sculpted hair and overlong red ties. But it has become even more important in setting his priorities and steering his actions as he hurtles through his final term in office. He no longer has to worry about the judgment of voters and can instead focus on what he's decided really matters: ascending to become one of history's so-called great men and leaving an enduring--and, in many cases, physical--imprint. The result, at least so far, has cost many lives and billions of dollars, damaged the world economy, strained already fragile alliances, and cratered the president's standing with the public. But those around him cast his new focus as a liberation. "He is unburdened by political concerns and is able to do what is truly right rather than what is in his best political interests," the administration official told us. "Hence the decision to strike Iran."

What the American people think--and what near-term consequences they may face--has mattered less to Trump than his own designs to remake the world by bombing seven countries, toppling two world leaders in as many months, threatening to seize Greenland, and undermining the NATO alliance. Earlier this month, Trump described the conflagration with Iran in existential terms, writing on social media, "A whole civilization will die tonight, never to be brought back again." Even when he later agreed to a two-week cease-fire--which has since been extended--Trump portrayed his Middle East adventurism as "one of the most important moments in the long and complex history of the World." At home, he has focused his time and attention on unending tributes to his reign--building projects that recall ancient Rome, decorative gilding that evokes imperial France, banners with his visage draped across government buildings, and a gold coin set to be minted with his image for the nation's 250th birthday. "He is conscious, proud, and hopeful that some of the things that he does are resetting long-standing orders of things," a second senior official told us. "Not in a Socrates sort of way, just: The stuff I'm doing is very different, and it will reset things to some level, and that includes not just this country but the world."

Read: 'I run the country and the world'

When we asked several White House officials whether Trump had discovered and embraced Hegel's writings, they dismissed the hypothesis almost laughingly. The president does not have a reputation as a reader. He did recently learn about the powerful triumvirate in a brief passage that someone handed him, the senior official told us, although that person couldn't recall if it was a poem or an essay or something else. The second senior official suggested that Trump might be recalling a speech he heard at a golf-club event last year, where a speaker placed Trump in the frame of historical figures such as Alexander the Great and Genghis Khan. White House officials and allies have debated other reasons for the president's turn toward history, and some have dismissed it as typical Trumpian braggadocio--the greatest, the biggest, the best. They all spoke with us on the condition of anonymity to candidly detail their private conversations with the president.

Then, on Saturday night, following an assassination attempt at the annual White House Correspondents' Association Dinner, Trump turned briefly introspective, offering yet another glimpse of how he views his place in the scope of history. Speaking to reporters shortly after the alleged gunman had been apprehended, Trump said that he had "studied assassinations," mentioned Lincoln, and argued that "the people that make the biggest impact--they're the ones that they go after." "They don't go after the ones that don't do much," he continued, before musing that only "big names" face these threats to their life, and concluding: "I hate to say I'm honored by that, but I've done a lot."

Trump's heightened tendency to view himself as a world-historical figure--capable of brash, misunderstood greatness--has transformed his second term, and not necessarily in a good way. Republicans are in a panic about the political costs of the attack on Iran, which has increased prices and interest rates ahead of an election that will hinge on affordability. Democrats, meanwhile, delight in Trump's focus on building a ballroom and a memorial arch, which swing-voter focus groups regularly identify as a misplaced priority. And inside the administration, the excitement of his first year has given way to a more defensive mentality, as some of the president's most committed supporters splinter away and the political operation struggles to maintain the 2024 coalition.

But for Trump, the costs have been outweighed by what he views as the opportunity before him, a chance to transform the world in a manner that few historical figures have ever even approached. A second Trump confidant summarized bluntly: "He's clearly in his 'I don't give a fuck' mood."

Ever since moving back into the Oval Office, Trump has been adding accents to the room, cluttering the space with golden urns, military flags, rows of presidential portraits, and a 19th-century copy of the Declaration of Independence. The crowns of the doors have been gilded, as have the seal and stars on the ceiling. Like clip art in blank spots on the wall, he has affixed ornamental molding, coated in gold leaf. When we entered the Oval Office for an interview last April, one of the first questions he asked us was of decor: "Do I do a chandelier?" he inquired. "Beautiful crystal chandelier, top of the line." (Ultimately, he opted against it because the logistics were not ideal; one option included hanging it directly through the bald eagle's beak on the presidential seal.)

The doors, however, remained glaringly unadorned until Trump had an idea: He took his personally designed presidential challenge coin--such tokens are generally a palm-size souvenir that's popular in military and law-enforcement circles--and glued it to the center of the Oval Office door, at about eye level. "Everyone was impressed by how good it looked," a White House official told us. In the weeks that followed, Trump made his way through the West Wing, seeking out new places to affix his coins (golden and featuring the presidential seal). One by one, the president decorated the office doors of each of his deputies. His aides are convinced that he will eventually cover all of the doors.

Trump, a developer by trade, has always loved these sorts of details--to a point of distraction. Building and branding are "in his DNA; it's who he is," David Urban, a Trump ally, told us. And now, as president, Trump feels that he's deploying those skills for the common good. "He believes in his mind that he's making all of these things better, and you know what? At the end of the day, he is making all of these things better." The president's friends and advisers have told us story upon story of his obsession with the smallest minutiae, of his dedication to his monuments of self--the time he got down on all fours to help explain exactly how he wanted new tiling at Mar-a-Lago arranged; the time he glanced out of a window at one of his golf courses and then stopped a meeting, just cold stopped it, so he could amble out to instruct the gardeners.

His passion for his personal projects has begun bleeding into daily work as president. One month into the Iran war, for instance--as gas prices averaged near $4, mortgage rates were climbing, and inflation fears were eroding stock values--Trump came to the press cabin in the back of Air Force One to argue that the bombing campaign was working. Or, at least, that's what the reporters covering his trip home from Mar-a-Lago thought he was there to do. Then he suddenly switched from talking about the war to boasting about his plans for "hand-carved" Corinthian columns as part of his $400 million White House ballroom. The president presented six mounted, photo-realistic renderings of the project that he explained at length, like this was a miles-high slide show. He went on about the drone-resistant roof, the bulletproof windows, the multiple porches, and the basement military facility, before pausing near the end to explain his priorities.

"I'm so busy that I don't have time to do this--I'm fighting wars and other things," Trump told the assembled press. "But this is very important because this is gonna be with us for a long time."

A foreign leader visiting Washington today would find a city under reconstruction, with tower cranes over the White House, a spectacle that recalls Roman Emperor Augustus's claim that "I found Rome a city of bricks and left it a city of marbles." There's the planned remodeling (and recent renaming) of the Kennedy Center, the affixing of his name to the United States Institute of Peace, the attempted seizure of D.C.-municipal golf courses that Trump plans to renovate, the paving over of Jackie Kennedy's Rose Garden into a Mar-a-Lago-style patio, and the tearing down of the East Wing to make way for the massive ballroom. (That destruction prompted the largest outcry, perhaps because the symbolism was visual, physical, visceral--a wrecking ball laying waste to a cherished pillar of democracy.) The proposed "Arc de Trump," a 250-foot structure modeled after Paris's Arc de Triomphe, would be taller than any similar structure in world history, and more than twice the height of the Lincoln Memorial, across the river from where it would stand. "The GREATEST and MOST BEAUTIFUL Triumphal Arch, anywhere in the World," Trump declared three days after announcing the cease-fire with Iran.

Even the yearlong celebration of the nation's semiquincentennial has become as much about feting Trump as observing the nation's 250th birthday. Trump will mark his 80th birthday in June with a demonstration by modern-day gladiators--a UFC Freedom 250 fight on the White House South Lawn. The fighters will weigh in at the Lincoln Memorial. Later, they will emerge from the Oval Office to battle before a waiting Trump, the event complete with fireworks and a light show--a grandiose and very Trumpian tribute to himself.

Trump doesn't like to use the term legacy, advisers and allies told us, and some have wondered whether he really cares about his legacy at all. "The only legacy President Trump is concerned with is making America greater than ever before," the White House spokesperson Olivia Wales told us. As Trump searched for a running mate in 2024, the second Trump confidant recounted that they had tried to implore him to pick someone who could help continue his political movement. Trump retorted: "What the hell do I care? I'll be dead."

"I don't think he's sitting around musing about what people will think 100 or 200 years from now," one of the senior officials told us.

But there is no dispute that something has changed in his second term--a freeing of his ambition, and a newfound sense of power. "My own morality. My own mind. It's the only thing that can stop me," Trump told The New York Times after a successful operation in Venezuela to capture its leader, Nicolas Maduro. His top advisers now talk about him as the person with "the highest tolerance for risk in the world, and the best instinct for self-preservation," according to one of them. That has left everyone around him attempting to proceed as if this is a normal presidency--or, at least, a normal Trump presidency--but the president is different now, firmly in his second term with personal electoral victory no longer a driving force. The guardrails from the first term are gone, and Trump has all but abandoned the pretense of much caring about the Republican Party that he holds in an emperor-like grip.

Read: It's not just Iran. Trump is flailing on multiple fronts.

Top White House officials, political advisers, and Cabinet members gathered in mid-February at the Capitol Hill Club to lay out a midterm-election strategy that would focus on delivering a consistent message that's focused on the economy and cost of living, regardless of what Trump says or does. The group met again a month later, at Washington's Waldorf Astoria, which was previously the Trump International Hotel. The February plan had run headlong into the expensive war, so the message became blunter: There was no longer room for error.

Sarah Longwell, a former Republican and an anti-MAGA political strategist who regularly conducts focus groups with Biden-Trump swing voters, told us that Trump keeps acting in politically irrational ways. "So every time he's focused on the ballroom, every time he's focused on the Kennedy Center, voters are like, 'But you're not focused on Americans. You're not focused on me. You're not focused on the economy,'" she told us. "Most people are like, 'I don't care about the ballroom. Just be focused on the economy. That was the whole point of you.'"

One Trump ally told us that the president is not particularly worried whether he loses the House, and that he cares only slightly about holding the Senate. The reason: A Democratic Senate means "a six-month impeachment trial versus three hours," this person explained. But Trump has survived two impeachments, and he arguably returned more powerful. His focus now is on doing something more enduring with his influence. Trump worries about being perceived as a lame-duck president, several people told us, including this ally. He has--at least on one occassion--acknowledged his own mortality. Jimmy Carter died in late 2024, during the presidential transition, and when he lay in state in the Capitol Rotunda, Trump watched the proceedings for hours from Mar-a-Lago, transfixed by the coverage, a person close to the White House told us. One day, Trump mused, he would be inside a flag-draped coffin like that. (In a story about Trump's health, New York magazine also reported a version of these comments.)

The same ally told us that Trump now cares more about his successor, believing that a Republican president loyal to him will help ensure that his actions are not immediately reversed. After losing in 2020, he had four years out of power to watch President Biden try to return the nation to a pre-Trump status quo ante, and he now understands what lasting change requires. But even that is complicated. "There is a little bit of tension there, because I think there's a part of him who might also want to say, 'I'm the only one who can hold this coalition together,'" the first Trump confidant told us. (Trump has publicly mused about running again in 2028--a clear joke to troll his opponents, advisers insist--though other people in Trump's orbit, such as the MAGA influencer and former adviser Steve Bannon, are more seriously pushing the idea.)

Read: Doomsday-prepping for Trump's third term

In short, the president's incentive structure has changed. "The hallmark of his entire life has been: Solve the problem that's in front of my face, and I bet I'll be able to solve the next problem when I get to it, but I'm not going to worry about it right now. And it leads to this inherently short-term thinking," this confidant said. Now that Trump is no longer running for president, this person explained, "he's not thinking about What do my polling numbers say right now? or What are they for in the midterms I'm not running in, or for 2028 when I don't care?"

Still, Trump's team remains cautiously optimistic that it can refocus him on the coming midterms, which could act, perhaps, as the last guardrail to curb his influences in a term that, so far, has mainly been dictated by such whims. "He knows he is essentially on the ballot in the midterms," one of the senior White House officials told us, as if by saying it aloud they could will it into reality. But after those elections, this person mused, "God knows what the next two years will look like."

Hegel--whether or not Trump has actually read a word of his dense tracts--may offer some hints. Julius Caesar, Alexander the Great, and Napoleon Bonaparte, Hegel argued, operated with "an unconscious impulse that occasioned the accomplishment of that for which the time was ripe." They were not exactly intellectuals, he wrote, and they did not live particularly happy lives. Napoleon was exiled in his 40s to St. Helena; Alexander died at 32; and Caesar, after declaring himself dictator of Rome, was assassinated at 55 by nobles. As Hegel concluded: "So mighty a form must trample down many an innocent flower--crush to pieces many an object in its path." The German philosopher could just as well have been writing about Trump, some 200 years before the American president dubbed himself a great man of history and began trampling so many modern-day flowers.
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Sam Altman and Elon Musk Sure Dislike Each Other

The trial between the CEOs<em> </em>makes the AI boom seem sordid and small.

by Matteo Wong

Tue, 28 Apr 2026




Elon Musk and Sam Altman are two of the most influential people in Silicon Valley, if not the world. Between the two of them, Musk and Altman run technology companies worth many trillions of dollars that promise to reshape civilization. But this morning, both sat under fluorescent lights in a courthouse in downtown Oakland, suffering through all manner of technical glitches as their respective attorneys kicked off the long-awaited trial in Musk v. Altman.



As Steven Molo, a lawyer for Musk, began his opening argument, confused looks swept the courtroom. "We can't hear you," Judge Yvonne Gonzalez Rogers said. Someone fixed his microphone. Later, as Molo began to call into question Altman's integrity, his microphone cut out again, and his presentation disappeared from screens in the room. ("We are funded by the federal government," Gonzalez Rogers joked. "The judiciary is happy to take more funds.")



Musk is suing Altman and OpenAI, among others, demanding legal and financial remedies that would effectively destroy OpenAI as we know it. The fight stretches back to 2015, when Musk partnered with Altman to create OpenAI out of concern, as they told it, that Google DeepMind could not be trusted to create artificial general intelligence. Corporate greed would get in the way of societal progress, they claimed, so OpenAI would be a nonprofit. After a falling out with Altman and other co-founders, Musk left in 2018. All of this was before OpenAI added a for-profit entity, and before ChatGPT became the fastest-growing consumer app in history. In 2024, Musk sued, alleging that by putting profits above its founding mission, OpenAI had violated its founding charter and misused Musk's initial charitable donations. "It's very simple," Musk testified today. "It's not okay to steal a charity." Also named in his complaint are the OpenAI co-founder Greg Brockman and Microsoft, a major investor in the company.



Musk is asking that Altman be removed from OpenAI's board, that the company convert back to a nonprofit, and for the return of allegedly "ill-gotten gains"--some $150 billion--which Musk says would go to OpenAI's charitable trust. Outside legal experts say that Musk is unlikely to win all or even much of this. His argument is confusing: OpenAI has certainly evolved from a nonprofit lab to a revenue-chasing, consumer behemoth, and a chorus of critics has alleged that it has deviated from its original mission of ensuring that AGI benefits humanity. But Musk himself appears to have insisted that OpenAI couldn't keep up as a nonprofit--for instance, in early 2018, he wrote an email to OpenAI leadership saying that merging the firm with Tesla "is the only path that could even hope to hold a candle to Google." And even before he sued, Musk launched a rival for-profit company, xAI. "Mr. Musk's lawsuit is a pageant of hypocrisy," William Savitt, a lawyer for OpenAI, told the jury today, later adding that Musk had "sour grapes." (OpenAI, which declined to comment, wrote yesterday that the lawsuit is "a baseless and jealous bid to derail a competitor." Musk's legal team did not respond to a request for comment.)



The substance of these claims is important to the AI industry as a whole. The ramifications of this lawsuit go beyond any company or executive: The conflict between Musk and Altman has itself directly shaped the course of the AI industry. It is, in effect, the AI boom's founding feud. The next few weeks of the trial will illuminate tensions about the development of AI that have grown only more urgent--between profit and social good, and over who can be trusted with this technology.



Already, the pretrial process produced no shortage of drama. Both sides published internal communication between Musk and OpenAI leadership. OpenAI shared texts suggesting that Musk had used a former member of OpenAI's board to keep tabs on the company. (That board member, Shivon Zilis, has multiple children with Musk, and in her deposition said that she is in a romantic relationship with him; asked about Zilis today, Musk said she was "my chief of staff and uh, well, yeah," smirking.) Musk's alleged ketamine use during important OpenAI negotiations, which he has said he does not recall, became a key issue until, in a recent pretrial hearing, Gonzalez Rogers deemed this line of inquiry irrelevant.



The trial makes the AI boom seem sordid and small. In his sworn deposition, Altman wrote that Musk used to message him complaints that he wanted more credit for the success of OpenAI and took offense at not being included in an anniversary photo. Altman has also said, of Musk and his lawsuit, "Probably his whole life is from a position of insecurity. I feel for the guy." In the courtroom, Altman sat stone-faced next to Brockman and departed right before Musk took to the witness stand.



Musk, for his part, has said that he would drop his lawsuit if OpenAI changed its name to "ClosedAI." Yesterday, as jury selection began, Musk began furiously posting on X and repeatedly called his co-founder "Scam Altman." Before the start of opening arguments today, Gonzalez Rogers admonished Musk and Altman for their social-media use, asking them to limit their "propensity" to post about the trial; both meekly assented, "Yes."



Now we are all living in the fallout of Musk and Altman's vendetta. Disagreements over the direction of Google DeepMind led to the creation of OpenAI, and then more disagreements led Musk to found xAI. Similarly, a few years ago, Dario Amodei and six other OpenAI employees split off to form a competing AI company, Anthropic, themselves trusting neither OpenAI's structure nor its leadership to prioritize the benefit of humanity over financial gain. And there's Mark Zuckerberg, whom Musk asked about joining forces to purchase OpenAI in 2025, according to texts released in pretrial discovery. (Meta previously declined to comment.) Zuckerberg has since spent tens or even hundreds of billions of dollars overhauling the AI team at Meta in a bid to catch up in the AI race. The very sort of AI schism that started with Musk and Altman keeps recurring.



A more cynical description of this dynamic is that the AI boom is shaped by a very small group of men, nearly all of whom claim to be the best steward of humanity while being largely dismissive of their competition. At the same time, the goal of creating an organizational structure, whether nonprofit or corporate, to provide a check on a CEO has all but withered away. An independent board was supposed to govern OpenAI, but the company has basically been Altman's fiefdom--just as Anthropic is Amodei's and xAI is Musk's. Grok has at times explicitly aligned its responses with Musk's political views by mimicking his social-media posts.



Both sides have made the issue of concentration of power--that no one company or person should control such a transformative technology--central to their arguments. "If you have someone that's not trustworthy in charge of AI," Musk testified, "I think that's very dangerous to the whole world." The defense, meanwhile, said that "one person having control wasn't consistent with OpenAI's core mission." Apparently, the irony was lost on everyone.



This trial will offer the clearest glimpse into an elite circle whose bickering is shaping the most expensive infrastructure buildout in human history in the name of a technology that could upend the labor market, spell the end of education as we know it, and reshape the geopolitical order. That is, as long as the microphones keep working.
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The Evolution of Trump's Corruption

The president is no longer intimidated by backlash.<strong> </strong>

by David A. Graham

Tue, 28 Apr 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.

Seven years ago, during a marginally more innocent time, the Trump administration announced plans to hold the 2020 G7 summit at Donald Trump's resort in Doral, Florida. The backlash was fierce, and somehow the then-Acting White House Chief of Staff Mick Mulvaney's dismissive attitude--"Get over it"--failed to quell concerns, including among Republicans. Two days later, Trump gave up and moved the event to Camp David. (In the end, it was canceled because of COVID.)

Things are different in Trump's second term. Later this year, the United States will host the G20 summit--an offshoot of the G7 that includes approximately 20 leaders of the world's largest economies--and the president has selected Trump National Doral as the location. A few days ago, The Washington Post reported that Trump even intends to invite Russian President Vladimir Putin, a global pariah, to the meeting. But the Doral G20 has gotten nowhere near the same amount of attention, and much less backlash.

The way the two summits have been received feels like a case study in the differences between the first and second Trump presidencies. In 2019, neither the press nor the public was yet so fatigued by news and numb to outrage, as New York magazine observed this week, nor were they yet accustomed to a president using his position to openly enrich himself. (The Atlantic's headline about the G7 announcement was "Trump's Most Shameless Act of Profiteering." How young we were!) The Republican Party also had more leaders who were willing to criticize the president, either publicly or privately. Finally, although Trump has never seemed especially vulnerable to shame, the president and his aides could still be swayed by sufficient embarrassment back then. The phrase shameless corruption gets used a lot, but Trump's second term embodies it.

Although the first Trump administration created a fire hose of news, the country has been going at this pace now for 10 years, and the public is getting tired. Trump's announcement of the location for the G20 back in early September, was overshadowed by larger stories, particularly the Epstein files; days later, Charlie Kirk was assassinated, briefly blotting out all other coverage. The G20 summit may also seem less relevant than other global events, especially given that Trump is currently shaking or breaking the world order through different means. (He has also already disinvited South Africa from the summit for largely imagined offenses against Afrikaners.)

Perhaps most important, the idea of Trump grubbing a few dollars out of hosting a meeting at one of his properties seems positively quaint today. During the first Trump term, I covered a succession of egregious choices: Trump refusing to financially disentangle himself from his companies; diverting Mike Pence to his Irish resort for a stopover; charging the Secret Service exorbitant rates to stay at Mar-a-Lago while protecting him; and making his hotel in Washington, D.C., a physical affront to the Constitution's emoluments clause.

To say that these actions now look like nickel-and-diming is not to forgive them but to acknowledge the much larger scale on which Trump and his family are working now. The president's government is signing off on big payouts to former aides, including Michael Flynn ($1.25 million for a case in which Flynn pleaded guilty) and Carter Page (another $1.25 million, even though courts twice dismissed his lawsuit). The government has not yet made deals with people convicted for their involvement in the January 6, 2021, riot, but their lawyers are hopeful. Trump has handed out clemency to a slew of people who have donated money to his campaign or his other efforts, which looks a great deal like selling pardons.

Trump's family business, the Trump Organization, has signed lucrative deals in cities around the world where his administration is also conducting foreign policy. His son-in-law Jared Kushner, too, is making business deals in some of the same countries with which he is negotiating on behalf of the president, even though he has no government role. Trump's media company has jumped into cryptocurrency and prediction markets, a clear conflict of interest given the federal government's role in setting crypto policy. The New York Times recently reported on how a Syrian billionaire had sought to get sanctions removed on his country with a charm offensive that included an offer to open a Trump-branded golf course. He was egged on by a Republican member of Congress. (The sanctions have been removed, but the Trump Organization says that no deal to build a golf course is in the offing.)

Last summer, David Kirkpatrick of The New Yorker attempted to quantify how much Trump and his immediate family had made off the presidency and came up with a rough figure of $3.4 billion. By late January, Kirkpatrick estimated that the total was up to $4 billion. And it will continue to grow. Trump is even suing his own government, hoping to get the Justice Department--led for now by his former personal attorney--to pay him $230 million for investigating him, and the IRS to pay him $10 billion for mishandling his tax information.

I worry that summarizing so many examples so briefly only contributes to the same fatigue that has enabled them. If one death is a tragedy and 1 million deaths are a statistic, perhaps it is also true that charging the Secret Service thousands of dollars on hotel rooms is corruption, but raking in billions is simply a new paradigm. Yet these examples pop up regularly. The Trump administration has realized that its profiteering no longer produces the same public fury it once did, that nearly all Republican officeholders will stay quiet, and that it can grit out or ignore any residual shame. The result is on a dollar basis, and perhaps on any basis, the most corrupt administration in American history.

Related:

	America has never seen corruption like Trump's.
 	The Trump presidency's world-historical heist




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The ballroom truthers have a theory.
 	So nobody is going to pay taxes now?
 	Jonathan Chait: Calling Trump a tyrant is not a call to violence.




Today's News

	The United Arab Emirates said that it will leave OPEC after decades in the oil cartel, citing a desire for more flexibility over its oil production and exports. The announcement comes as the war with Iran continues to disrupt global energy markets and oil shipments through the Strait of Hormuz.
 	In a rare address to Congress, King Charles III emphasized the "truly unique" relationship between the United Kingdom and the United States, calling it "one of the most consequential alliances in human history." His speech came amid tensions over President Trump's war against Iran, though Charles avoided directly mentioning the conflict.
 	The Justice Department secured a second indictment of former FBI Director James Comey over a social-media post of seashells forming "86 47." Members of the Trump administration have argued that the message could be understood as a threat to the president. Comey, who deleted the post and said that he did not realize the numbers could be interpreted as violent, has denied any intent to cause harm.




Evening Read
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Is It the Shoes?

By Alex Hutchinson

To understand the significance of someone running a marathon in less than two hours, you also need to understand that, until recently, the notion of this actually happening was truly, utterly absurd. Sure, a physiologist named Michael Joyner had floated the idea that such a feat might be humanly possible in a journal paper way back in 1991. But his peers laughed off the idea, and not much changed over the succeeding decades. In Runner's World in 2014, I predicted that it would happen in 2075. Frankly, even that forecast seemed overly optimistic to me, but I figured I'd be dead by then, so no one would be able to call me on it.
 Well, I was wrong. Yesterday morning, the two-hour marathon barrier finally went down.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Alexandra Petri: A ballroom would have solved this.
 	Anthropic's little brother
 	A mediocre public-school education for just $40,000 a pupil
 	Americans once understood birthright citizenship.
 	MAHA's perfect villain




Culture Break


(c) 2026 Lee Friedlander



Take a look. Lee Friedlander, a 91-year-old photographer, has been taking pictures since the late 1940s. In a photo essay, Hua Hsu explores Friedlander's view of America.

Read. A new book explores how contemporary art can offer glimpses of the divine, Luis Parrales writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.
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The Ballroom Truthers Have a Theory

The fake-assassination-attempt conspiracy keeps growing.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Tue, 28 Apr 2026




Updated at 11:25 a.m. ET on April 29, 2026

Within hours of the gunfire at the White House Correspondents' Dinner on Saturday night--and initial, erroneous reports that the shooter had been killed--the usual swirl of misinformation and rumor was swirling in a particular direction. The event was staged, people said.

More than 300,000 posts containing the word staged were shared on X before midday on Sunday, according to an analysis cited by The New York Times. Some of those were probably saying that, actually, the event was not staged, but still: People with substantial social-media followings (including some celebrities) were raising questions. They drew attention to a clip of White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt from just before the dinner, laughing as she previewed her boss's speech: "There will be some shots fired tonight in the room." Others, in the style of pop-music stan accounts, grabbed photos of President Trump and other members of the administration, taken just before the shooting, in which one might find evidence of knowing smirks or other telling body language. Some of these posts were viewed millions of times.

The conspiracy theorists also latched on to a video pulled from Fox News's live broadcast, in which the reporter Aishah Hasnie, calling from inside the Hilton hotel that hosted the event, told the anchor that she had been speaking with Leavitt's husband right before the shooting started. "You need to be very safe," she said he'd told her. "And he was very serious when he said that to me, and he kind of looked around the room and he said there are some--" Then the call dropped. Hasnie clarified in a post on X that cell service had been spotty in the ballroom, but her explanation, delivered at 1:30 in the morning, was not as widely viewed as posts suggesting that Fox had cut her feed before she could reveal what her source had gone on to say. ("There are some ... people in here who are going to fake an attempt on the president's life but with live ammunition"?)

A potential motive for a staged assassination attempt was quickly floated too. Less than two weeks earlier, a federal judge had ruled that Trump could not justify his plan to build a ballroom by saying it was necessary for security reasons. Now he had a perfect counterpoint: "This event would never have happened with the Militarily Top Secret Ballroom currently under construction at the White House," he posted on Truth Social, his social-media platform, on Sunday. Some of the last large #Resistance Twitter accounts started circulating collages of all the posts from Trump allies who were arguing the same point, in suspiciously similar ways. Yesterday, three GOP senators pressed again for funding for the ballroom, and the Justice Department filed a bizarre motion backing the project with Trumpian rhetoric (asserting that any opponents must have "TRUMP DERANGEMENT SYNDROME").

Among the highly online left, some stated as fact that the whole event had been a ploy to get the ballroom. To some MAGA influencers, it was equally clear that Trump's enemies had been pushing back on the ballroom plans all along, with the intention of causing his death. "The Democrat judges who stopped the construction of a White House ballroom did so to enable an assassination of Trump," the far-right internet personality Mike Cernovich wrote, apparently in earnest. I also saw one person with almost 300,000 followers try to tie the shooting to a recent, roundly debunked story about a bunch of scientists who were supposedly mysteriously "missing."

All of this has echoes of the many conspiracy theories that surrounded an earlier attempt on Trump's life in Butler, Pennsylvania, in July 2024. That incident left behind a long trail of speculation and rumor, including a debate over whether the president was lying about the fact that a bullet struck his right ear. (Some still post photos of the president and insist that his cartilage appears to be intact.) Then, as now, a contingent of observers claimed that the whole thing had been invented to help Trump--in that case, to make his polling numbers go up, which they didn't. Now, apparently, the Trump administration was going back to the same playbook. Or maybe Saturday's attempt was staged and the one in Butler wasn't? Or vice versa? It was "highly possible" that the Butler shooting had been staged, the author Joyce Carol Oates said in a post on Sunday afternoon, but the previous night's shooting seemed legit. Later that day, her perception had shifted: "He knew the script," she wrote, in reference to one Cabinet official who was in attendance at the dinner.

Reached for comment, the White House spokesperson Davis Ingle said in an email, "Anyone who thinks President Trump staged his own assassination attempts is a complete moron." But how many people fit into this category? Do a meaningful number of Americans actually believe that the president was part of a (successful) plot to fake one or more attempted murders in order to consolidate his power (and build a ballroom)?

Mark Fenster, a professor at the University of Florida's law school who writes about government transparency and conspiracy theories, told me this would be hard to know. Social media makes conspiracy theories more visible, he said, but may not reflect their actual popularity. Public-opinion polls would provide a better view, but these can fail to capture how committed people are to the positions they claim to hold. "If you ask someone who isn't particularly well informed or doesn't care that much but doesn't like or trust Trump, they might say, Yeah, it's staged," Fenster told me. "That doesn't mean they're a conspiracy theorist who really believes it."

The historian Kathryn Olmsted, who surveyed the history of American paranoia in her 2009 book, Real Enemies: Conspiracy Theories and American Democracy, World War I to 9/11, told me that prior assassination plots have not all produced the same quantity of disbelief. (As Fenster noted to me, successful ones generally produce more.) In 1975, a time of notable distrust of government and widespread concern about the secret machinations of the state, two attempts were made on Gerald Ford's life in the space of three weeks. "There was abundant media coverage of both attempts, but I don't think I've seen evidence of anyone thinking he was responsible for the plots himself," Olmsted said. In 1981, John Hinckley Jr. shot Ronald Reagan outside the same Hilton hotel that hosted Saturday's dinner, but that incident didn't produce many conspiracy theories either. People seemed to take Hinckley at face value when he said he'd acted to impress the young actor Jodie Foster.

Olmsted also pointed out that political assassinations used to be far more common in America than they are today, and that the Secret Service greatly improved its security measures in the 1980s. Given the frequency of these events in earlier eras, she said, people may have been less inclined to invest any one of them with secret meaning. "I think most Americans just assumed there were plenty of mentally ill people who wanted to kill someone famous."

But that's not all that's different. Trump is different, too. He's a prolific liar with a well-established love for spectacle, and from the day he entered the political sphere, he has repeated and encouraged conspiracy theories of many stripes. It comes as no surprise that he's at the center of one.



This article originally stated that Aishah Hasnie had been speaking with President Trump right before the shooting started. In fact, the quote provided was from Karoline Leavitt's husband.
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A Ballroom Would Have Solved This

Many historical disasters would have been prevented if we had one of these in the White House.

by Alexandra Petri

Tue, 28 Apr 2026




I join my voice to those of Donald J. Trump, Lindsey Graham, John Fetterman, and all the others calling for a secure White House ballroom now. Never mind that the White House Correspondents' Dinner, held in the Washington Hilton, is not hosted by the White House, so if a White House ballroom did exist, it would have altered nothing about Saturday night's events. How dare you say such an unpatriotic thing at a time when we most need unity? Unity and a ballroom, the sooner the better! If you look closely enough, every event, not just now but also throughout history, is proof that we need a secure White House ballroom.

The Eruption of Mount Vesuvius, 79 C.E.: Had they been in a ballroom-bunker combo attached to the White House, the ancient Pompeiians might be alive today. The White House is nowhere near Mount Vesuvius.

The Donner Party: Had the Donner Party been in a nice ballroom, perhaps even one with a bunker attached, things would have gone very differently. First, a ballroom is a climate-controlled environment. Second, it would have been difficult--indeed, impossible--to lug the ballroom through any sort of mountain pass as winter neared. Third, when the food ran out, they would have had access to canapes and other ballroom-associated snacks.

The Battle of Gettysburg: There were more than 160,000 troops engaged in the Battle of Gettysburg, primarily infantry, although some cavalry were involved, especially General John Buford's two Union cavalry brigades, which played a pivotal role securing the high ground. This simply could not have happened in a White House ballroom. There would have been nowhere to put the horses.

The Extinction of the Dodo: This bird's sad fate is exactly why the president needs a ballroom. Without the protection and camouflage provided by a ballroom, he lacks a secure location in which to lay his eggs, and his defenseless, trusting young will be eaten by sailors.

The Disappearance of Amelia Earhart's Plane Over the Pacific Somewhere: This would not have happened in a ballroom.

The Death of Captain Lawrence Oates During Captain Robert Falcon Scott's Expedition to the South Pole, Wherein Oates Left the Tent After Saying, "I Am Just Going Outside and May Be Some Time": This would not have happened in a ballroom attached to the White House, unless the expedition had gotten extremely lost.

The British Burn the White House During the War of 1812: A ballroom couldn't have hurt!

Pearl Harbor: The overwhelming lesson of "a date which will live in infamy" was that the fleet would have been safe had it only been securely tucked in a ballroom-bunker hybrid. Although said ballroom-bunker would have had to be pretty tall and wide to accommodate the ship turrets. Maybe the president's ballroom should be even bigger, to prevent future Pearl Harbors.

That Time a Rabbit Swam Threateningly in the Direction of Jimmy Carter's Boat and Made Him a Laughingstock for Weeks: There is no way a rabbit, menacing or otherwise, aquatic or non-, gets anywhere near the president in his customized, secure White House ballroom. A ballroom is key not only for a president's safety but also for his dignity and peace of mind.

The Stock-Market Crash of 1929: If there had only been an enormous ballroom attached to the stock market, it would not have crashed or would, at least, have crashed much more slowly.

The Titanic: The designers of the Titanic made one big mistake. The "unsinkable" Titanic included a ballroom, but that ballroom was not attached to the East Wing of the White House. Instead, it was in a big boat in the middle of the ocean. That left it vulnerable. Ballrooms are the safest place in the world, but only if you know what you're doing.

The French Revolution: I have to think a larger, more secure ballroom would have prevented this.
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Atlantic Reads: <em>Screen People</em> With Megan Garber

Staff writer Megan Garber and Adrienne LaFrance, <em>The Atlantic</em>'s executive editor, discuss Garber's new book, <em>Screen People: How We Entertained Ourselves Into a State of Emergency</em>.

Tue, 28 Apr 2026




On Wednesday, May 6, staff writer Megan Garber will sit down with The Atlantic's executive editor, Adrienne LaFrance, to discuss Garber's new book, Screen People: How We Entertained Ourselves Into a State of Emergency. Garber offers an eye-opening account of how today's internet-inflected culture conditions us to see one another not as people but as characters in an ongoing show, and how some of our most chronic and harmful social problems--loneliness, depression, mistrust, misinformation, cynicism--stem from our demand for diversion. LaFrance and Garber will discuss how we can fight back against this phenomenon.


Attendees can send questions in advance for Garber to answer live during the session. Submit your questions here.


To join their conversation, return to this page on Wednesday, May 6, at noon eastern time. Or add the event to your calendar.


Screen People is available wherever books are sold.
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Calling Trump a Tyrant Is Not a Call to Violence

Conservatives want to police how we talk about Trump--while excusing how the president talks about everyone else.

by Jonathan Chait

Tue, 28 Apr 2026




To describe Donald Trump as a corrupt aspiring authoritarian is not to conclude that he should be murdered.

This ought to be a simple point to understand. Yet it is lost on a large swath of the American right, who insist that calling Trump what he is causes at least some of his opponents--among them, the accused shooter Cole Tomas Allen--to believe that violence is justified against the president.

In an interview with CBS following the White House Correspondents' Association Dinner, Trump blamed the most recent attempt on his life on "the hate speech of the Democrats," which he called "very dangerous."

The New York Post asked on Sunday, "Where did Allen get such ideas about Trump and the need to remove him, via murder?" It answered the question like so: "Almost certainly from the left, including from Democrats in positions of power. Barely a day goes by without some Dem calling Trump an autocrat, a king, a dictator, Hitler."

Also on Sunday, CNN's Dana Bash asked Representative Jamie Raskin to engage with the premise. "You and many of your fellow Democrats have used some heated rhetoric against the president," she said. "Do you think twice about that when something like this happens?" And yesterday, Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt charged, "Those who constantly falsely label and slander the president as a fascist, as a threat to democracy, and compare him to Hitler to score political points are fueling this kind of violence."

This claim suffers three serious defects. First, it assumes that violence is the only logical response to an attempt to undermine democracy. In reality, Trump's assault on democratic norms can be--and in fact, is being--successfully resisted through democratic means. In Hungary, Viktor Orban had carried out a more advanced version of the same power-consolidation strategy that Trump is attempting now, and voters defeated him through peaceful organizing.

From the September 2024 issue: American fury

The second problem with a moratorium on calling your opponents authoritarian is that Trump himself routinely violates it. The president has spent a decade calling his rivals communists and traitors, among other hyperbolic insults. He has specifically claimed that Democrats rig elections as a matter of course. Taking violent steps to stop undemocratic political leaders follows much more closely from Trump's rhetoric than from anything Democrats have said about him.

And third, the conservative principle would seem to rule out any criticism of authoritarian tendencies, however real they may be. If calling a politician an aspiring authoritarian is tantamount to inciting their murder, then doing so is irresponsible even if the charge is true. Republicans could nominate the reanimated corpse of Benito Mussolini for president, and Democrats couldn't question his commitment to democracy without being accused of ginning up violence.

Ideally, critics of Trump's threat to democracy would recognize that authoritarianism is on a dimmer switch, not an on-off switch, and that his opponents have ample space to oppose him through democratic channels. They would likewise acknowledge that even most dictators fall far short of the horrors of Hitlerism. That distinction is widely, if not universally, understood, which is why the rallies are called "No Kings," not "No Fuhrers."

The ruling as out of bounds any discussion of Trump's contempt for democracy is not merely some unfortunate by-product of the right's rhetorical gambit, but its central purpose. Trump has been glorifying and stoking violence since he entered politics. He has urged his rally-goers to "kick the crap out of" counterprotesters; has fantasized about unleashing the brute strength of his supporters ("I have the tough people, but they don't play it tough--until they go to a certain point, and then it would be very bad, very bad"); and, of course, mass-pardoned the insurrectionists who did precisely that on January 6, 2021.

It is true that, in addition to fomenting violence, Trump has been the target of it. Conservatives appear to be correct to attribute an ideological motive to the recent shooting attempt. The most chilling aspect of Allen's radicalization, judging from the information available so far, is that it did not spring from either a mental breakdown or some anarchist sectarian plot, but instead relatively banal Democratic partisanship. Allen seems to have posted on Bluesky and attended a No Kings rally.

Some progressives have cheered Luigi Mangione for murdering Brian Thompson, a health-care CEO. The prominence of Hasan Piker, an apologist for terrorism and a proponent of authoritarian regimes, has revealed a much broader comfort on the left with illiberal ideas and violent methods.

Resorting to violence merely strengthens the forces of illiberalism and sense of disorder upon which Trumpism feeds. The official Democratic Party has understood this, which is why not a single elected Democrat at any level has condoned murder attempts on the president or his allies. Allen apparently believes that if you conclude that Trump is an authoritarian, then violence against him is justified. By conflating antiauthoritarian arguments with incitement, conservatives are making the same error but following it to the opposite conclusion.

The norm that many Trump-supporting conservatives seek to enforce is not a prohibition on violent rhetoric or even limits on attacking politicians who are seen as threats to democracy, but a one-sided ban imposed on Trump's critics so that the president can do as he wishes. Defining political violence as something that is being wielded primarily or exclusively against Trump is to condone his behavior.

Trump's efforts to exploit the latest attempt on his life illuminate his motives. The comedian Jimmy Kimmel recently offended Trump and his family by joking on Thursday that Melania Trump has "a glow like an expectant widow." The premise of the bit was obviously that Melania is the younger trophy wife of a wealthy older man, not that Trump was likely to be murdered soon. (Kimmel made the joke before last weekend's shooting.) Still, Trump absurdly labeled Kimmel's gold-digger joke a "despicable call to violence" and revived his demands that ABC fire the comedian.

Trump and his allies perceive that the near-universal dismay at another attempt on the president's life has given them a supply of political capital that they can employ toward their desired ends, many of which involve suppressing criticism. This demonstrates how the gunmen who thought they were going to stop Trump have empowered him instead. It demonstrates as well that the Trumpian right's supposed abhorrence for violence and antiauthoritarian rhetoric is purely selective.
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Lee Friedlander's America

The photographer spent decades meandering across the country with his camera. What was he looking for?

by Hua Hsu

Tue, 28 Apr 2026


Memphis, 1991 (Lee Friedlander*)



Few people have taught us to see America quite like Lee Friedlander. The 91-year-old photographer has been making pictures since the late 1940s, focusing largely on what critics and historians describe as the urban social landscape: all of these little jigsaw scenes of our built environment. He notices the everyday moments that go unseen by most, moments so inconsequential that we probably wouldn't even bother dismissing them as mundane. Friedlander once distilled his approach into a simple ethos: "I just walk and see something interesting."

Life Still, a monograph of Friedlander's work that Aperture published this spring, collects photos from the 1950s to the present, and it's in Friedlander's careful placement of pictures side by side that these puzzle pieces begin to depict a meaningful and at times delightful whole. Looking at them is like noticing that the song you're listening to catches the beat of a passing car, or seeing two strangers walk in symmetry on opposite sides of the street. You study Friedlander's pairs, recognizing the rhymes across time and space. The only clues that date his wanderings arrive in the shape of a mid-century refrigerator, or a certain hairstyle, or a peeling political bumper sticker.

What Friedlander finds "interesting" is often ironic and devilishly funny. An archway marked ENTRANCE provides entry to no building, but rather to endless sky. You can imagine Friedlander's glee when he happened upon a sculpture with a busted phallus standing next to a painting of the comic-strip character Wimpy chomping on a slender baguette.


Kentucky, 1977 (Lee Friedlander*)



Plastic trinkets and graffiti, television sets and bumper stickers, road signs and wigs--many might describe these items as disposable culture, signs of America's crass habit of regarding anything as art. What of it? Everywhere in his work, we see reminders that this is a land of artists, even if they don't see themselves as such. In one picture, he focuses on a figurine of a tattoo artist inking a woman's breast; in another, a lamp fashioned from a tree sits on a book about "Tramp Art."

Read: The road dogs of the American West

There aren't many people in these pictures, but there is presence. Is anything more intimate than the divot left by the owner of a well-worn armchair? A seemingly simple picture of a shop window reminded me of that John Coltrane quote about starting in the middle of a sentence and moving both ways at once: We see what is in front of Friedlander, only the glass captures what is behind him too, and it's as though all of history has converged in this moment. These pictures can seem like accidents until you notice the unlikely beauty everywhere: the wondrously mathematical shadow of a chain-link fence, a patch of sky mirrored in a window, a bird in the distance that appears perched on a car door. Every now and then, you glimpse Friedlander's reflection--these are moments that feel slyly autobiographical. We see his shadow cast against a kitschy display that reads NOT ALL WHO WANDER ARE LOST. I like to imagine that he is smiling throughout, a reminder that the artist is at work. There are still more roads to walk, more things to see.


Chicago, 1986 (Lee Friedlander*)





*Images: Lee Friedlander: Life Still (Aperture, 2026). (c) 2026 Lee Friedlander. Courtesy of Lee Friedlander; Fraenkel Gallery, San Francisco; and Luhring Augustine, New York.

This article was adapted from Hua Hsu's introduction to Lee Friedlander: Life Still. It appears in the June 2026 print edition with the headline "A Land of Artists."
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The Avant-Garde Path to God

A new book explores how contemporary art can offer glimpses of the divine.

by Luis Parrales

Tue, 28 Apr 2026




Early in his 2009 BBC documentary, Why Beauty Matters, the late conservative philosopher Roger Scruton described seeing Michelangelo's Pieta for the first time. Gazing on the 15th-century sculpture, which depicts Mary holding Christ after the crucifixion, was a "transporting experience" for Scruton and informed his later view that art can, in its pursuit of beauty, "raise us to a higher moral or spiritual plane." As he said in the film, "My life was changed by this."

To Scruton, the contemporary art popularized in Europe and North America throughout much of the 20th century could never provoke such a transformation in a viewer. He argued that abstract, experimental, and conceptual art merely strives to "disturb" or "break moral taboos." He referred repeatedly to Marcel Duchamp's 1917 work Fountain, an inverted urinal, as emblematic of an artistic propensity to shock and assert that "anything is art." Many other traditionalists have made a version of Scruton's critique, insisting that contemporary art reflects self-indulgent, relativistic, and impious tendencies. As one reactionary influencer said in a YouTube video, "The purpose of modern art is just to rebel against beauty."

With these sweeping assessments in mind, I was interested to read James K. A. Smith's latest book, Make Your Home in This Luminous Dark: Mysticism, Art, and the Path of Unknowing. Like the above traditionalist critics, Smith comes from a faith background: He's a philosopher at Calvin University (a Christian institution) and a former preacher. And like those critics, he's deeply skeptical of certain intellectual currents in contemporary culture. But he does not share Scruton's and others' distaste for modern art. Smith writes that, far from being spiritually vapid, such art can lead viewers to a "contemplative posture that might make us open to the mystical." Abstract and experimental art, he argues, is innovative, meaningful, and conducive to the sort of habits that can bring people closer to God.

Read: What atheism could not explain

To the credit of Scruton and other critics, the history of post-Renaissance European (and, later, North American) art can be understood as a movement toward secularization and self-expression. Many artists within this tradition went from seeking to imitate the beauty of the world to expressing their subjective experience. The desire to be original and authentic, and to use the creative process as a form of discovery and self-expression, largely replaced overt concerns with God. Raphael's Madonna gave way to Mark Rothko's rectangles.

But contemporary art does have spiritual value, Smith argues, for its ability to draw viewers into "new modes of awareness" and to contend with uncertainty. He recalls, for example, seeing Agnes Martin's Friendship, a large gold-leaf panel made up of hundreds of grid-forming lines. The painting, like other abstract works, tells no discernible story. Rather than trying to extract a point, to "get it," Smith focused on the meticulousness of Martin's hand-scored pattern. He began to envision her working with "singular attention and tenacious tedium." In Smith's attentiveness, the painting became a locus of communion, one that linked him to the artist who made it.

Smith also writes of beholding El Omrane, by the Swiss artist Helmut Federle. The painting is imposing, almost as tall as a basketball hoop and as long as a sedan. It's also ominous, a patchlike gray void without an obvious focal point. But trying to describe it shows the limits of the sayable. As Smith notes, a work such as El Omrane bypasses "well-honed habits of discursive control." It prompts "a form of concentration" distinct from forming an opinion or solving a dilemma; it invites contemplation, not argument.

Engaging with modern artworks such as these turned Smith toward habits and practices developed long before Martin or Federle had picked up a paintbrush. Christian mystics throughout the centuries--Smith writes, for instance, of the 16th century's Teresa of Avila and John of the Cross, among many others--explored the ways in which retreating into solitude or letting the world slip amid silence had the potential to yield profound spiritual insights. The mystics were also attuned to the limits of language. The medieval text The Cloud of Unknowing advises those seeking God to "focus on the God who made you and ransomed you and led you to this work. Think of nothing else. Even these thoughts are superfluous." Centuries before contemporary artists presented a way to pay attention without words, the mystics had searched for it.

Smith's book doesn't take on the more scathing critiques of contemporary art, such as Scruton's. He also doesn't address how some conceptual works can undermine spiritual contemplation. (It's hard to imagine, for example, how he might make the case that Duchamp's Fountain could offer mystical insights about the divine.)

But if Smith can seem, at times, too enthusiastic about the edifying potential of contemporary art, the traditionalist critics can be recklessly dismissive. To many of them, abstraction and experimentation amount, at best, to "melancholy repetitiveness," as Scruton said of Rothko. When faced with an avant-garde painting, many of them see "nothing discernible," as the right-wing podcaster Matt Walsh put it.

Read: The evidence that God exists

What these critics don't reckon with enough is that inscrutability is also a feature of the world. In their campaign to glorify objective beauty, they fail to note that moments of incomprehension and uncertainty are natural parts of life, worthy of examination. The attempt by contemporary artists to convey these moments, and to do so without resorting to a vocabulary that pulls the viewer back to a false sense of certainty, has a beauty to it. Moreover, the traditionalist critics of contemporary art downplay that an embrace of mystery is key to understanding God. As Augustine wrote, philosophy "cannot penetrate the inscrutable wisdom of God."

Smith doesn't expect any given artwork to affect all viewers. Art isn't programmable like that. But he does write that, for him, "encountering art for which we don't yet have established habits"--art more like Martin's, less like Michelangelo's--ultimately "turned the gallery into an oratory."

On a recent afternoon, I visited Washington's National Gallery of Art to see the lone Martin work on view there: Untitled #2. The 1981 painting is abstract and minimalist, a compilation of placid shades--pink, blue, and white lines--stacked horizontally. Pretty soon, I was counting them, first one by one, then in clusters, top to bottom, bottom to top. Through my reflexive tallying, I was unwittingly demonstrating a recurring theme in Smith's book: an obsession with certainty, a reflex to decipher this work of art.

Yet after I'd counted the painting's lines for a while, I no longer cared about determining the number, and I slipped into a metronomic focus. The painting didn't fully overcome my own habits of "discursive control"--I was still associating, grasping for words. But it was far from a gratuitous provocation. Martin and I shared a moment. If art such as hers can inspire a sense of connection like that, it very well could point heavenward.




  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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Anthropic's Little Brother

OpenAI is racing to catch up to its greatest rival.

by Matteo Wong

Tue, 28 Apr 2026




OpenAI does not like to be left out. The week after Anthropic announced Claude Mythos Preview--an AI model that has put governments around the world on edge because of its potential ability to hack into banks, energy grids, and military systems--OpenAI shared a program that is uncannily similar. And just like Anthropic did with its model, OpenAI has, for cybersecurity purposes, restricted access to this new bot, called GPT-5.4-Cyber, to a small group of trusted users.



This sequence has become something of a pattern: First Anthropic will make an announcement, and then OpenAI will follow suit. Last year, Anthropic launched Claude Code, an AI coding tool. A couple of months later, OpenAI came out with its own version, Codex. When Claude Code had a breakout moment in January, OpenAI responded with two major updates to Codex alongside a press blitz for the product. And earlier this month, OpenAI released a version of Codex that allows it to use other apps on your desktop--similar to an existing Anthropic tool called Claude Cowork.



Until recently, Anthropic--founded by a group of former OpenAI employees in 2021--played the role of younger brother. OpenAI kicked off the entire AI boom with the release of ChatGPT, and has had more users, funding, and name recognition ever since. But Anthropic has been riding high on the explosive popularity of Claude Code and booming sales of its AI models to large corporations. The firm's showdown with the Pentagon has also helped vault it into the public eye. In early April, Anthropic said its revenue rate had hit $30 billion a year--appearing to surpass OpenAI's.



Read: Claude Mythos Is Everyone's Problem



In its public messaging, OpenAI has been indifferent or even somewhat derogatory toward Anthropic. Last week, when OpenAI released its newest model, GPT-5.5, the announcement was paired with direct and veiled references to how it beat out Anthropic's latest, Claude Opus 4.7. But internally, the firm is seemingly on edge. In a recent leaked company-wide memo, Denise Dresser, OpenAI's chief revenue officer, felt the need to address one particular competitor: "Here are a few things worth keeping in mind, especially on Anthropic." The rival firm's product offerings are narrow, Dresser wrote, and "their story is built on fear," referencing Anthropic's loud messaging about the dangers of AI. "Our positive message will win over time." (OpenAI, which has a business partnership with The Atlantic, did not respond to a request for comment. Anthropic also did not respond to a request for comment.)



If imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, OpenAI's actions are especially telling. At every turn, OpenAI has appeared eager to copy the success of its rival. For starters, as Anthropic's explicit focus on mitigating the risks of AI has apparently won the trust of many consumers, OpenAI has imitated many of its rival's safety initiatives. In early 2026, after Anthropic published a major update to Claude's "Constitution," a document that tells the AI model how to behave, OpenAI launched a major campaign around its equivalent document.



But OpenAI's most important, Anthropic-esque pivot has been in its business model. Early on, these two companies made fundamentally different bets on how they would eventually make money. OpenAI positioned itself as a consumer behemoth, hoping to capitalize on ChatGPT's hundreds of millions of users. Last fall, the company launched the AI-video app Sora and an AI-powered web browser. OpenAI has made forays into e-commerce and is testing ads in ChatGPT. Every now and then, the company teases the AI device that it is developing with the former Apple designer Jony Ive. Anthropic, meanwhile, has focused on the less flashy goal of selling its AI tools to businesses and software engineers.



Despite OpenAI's numerous advantages, Anthropic's focus on code and business customers seems to be winning. Although OpenAI is worth more based on the most recent fundraising rounds, Anthropic now has a higher valuation--more than $1 trillion--in some private markets. Anthropic's explosive growth is particularly important as the two companies both race to go public, in turn accessing a huge pool of new investors, and try to prove they will eventually be profitable. (Both companies still have a long way to go in that regard.)



OpenAI is now eager to catch up. In December, OpenAI hired Dresser, a former CEO of Slack, to pursue more business customers. In late January, Altman gathered several major executives for a lavish dinner in San Francisco to preview all of the business offerings his company was planning, according to The Information. The company has since made a blitz of announcements around coding tools and enterprise AI offerings, including a new set of "Frontier Alliances": partnerships with several of the world's premier consulting firms, including McKinsey & Company and Boston Consulting Group, to accelerate enterprise adoption of ChatGPT. In mid-March, another internal OpenAI memo reportedly stated that the company needed to eliminate "side quests" and focus on the enterprise and coding markets. Anthropic's success in those areas, the memo stated, should be a "wake-up call" for OpenAI. The firm also scrapped Sora and has been aggressively advertising and messaging about Codex for months now. "I am happy everyone is switching to Codex," Altman wrote on X earlier this month.

Read: OpenAI is doing everything ... poorly

OpenAI's pivot to its enterprise business has not been total. It did, for instance, recently shell out reportedly hundreds of millions of dollars to acquire a niche tech podcast. And Anthropic, for its part, has had to take some cues from OpenAI--notably by making big and expensive data-center deals, such as an expansion in its partnership with Amazon Web Services. Anthropic's CEO, Dario Amodei, has previously insinuated that OpenAI has made such deals "because it sounds cool."



Which company will win the AI race is anybody's guess. Regardless, OpenAI's embrace of the Anthropic business model makes one thing abundantly clear: For all the wonder and change that generative AI brings as a technology, there hasn't been any real innovation in the business models of Silicon Valley. For decades, most tech companies have succeeded by either selling ads (the route of Meta and Google) or selling enterprise tools (like Salesforce and Slack). One day OpenAI or Anthropic might cure cancer and remake the world, but for now they still have to pay the bills.
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Donald Trump's Disturbing Welcome for King Charles

At the White House, the president embraced the idea that the nation is an Anglo-Saxon one.

by Jonathan Chait

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




President Trump welcomed the British monarch King Charles III to the White House yesterday and gave a speech that, on its surface, expressed warmth between the two countries. But its true purpose was darker. Trump's speech stamped his imprimatur on an ascendant view of American history and politics--one that is controversial even on the American right, and that walks up to the edge of white nationalism.

The analysis Trump endorsed is that America is defined not by its founding values but by its Anglo-Saxon cultural and genetic heritage. This idea has radical consequences, some of which have already manifested under the administration.

Trump's sentiment was unmistakable. "Long before Americans had a nation or a constitution, we first had a culture, a character, and a creed," he said, proceeding to depict the Founders not as rebels against the English crown but instead its loyal heirs: "Their veins ran with Anglo-Saxon courage. Their hearts beat with an English faith in standing firm for what is right, good, and true."

Read: The YOLO presidency

Trump proceeded to downplay the Revolution, employing a telltale phrase: "In recent years, we've often heard it said that America is merely an idea, but the cause of freedom did not simply appear as an intellectual invention of 1776."

That line, asserting that America is not merely an idea, has become a cliche among a faction on the right known as the national conservatives. When the natcons say this, as they do all the time, they are not merely making the obvious point that the United States is composed of a landmass and a population. They are advancing a series of associated ideas. They believe that America is the product of white, European settlers (a conviction they share, ironically, with left-wing critics); that Americanness is a genetic inheritance and therefore an identity immigrants cannot obtain (an idea conveyed by Trump's reference to Anglo-Saxon veins); and that, most controversially, the values articulated by the founding documents are less important than the natural rights of what the natcons call "heritage Americans" to rule the land in perpetuity.

Until recently, most Republicans would have considered this account of American history bizarre. Ronald Reagan once said, "America is less of a place than an idea, and if it is an idea, and I believe that to be true, it is an idea that has been deep in the souls of man." When Republicans touted "American exceptionalism" during the presidency of George W. Bush, they meant that they did not consider the U.S. to be a nation like every other, but a special country by dint of its founding upon the basis of universal values rather than an identity shared by a small group of people.

It is not just that the natcons care about having a common language, culture, food, and so on. They also believe, with different levels of conviction or explicitness, that white people are better than nonwhite people. They consider immigrants from the developing world a pollutant. They don't merely want to enforce immigration laws strictly. They see immigration, legal and illegal alike, as a cultural threat to America.

In the 19th century, it was controversial to accept that immigrants from places such as Ireland could become Americans, and even more outrageous to extend this to Chinese immigrants. Over time, the American understanding of who could assimilate into American culture has expanded. The natcons wish to roll back a century or so of social evolution.

As a corollary to their conviction that America is defined by its ethnic heritage rather than its founding ideals, the natcons have a certain skepticism toward those ideals themselves. Missouri Senator Eric Schmitt said at the National Conservatism Conference last year: "For decades, the mainstream consensus on the left and the right alike seemed to be that America itself was just an 'idea'--a vehicle for global liberalism. We were told that the entire meaning of America boiled down to a few lines in a poem on the Statue of Liberty, and five words about equality in the Declaration of Independence."

The natcons are one faction within the Republican Party. Trump gave that faction a boost by selecting J. D. Vance, an enthusiastic natcon, as his vice president for his second term. Vance's 2024 acceptance speech at the Republican National Convention included a brief embrace of the natcons. "America is not just an idea," he said. "It is a group of people with a shared history and a common future. It is, in short, a nation."

Trump's White House remarks yesterday aligned him even more explicitly with that faction. Stephen Miller, another natcon, excitedly reposted its key passages on X. Leading self-identified national conservatives such as the podcaster Michael Knowles and the Heritage Foundation president Kevin Roberts have expressed similar excitement.

Does Trump himself fully apprehend the meaning conveyed by his words? That is hard to say. The president is not known for his grasp of the finer points of right-wing doctrine, and his leaden recitation of the words conveyed absolutely no passion for the subject matter. He does, however, side with the natcons at an instinctive level. He has questioned why the U.S. accepts immigrants from what he calls "shithole countries" rather than places like Sweden. He has repeatedly described the children of immigrants as foreigners, demanding they go back to "their" countries. He has charged that immigrants commit crimes at higher rates than native Americans, attributing this to "bad genes."

Read: Are you a 'Heritage American'?

The national conservative faction, like the Know-Nothing party of the 19th century and the America First movement of the 1940s, considers itself a heroic vanguard dedicated to rescuing American civilization from the Third World immigrant hordes who have transformed it beyond recognition.

They do not directly assert a right to ignore the Constitution or the law. Instead, they do so indirectly, positioning themselves as the sole claimants to American political legitimacy. Their American-ness does not rest on appealing to the Constitution or the Declaration of Independence or any other universal document. Their heritage was passed down to them through their blood.

Trump's iron-fisted methods--which in just the past day have included pressuring a TV network to fire a comedian for making fun of the president, and charging someone he dislikes with manufactured crimes--violate traditional American values. The natcons would surely scream about the Constitution if a Democrat ever took such steps against them. They do not appear to believe that those values restrain their own side, because, as the representatives of the true American heritage, they are entitled to prevail.

The natcons have enjoyed almost untrammeled influence over the course of Trump's second term, which has combined challenges to birthright citizenship and aggressive immigration enforcement with a campaign to entrench power and intimidate political opponents. In his speech yesterday, Trump made his affinity with their project more overt than ever.
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Voters Can Be Disenfranchised Now

Just say it's because they're Democrats.

by Adam Serwer

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




For the conservative editor and columnist James Jackson Kilpatrick, the Supreme Court decision outlawing school segregation was an atrocity. Brown v. Board of Education, he wrote in the 1950s, was a "revolutionary act by a judicial junta which simply seized power." He warned in 1963 that the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act would destroy "the whole basis of individual liberty." And in a 1965 National Review cover story, he argued that in order to "give the Negro the vote," the Voting Rights Act would repeal the Constitution.

Kilpatrick did not hide the basis of his beliefs: In an article that was spiked after the 1963 Birmingham Baptist Church bombing, titled "The Hell He Is Equal," he insisted that "the Negro race, as a race, is in fact an inferior race."

Read: Kilpatrickism

As the historian Nancy MacLean wrote in Freedom Is Not Enough, by the 1970s, this segregationist had refashioned himself as an opponent of racial discrimination, a champion of color-blindness. Liberal egalitarians supporting race-conscious remedies, he argued, were "worse racists--much worse racists--than the old Southern bigots." His transformation was so complete, he joked, that he was like the convert who "became more Catholic than the Pope."

In fact, Kilpatrick's conversion was no conversion at all. To understand it is to understand the Roberts Court's decision today in Louisiana v. Callais. The decision purports to uphold Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act, which prohibits racial discrimination in voting, but effectively nullifies it, ruling that a Louisiana redistricting map that created two majority-Black districts out of six, in a state whose population is one-third Black, was an "unconstitutional racial gerrymander." The majority opinion uses procedural language to obscure what its rewriting of the VRA will allow lawmakers to do: engage in racial discrimination in drawing political districts as long as they say they are doing so for a partisan purpose rather than a racist one--as if the results would not be identical.

In states with large Black populations that remain under Republican control--half of the Black American population resides in the South--lawmakers will now be able to draw districts that dilute Black residents' voting power. In his opinion for the right-wing majority, Justice Samuel Alito wrote that "in considering the constitutionality of a districting scheme, courts must treat partisan advantage like any other race-neutral aim: a constitutionally permissible criterion that States may rely on as desired." The Court's decision is consonant with the philosophy, articulated by Kilpatrick in his earlier days, that the state is oppressive when it interferes with the right to discriminate, and respects liberty when it allows discrimination. And the decision fits just as well with Kilpatrick's later spin on that philosophy: Attempts to ban racial discrimination are themselves discriminatory--against white people.

What Kilpatrick wanted, and what the Roberts Court is making possible, is a country where white people can maintain their political dominance at the expense of Americans who are not white. The anticaste provisions of the Reconstruction amendments, intended by their authors to reverse the "horrid blasphemy" that America was a white man's country, are being inverted to defend that dominance. This is not the color-blindness of Martin Luther King Jr., but what the scholar Ian Haney Lopez has called "reactionary colorblindness," the purpose of which is to maintain racial hierarchy through superficially neutral means. It takes the view that the Constitution's "color-blindness" renders any attempt to remedy anti-Black racism unconstitutional, because by definition that would involve making racial distinctions. Similarly, the ruling in this case does not explicitly overturn the VRA's ban on racial discrimination in voting so much as rewrite it to allow such discrimination.

In 2022, Louisiana lawmakers passed a redistricting plan that limited Black voters to a single congressional district out of six ("packing" them into a majority district and "cracking" the remaining Black population into other districts to limit their influence). These practices go back to Reconstruction, when Black men first won the vote and white-supremacist Democrats sought to limit or annihilate their political influence. Civil-rights organizations sued Louisiana over the map and won on the basis that it violated the VRA's requirement to ensure that minority voters have equal opportunity to elect a candidate of their choosing. Louisiana was ordered to create a new Black-majority district, which it did. But then Louisiana was sued again, this time by a group arguing that the new map was unconstitutional because it sorted voters by race. This is the case that went before the U.S. Supreme Court.

In his opinion, Alito argued that "social change has occurred throughout the country and particularly in the South," suggesting that racial discrimination is a thing of the past. (This ignores plenty of contemporary evidence to the contrary--including the fact that the president who appointed half of the Callais majority has called Somali immigrants "garbage.") Since the Roberts Court began dismantling the VRA with 2013's Shelby County v. Holder ruling, the racial turnout gap has increased.

It is true that--thanks in large part to the protections that the Roberts Court is carefully dismantling--Americans experience less overt discrimination than they once did. But the obvious flaw in Alito's logic was revealed when he defended the gerrymander as partisan and not racial by pointing out that most Black people support Democrats, "because race and politics are so intertwined."

In other words: Discriminating against Black voters is okay because they vote for Democrats. Many Democrats in the 19th century, when Black people overwhelmingly voted Republican, would have enthusiastically agreed with Alito's assessment. But if you apply Alito's logic to those white-supremacist Democrats, they weren't racist either. They just, you know, wanted to win elections or something, and Black people were in the way. The fact that discriminating against Black voters would give Republicans an advantage today is not exculpatory; it only establishes a motive for discrimination.

Drawing a different map that did not disenfranchise Black voters, as a lower court had ordered, would itself be an "unconstitutional racial gerrymander," Alito concluded. Trying to disenfranchise Black voters isn't racist; preventing Louisiana from disenfranchising Black voters is racist.

Erring in perception is one thing. But this ruling ignores the will of Congress, which in its 1982 reauthorization of the Voting Rights Act stated that voting provisions that had the purpose or effect of discriminating against minority voters were illegal. Alito seemed to contradict this entirely when he wrote that the VRA "imposes liability only when the evidence supports a strong inference that the State intentionally drew its districts to afford minority voters less opportunity because of their race."

Congress expressly banned rules and policies that had discriminatory effects, not just those that were explicitly discriminatory in intent, because of a Supreme Court ruling in a 1980 case, City of Mobile v. Bolden, which revealed that the VRA was allowing officials to get away with discriminating as long as they were careful about doing so. John Roberts, then a young lawyer in the Reagan Justice Department, opposed the change, arguing that it would provide a basis for "the most intrusive interference imaginable"--by which he meant the government's ability to interfere with racial discrimination, not racial discrimination itself.

In her dissent in Callais, Justice Elena Kagan referred back to that case, arguing that the VRA was supposed to be the "corrective" to superficially race-neutral devices that in effect "prevented Black citizens from casting ballots or ensured that their votes would count for next to nothing." When the Court construed the law "too narrowly--insisting that a person suing under Section 2 had to prove discriminatory intent--Congress amended the law so that it turned solely on discriminatory effects."

Congress had specifically wanted to close the loophole that the Roberts Court has now pried back open to destroy the VRA almost entirely. The decision does not simply turn the clock back to 1980. It's worse than that: Many Republican lawmakers may interpret the decision as permission to limit the voting power of troublesome minority voters. For all Alito's moralizing about the risk of the VRA being "cynically used as a tool for advancing a partisan end," that is exactly what he and the other five right-wing justices are doing. Shortly after the ruling, Trump's former campaign manager Brad Parscale crowed on X that "if states are aggressive, we could see a healthy majority in the House perpetually."

Although Alito worked to hide the breadth of his own opinion, Justice Clarence Thomas was far more explicit in his concurrence. Thomas reiterated his view that the VRA's districting provisions were "repugnant" to a "colorblind constitution." An all-white Congress entering office on the success of "partisan" gerrymandering would not be anathema to this "colorblind" Constitution.

Read: John Roberts's dream is finally coming true

What we can expect in the aftermath of this ruling is for more Republican-controlled states to implement discriminatory maps and call them partisan so they can pass legal muster. In practical terms, this will likely mean fewer nonwhite representatives in Congress. Diminishing the power of minority voters may also allow the Republican Party to continue on its path from reactionary color-blindness to more overt racism, safe in the assumption that it will not have to answer to constituents who oppose such racism because they are its targets. There is little risk in attacking people who lack the power to remove you from office.

Alito wrote of the VRA being "perverted" for partisan purposes, but I can't think of a greater perversion of the VRA than concluding that it is acceptable for white people to try to disenfranchise Black voters for political advantage. It defeats the entire purpose for which the VRA was adopted, which was to end the deliberate and systematic disenfranchisement of Black people then prevalent throughout the United States, and to prevent such racial discrimination from ever occurring against anyone.

The Roberts Court is creating a world in which the federal government does not interfere with the right of white Americans to dominate those they see as their lessers; as Kilpatrick once observed, that is the "whole basis" of their cramped vision of liberty. They can call this color-blindness all they like, but we can see what it really is.
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The 'Great Man' Presidency

Is Donald Trump reading Hegel?

by Hanna Rosin

Thu, 30 Apr 2026




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

This week, the State Department released a mock-up of a new limited-edition passport designed to commemorate America's 250th birthday. Previews show it including John Trumbull's famous image of the presentation of the Declaration of Independence, but the image is small and crowded, so you can't really make out any individual Founding Father. The inside cover across from that tableau has a markedly different layout: the robust head of Donald Trump, smirk-scowling, taking up as much space as the entire grouping of all the Founding Fathers on the opposite page. His portrait rises above the faded text of the Declaration of Independence. A man still alive, but pre-embedded in history.

The new Trump passport joins a growing list of documents, monuments, and interior-design details that Trump has lately altered in his own image. As our staff writers Ashley Parker and Michael Sherer reported, Trump has even recently begun crazy-gluing presidential challenge coins--gold, palm-size souvenirs popular in military circles--onto many White House doors. Most presidents at least play-act modesty and let supporters rename the airports after they're gone. But Trump isn't bothering with those niceties. According to Ashley and Michael's reporting, he has privately started talking about himself as being on par with great, norm-defying, historical figures--mainly Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, and Napoleon Bonaparte--and acting accordingly.

Trump's new understanding of himself as a figure for the ages might help explain why a lot of his recent behavior defies immediate political logic of the time he lives in. Persisting in overseas wars, despite their unpopularity. Building a ballroom, despite polling that shows it makes the average American feel like he's not paying attention to their concerns. Losing interest in the midterms, despite the frustration of his fellow Republicans.

In this episode of Radio Atlantic, Ashley and Michael share what this evolution in Trump's state of mind means and how it's affecting domestic and world events.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

[Music]

Hanna Rosin: One weird thing about last weekend's alleged assassination attempt--and I was present at the event; it was very weird--was how it created a new scale of Washington prestige, a litmus test for status: who was important enough to get whisked away by men in black and who had to fend for themselves.

One of the more widely circulated examples was a video of Health and Human Services Secretary RFK Jr. boxed in by Secret Service agents and rushed out of the room--

[Sounds of the White House Correspondents' Dinner]

Rosin: --while his wife, Cheryl Hines, who's famous herself but not Secret Service-level famous, stumbles behind him all on her own.

And then there was President Trump's take on events.

President Trump: Well, thank you very much. That was very unexpected.


Rosin: At the White House briefing that evening, still in his tux--

Trump: I've studied assassinations, and I must tell you, the most impactful people, the people that do the most, ... the people that make the biggest impact, they're the ones that they go after. They don't go after the ones that don't do much, 'cause they like it that way.


[Music]

Trump: I hate to say I'm honored by that, but I've done a lot; we've done a lot. We have--


Rosin: Now, usually, it's the shooter who interprets the act as a reflection of his status, like John Hinckley, who attempted to assassinate Ronald Reagan outside that very same Washington hotel 45 years ago to prove to actress Jodie Foster that he was worthy of her.

Dan Rather (from CBS News): Good evening. Ronald Reagan, 40th president of the United States, today became the eighth chief executive officer of this country to be the target of an assassin.


Rosin: But the president is in a very status-y frame of mind these days.

Trump, apparently, has been thinking and talking a lot lately about where he stands in the pantheon of history's Great Men--capital G, capital M.

And maybe this line of thinking helps explain all the overseas adventuring--the wars, the rounds of international diplomacy--and at home, the monuments, the ballroom, the arch, his face on American passports.

Reporter (from NBC News): --this summer. The move comes just weeks after the Treasury Department announced it's adding the president's signature to U.S. dollar bills.


Rosin: I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. Today on the show, staff writers Ashley Parker--

Ashley Parker: Thanks for having me back.


Rosin: --and Michael Scherer--

Michael Scherer: Delighted to be here.


Rosin: --who cover the White House, on how Trump has been framing his legacy recently, from grandiose ideas to grandiose architecture, and why he's started describing himself as "the most powerful person to ever live."

Ashley and Michael wrote a story this week called "The YOLO Presidency" that starts with a curious question: Was Trump actually reading the famous German philosopher [Georg Wilhelm Friedrich] Hegel?

Scherer: Uh, no.
 [Laughter]


[Music]

Rosin: Okay, so maybe not.

But this question came up when Ashley had heard from someone close to the president that Trump had begun comparing himself to three particular historical heavy hitters.

Parker: Napoleon and Julius Caesar and Alexander the Great. And that's interesting to begin with, and then Michael is talking to someone, asking about this, and you can take over from here.

Scherer: Yeah, so then we start asking about it: That's a weird thing. We need a second source. Let's find out if this is actually happening frequently.

Rosin: You mean why these three men?

Scherer: Yeah.

Rosin: How did he come up with this triumvirate?

Parker: Yeah.

Scherer: And: Is this happening? Has this just happened once? Is this happening all the time? Let's figure out what this is all about.

And I talked to somebody else in the administration who says, Yeah, he read something--and this person didn't know exactly what it was that he'd read that had mentioned these three people--and that's why he had them in his brain.

And then we talked to somebody else who said, Well, there was this talk at his golf club about a year ago in which there was a lecture given in his presence. The lecture was about whether or not Trump would be a great man, and these names were mentioned, along with Genghis Khan and others, and it was sort of trying to put Trump in a world-historical context.

And so then, we came back to the office, and we started looking: Okay, if there's a text that he was given, maybe we can find the text. We didn't know what the text was. Maybe we can find the text. And immediately, we find Hegel.

Parker: Mentions these three men. And so then we're like, We have it! Trump was given Hegel. He read it. That's it! We go to the White House with our theory, and just about every person we talked to laughs us out of town, right?

Rosin: (Laughs.)

Parker: People say, Yes, he has compared himself to these three men. He is not a Hegel scholar. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Yeah, yeah. Okay. I have talked to my friends who know from Hegel. Hegel is incredibly dense and complicated. You two lovely people went to college, so maybe you are somewhat familiar with that. So in this conversation, we're not actually talking about Hegel. We're talking--

Parker: I hope not, yeah. (Laughs.)

Rosin: (Laughs.) We're talking about Hegel as filtered through the mind of Trump. So what did you discover it means to him? Is it just the recitation of these three names? Does it have any other qualities that he's thinking through?

Scherer: I think the way to explain it is to back out, not to go deeper into these specific three names--

[Laughter]

Rosin: Okay.

Scherer: --because you have to understand the whole of Trump's psychology, the whole history of Trump. The whole history of Trump has been one in which self-aggrandizement--making himself the best, the prettiest, the biggest, the most successful, all those things--has been his ticket to everything. So he has always, at every step of his career, been about self-aggrandizement, about making himself the best of any situation he's in, and he happens to be president of the United States right now.

And as we write in the piece, he's in his "You only live once" moment, his YOLO time. Everyone around says he's very aware that his life is not gonna go on forever, that his presidency is not gonna go on forever, that he's trying to do as much as possible. And the defining fact of this term has been he's doing things that are not politically rational. But it makes sense if you're looking at it through a broader frame.

And so I think that's where we ended up going with this story. The Hegel thing is interesting, and you don't wanna get into the details of it, but I think we should just describe Hegel's theory quickly here.

So Hegel in the early 1800s gives a series of lectures about world-historical individuals. Napoleon has just come on the scene. Hegel's very impressed with Napoleon. And he argues that there's something called the "world spirit" that sort of drives our progress as a people.

Rosin: Excellent.

Scherer: What?

Rosin: That is an excellent summary. (Laughs.)

Parker: (Laughs.)

Rosin: That was good.

Scherer: And he then says--

Parker: He's not yet done. (Laughs.)

Scherer: Yeah, no, I'm not just done. (Laughs.)

Rosin: No, no, keep going. Okay.

Scherer: It is a long-form podcast.

[Laughter]

Rosin: I love it. Yeah, keep going.

Scherer: So he then says that there are certain individuals in history, rarely, who come along and who tap into that spirit and who are very disruptive in the moment, who offend the people around him, who do things that are very disruptive, who may even cause violence and wars and things like that--

Parker: --who do things that society views as morally reprehensible, who are bold enough to trample some flowers. Even if Trump is not a Hegel scholar, these words, in many ways, apply to modern-day Trump.

Rosin: And your impression is that Trump processed that? Because what that requires processing is: The things I'm doing are unpopular. Nobody really likes them. It allows you to create a narrative, which includes: The American people do not like what I'm doing.

Parker: No. I do not think Trump read this. We were told by people close to him and people in the White House, He did not read this. I do not think he processed it the way Michael so aptly summarized it. But what I think Trump liked is to consider himself in the long scope of immortal history. I think that's the part he likes.

And another part of our story gets into this idea of him really remaking, physically remaking, Washington in his image--all of these physical, tangible things. And that has long been in Trump's DNA, right? He's a developer. But he also, I will add, he was president, then he was out of power for four years, and now he's back in power. And so he saw in those four years how Congress, how a different president, how a different party can undo some of your signature achievements, especially a lot of his, which were not laws that went through Congress, right? But he understands physical, tangible. If he gets that ballroom built, the next president, no matter how abhorrent they view it, is not going to tear it down again.

Rosin: Okay. So he's got this big idea, this narrative, which is allowing him to make sense of himself at this moment, however imperfectly he's understanding the narrative. But he's got it. I do wanna talk about some of the real-world consequences of that; we'll get to the architecture. But what else? How does Iran fit into this? How do the wars and the kind of overseas adventuring--Greenland, for example--what are bigger consequence examples of this?

Scherer: So the 2024 election, which we all lived through, was not about remaking Latin America. It was not about resetting the global world order. It was hardly mentioned at all during that campaign. Maybe NATO came up a couple times. But really, that election was about the record of Joe Biden and prices.

But when Trump gets into office--and we see this initially in his inaugural address--he has much bigger ambitions for his second term than his first term. He's referred to it and his advisers have referred to it as sort of a global reset.

And so there is a dramatic set of adventures the U.S. has undertaken here--Venezuela; supporting elections in Argentina; threatening NATO over Greenland; threatening the Cuban government; twice, basically, launching bombing raids against Iran; involving himself in a bunch of other global conflicts; trying to cut a deal in Ukraine that sort of realigned the U.S. government in that war--that are very dramatic and very big.

And there are things he embraces. If you remember just a few weeks ago, when he was threatening to destroy the civilization of Iran right before he agrees to a cease-fire, he says in those Truth Socials that this is one of the greatest moments in the history of the world. And that's the level on which he's playing.

Rosin: A year ago, you talked to Trump in his office. The quote that became the cover was, "I run the country and the world." Does this moment have a slightly different quality? It feels maybe like it has recognition of mortality, nostalgia--it just feels slightly different, and I'm wondering if I just am reading into that.

Scherer: I think, from his perspective, he comes into office with a hot hand, and he's gonna ride it. And that first six months, he had a hot hand. There was really nothing obstructing him. Congress sort of laid down. The courts were moving slowly--they did push back at some times, but they weren't moving quickly. He was dismantling huge parts of the federal government. He's doing all this foreign-policy stuff. The Venezuela mission happens in the beginning of January, and that is, by all accounts, an apparent really surprising success.

I think what's changed now is, in the last two, three months, I think his view of himself was the same, but he is now, for the first time in his second term, confronting the limits, the realities of his power. And the Iran war has not gone well. He is sort of in a stalemate here that is clearly hurting economies around the world, including the U.S., including his voters; it's hurting him politically at home. And we're in this new moment of not unlimited potential, and we're gonna see how he responds to that.

Parker: But simultaneously, he is unburdened in a way that he has never been before, because he will not face the voters personally again. And so there were earlier iterations where he would be doing something and his aides could go to him--even if it was on foreign policy or whatever--in his first term and now, and show him domestic political polling, right, and say, If you do this, you're losing your voters. You'll lose this coalition, and they won't elect you president again. And someone put it to us, they are hoping to get Trump focused on the midterms. They think, intermittently, he does care, and a senior official said, essentially, God help us what the final two years will look like when there's truly no guardrails like the midterms.

[Music]

Rosin: When we come back, I talk to Ashley and Michael about how Trump will shape American politics after he's gone.

That's after the break.

[Break]

Rosin: Let's get into architecture and politics. This is a college class: We'll do Hegel, architecture, and politics.

[Laughter]

Rosin: One of the things you both reported on was the details, particularly the interior design and architectural details. Actually, do you wanna just list some of the things that you learned Trump was redesigning?

Parker: Sure. We learned, when you mentioned the piece we did in the first year for

The Atlantic when we were invited into the Oval Office for an interview and the first thing Trump says to us as we're sort of walking up to the Resolute Desk to shake his hands is, Do I do a chandelier?, right, that is what is on his mind. And I will say the answer was, no, he did not do a chandelier. Because of the weight, it seemed as if the only way to get it, the chandelier would kind of have to hang directly through the bald eagle's beak on the dome ceiling, so he decided against it.

But he has brought in all of these portraits of past presidents. He is gilding essentially everything in the Oval Office that can possibly be gilded. He brought in, as we reported in The Atlantic last year, a copy of the Declaration of Independence. There was a lot of concern because it is supposed to be kept away from light. And so there's this curtain that they have, but he is always opening the curtain to show it off because why else do you bring it in but to show it off?

And then, in this piece we reported--this is a kind of fun detail; it's tiny--but there are these challenge coins that are very big in law-enforcement circles that you kind of pass out to people, and Trump is really into them. He has a presidential challenge coin; it's gold in color, about palm size. And he has now begun basically supergluing his challenge coins to the door of the Oval Office. And one aide told us they expect at some point the entire West Wing to be covered by challenge coins.

And then there are the things he is building and doing. So he is now painting the bottom of the reflecting pool blue. He has tore down the East Wing to build this big ballroom. He wants to build an "Arc de Trump," as people jokingly call it, a huge 250-foot arch that will basically stand right at the entrance of Arlington National Cemetery.

He happens to be president on America's 250th birthday, and he is using that to sort of host a number of tributes to the country, but really to himself, including a mixed martial arts fight on the South Lawn on his birthday that will include weigh-ins at the Lincoln Memorial and pyrotechnics and light shows. The Mint is putting out a new special coin to commemorate this anniversary with his likeness on it. We just recently found out there may be a new edition of the passport that has Trump on it.

Rosin: I'm trying to understand the psychology of this. Is it like a small child is walking down the National Mall a hundred years from now and Trump pops into their head in the same way that [President Franklin D.] Roosevelt or George Washington or something pops into the head? What are all these changes about?

Scherer: So there's two ways of answering that. One is the psychology of Trump, from the beginning of his career, has been consistent. The Palm Beach airport, the road going up to Mar-a-Lago is now renamed for him. He's trying to get Dulles airport named after him. I'm sure there will be a lot of schools. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Yes.

Parker: Which will also be confusing, when you fly from--

Scherer: Trump to Trump?

Parker: Trump to Trump, yeah.

Rosin: (Laughs.) Right.

Parker: (Laughs.)

Scherer: But to go back to the thesis of our story, what Ashley just described all fits into a world-historical frame. Who makes coins with their faces on them while they're alive? Roman emperors. Who builds victorious arches? That started with the Romans. Who puts gold filigree all over all the rooms they're in? That's Louis XIV in France, building Versailles.

The innovation here is he's not behaving like an American president. He's behaving like one of these ancient leaders, who is going to literally hold the gladiatorial-combat celebration on the White House lawn this summer when the UFC comes to do a fight.

So I think a lot of this has to do with his own frame and his own conception of himself and his disregard for the modesty that has sort of been traditional in the American presidential history.

Rosin: Do you think this is anomalous? I think sometimes we have this idea that history builds greatness slowly and in retrospect. But then you read about George Washington, and the hagiography of George Washington was in full swing by the time he dies.

Scherer: The tradition is that supporters of the president do that. Reagan airport is just across the river here; it was named for Ronald Reagan by his supporters. But I don't think Reagan proposed renaming National Airport after himself.

Washington is famous, also, for--there's a lot of hagiography about him--but he was famous, also, for saying, This was not about me, not seeking the presidency. There was a lot of performative stuff he did to sort of broadcast a modesty to demonstrate the form of government we have. And I think presidents since then--it's not that they're not full of themselves (Laughs.) and self-aggrandizing, but they've done it within that context. And Trump is just not interested in that context.

Parker: Right, within the faux modesty that Americans appreciate and expect, frankly.

And then also, one I forgot to mention was Trump putting his name on the Kennedy Center, which was very offensive to a number of people, including traditional Republicans. But I will also say, in certain ways, this is Trump just being who he has always been, right? Plastering his name on buildings, whether it's the Kennedy Center or Trump Tower on Fifth Avenue, is just what he does. That's branding for him.

And aides have told us that these are also things even before he became president, that he is really in the minutiae, and in the details of landscaping and tiling. And they told us stories of him looking out the window of the Oval or looking out the window of Mar-a-Lago, and stopping a meeting on an important topic to go outside and say, Well, wait a minute. Should we move the ceramic a little over here?, or That tree's bending the wrong way. Let's prune it back this way.

This is what he's truly passionate about.

Rosin: Let's talk about how all this affects upcoming elections. It feels to me, Michael, like this is in lieu of running for a third term, which is something we've talked about him possibly doing. (Laughs.)

Scherer: Yeah. I've written a story about some of the liberal fears about a third term and trying to game out what it would look like. But I've never thought the evidence was there that he's moving in that direction, starting with his top advisers all being consistent that he's not moving in that direction and probably would not support him if he did, because it would be unconstitutional, and then going to the fact that he loves to troll.

But yeah, I think his behavior--there are two things going on there: One is the political end of his career, and the second is he's aware of his age. He's aware of how long he's lived. We talk in the story about a moment during the transition when [President Jimmy] Carter's funeral was happening on television, and he sort of looks at the television screen and makes reference to the fact that One day that's gonna be me too.

And I think he's also survived an enormous amount. Not counting just the assassination attempts, but if he hadn't won the last election, there's a very good chance he would be in jail or at least convicted at this point. The stakes were very high, and he's come through that, and so I think he wants to do something with it.

Rosin: All right. Now let's get into the midterms. Ashley, I imagine that this version of Trump pulling away and thinking on this mass-historical stage is causing chaos and disruption at the election level. (Laughs.) So what do your sources say about how he's behaving around the midterms--how interested he is, what he actually cares about?

Parker: Yeah, his political team, when we went to war with Iran--and I remember we, like everyone, were trying to report on how it happened, what the people around him were saying--one of the first things I heard was that his political team was deeply dismayed. They thought that this would hurt them politically, that their job is to elect Republicans in the midterms and going to war with Iran is not gonna help. And this was before Iran realized they could close the Strait of Hormuz and skyrocket oil prices.

And so talk to Republicans, they're unhappy, right? They wish he was more on message, they wish he was more focused, and more than anything, they wish his policies were helping them politically. Going back to what Michael said earlier, the entire election with Biden was on Biden's fitness and prices and cost of living. And Trump promised to bring those down, voters believed him, and now, not only have they not come down, but in some cases, the cost of gas has skyrocketed.

Some of his aides--there does seem to be something where they almost hope as if by saying it, they can will it into existence, right, that Trump is concerned about the midterms. He does care. He is focused on this. There was one recent foreign trip that Trump went on where Susie Wiles, the chief of staff, came back to talk to the press and said, I just wanna let you know, this is really gonna be one of the last foreign trips, just because he's so focused on traveling the country. And there have been a lot of initiatives of He's gonna be out there once a week in key swing states, and they have not quite come to fruition.

Rosin: And, Michael, what about his successor? This is just interesting--

Scherer: Oh, who it'd be, yeah.

Rosin: --to think of Trump as kind of not so much a factor in the midterms, in the next election.

Parker: Oh, he'll be a factor in the next election.

Scherer: Yeah. I don't know whether he's gonna back [Vice President J. D.] Vance or [Secretary of State Marco] Rubio or somebody else, but he, I think, clearly will wanna be the kingmaker through that process and will maneuver himself to be that person. Trump will oversee that whole nomination process.

I think the other thing to mention here is that Democrats are sort of amazed at their luck here. They have been doing focus groups since last year that basically show every time you mention the ballroom, the response of swing voters is, Why is he focused on that? Why that? After the Venezuela operation, even though it was a success, the polls and the focus groups said, Wait a minute. Why is he doing that? Why isn't he worried about me? I elected him to worry about me. I'm hurting here. And then he does Iran on top of it, and mortgage rates were coming down; now mortgage rates are back up.

So there is a clear hit here. And I've been calling around to Republican strategists, and you'll get different dates. Some will say it's gonna be Labor Day; some will say it's gonna be the beginning of August.

Rosin: What's "it"?

Scherer: That there has to be a dramatic economic pivot, or this is gonna be a wipeout.

Rosin: This is important because what it suggests is that this thing you're reporting on, his framework, is actually shaking up a lot of things in the actual world. It actually is driving both the next set of elections and the global order and a lot of different things. It's interesting.

Okay, so then here is my final, speculative--it's speculative--question. I'm asking for your opinions here. You can each give one. What's the likelihood that he is correct, that he is, in fact, a great man of history--

[Laughter]

Rosin: --he is a norm-defying world-historical figure?

Scherer: Yes. I don't ascribe to Hegel's view that there is this spirit that drives us towards some predetermined destination. But I think if you look and compare President Trump in his two terms to all the other presidents I have lived through, maybe since Reagan, his impact on politics and on the global order is more pronounced.

And whether it's more lasting or not, I can't say. We may be headed into a historical period where whoever comes after Trump is even more disruptive than Trump was and we look back on it like we look back now at George W. Bush and say, Oh, he was just a tame Republican. (Laughs.)

Parker: There is even something--

Rosin: But that's a yes. Okay, go ahead. (Laughs.)

Parker: So there is even something--I will answer--but there is even something funny happening now with Trump's first term where you're hearing Democrats sort of half-jokingly, but kind of genuinely, pine for the good old golden era of when all he was doing was changing the route of a hurricane with a Sharpie on a NOAA map, right, that sort of benign chaos.

I will say, Michael says he doesn't subscribe to Hegel's theory; I don't even purport to begin to understand Hegel's theory.

Rosin: Fair, fair.

Parker: But I think, by the definition of someone who has just absolutely upended American and global politics, Trump will be remembered for this, 1,000 percent. And regardless of what happens, whether there's a bigger disruptor or the pendulum swings back the other way wildly, whatever happens will all be in response to, really, these 12 years of Trump we've lived through--which is another thing: You're limited to two terms, but because Trump lost and came back, he never disappeared. His presidency is going to end 12 years of Donald Trump.

Scherer: Let me propose one other thing that's possible--I don't know if it's going to happen. But if you remember from 2006 to 2008, George W. Bush was really an afterthought. He was sort of like the heel of every political joke. He didn't have power. He wasn't doing anything. Democrats were on the move; Republicans were in retreat. It is possible that, a year from now, we can gather around this table again and look back at this moment as a real pivot point too. It's not that Trump will change; it's that his ability to exercise power could dramatically diminish going forward.

And that's because politics does matter in this country. He is incredibly unpopular right now. The midterm elections will happen. The Supreme Court recently threw out his tariffs.

There's other cases that he looks like he's going to lose going to the Supreme Court. And once he becomes a lame duck in those last two years, it's possible the Republican Party will start looking out for itself again, in a way it just has not been able to. And so he could lose a lot of allies.

And so we don't really know how this story's gonna end. And I think I just wanna leave that open there.

Parker: And the flip side is, if Michael is right, the president could also essentially begin playing on tilt, right? Republicans are distancing themselves from him, and suddenly, Canada becoming a 51st state looks a lot more appealing. (Laughs.)

Rosin: Right. Okay, so chaos.

[Laughter]

Rosin: Ashley, Michael, thank you for joining us.

Scherer: Thank you.

Parker: Thanks for having us.

[Music]

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Kevin Townsend. Erica Huang engineered, and Sam Fentress fact-checked. We had music by Rob Smierciak and Breakmaster Cylinder. 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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Micah Lasher, Child Magician

The race for New York's Twelfth District keeps getting more interesting.

by Joel Stein

Thu, 30 Apr 2026




I'm meeting with Micah Lasher at a diner on the Upper West Side. The last time I saw him was also at an Upper West Side diner. That was 32 years ago. He was 12. I was 22. He was interviewing me for a job.

Lasher is running for Congress in the June 23 Democratic primary for the smallest, richest, most educated district in the country, the one that Jerrold Nadler is leaving after 34 years. New York's Twelfth District jaggedly stretches all the way across Manhattan from the top of Central Park down to 12th Street. It is so liberal that whoever wins the primary will likely get to keep the seat as long as they want. It's so rich that whoever wins will have considerable power in Congress, thanks to Manhattanites' ability to donate to other campaigns.

In his Yankees jacket over a white button-down, Lasher doesn't look that different than the last time I saw him, which is strange because he has since undergone puberty. He still has a boyish, earnest, Michael Cera energy. He has three kids and is married to a finance executive now, but he still lives in a building with his mom. When the waitress comes over, Lasher politely orders cottage cheese, strawberries, blueberries, two eggs sunny-side up, and an orange juice. The orange juice, so high in sugar, seems suspiciously wild.

Lasher has spent his entire life in Manhattan, except for a semester at NYU spent in London, where he roomed with the comedian Aziz Ansari. He's also spent his entire career in politics. At 15, while he was at Stuyvesant High School, he worked on a state assembly member's campaign for Manhattan borough president. At 20, he helped start the successful political-consulting firm SKDK. This led to policy jobs with Nadler, Mayor Michael Bloomberg, and Governor Kathy Hochul, and to his current gig in the assembly. But I worked for Lasher long before he turned 15.

Jonathan Chait: Please, not another Kennedy

I now live 3,000 miles away and don't have any stake in this race, but it's one of the most interesting primary fields in the country. Though Lasher is the party-insider pick, having landed endorsements from Nadler and Bloomberg, who has offered to donate up to $5 million to support him, he's not the most exciting candidate. He's running against George Conway, the former Republican, former husband of Kellyanne Conway, and former resident of a home without a green screen in every room. The candidate leading in early polls is Jack Schlossberg, the 33-year-old grandson of John F. Kennedy, who spoke at the 2020 Democratic National Convention and has 1.7 million social-media followers eager to watch him simultaneously walk and talk smack about his cousin Robert F. Kennedy Jr., surf shirtless, or laugh after someone calls him "you incel Frankenstein-looking motherfucker." Lasher is somehow less exciting, even, than Alex Bores, another state assembly member vying for the seat, who once worked as a Palantir data scientist and now takes on AI companies. People mostly see Lasher as an earnest, wonky, slow-talking, detail-oriented, policy guy.

But they don't know the Micah Lasher I knew.

In 1994, I was a year out of college and working as a fact-checker at Reader's Digest Books. Not Reader's Digest, the magazine, where all the action was, but Reader's Digest Books. One of the older fact-checkers told me about a freelance job that paid $20 an hour--$2 more than I was making. Her friend's son was a magician. He had gotten a book deal and needed a research assistant. It was soul-crushing to learn that a 12-year-old had already accomplished my dream of writing a book. Even worse, he had accomplished my far-bigger dream of being a guest on David Letterman's show.

I met Lasher and his father, who had been an amateur magician, at a diner on the Upper West Side. His dad did most of the talking, explaining how slammed Lasher was with school, birthday-party performances, and his upcoming bar mitzvah. Then he got the kid to do some magic tricks for me. They were astounding. I clenched coins in my fist that seeped into the ether. Cards sitting on the table in front of me changed faces. If he had done this for me at any other time in human history, I would have burned him at the stake. Mostly for being Jewish. But also for the freaky devil magic.

My friend D. A. Wallach, the former lead singer of Chester French turned biotech investor, went to magic camp with Lasher. Back then, Tannen's Magic Camp was held on Long Island, and Lasher "was the GOAT," Wallach told me. "He was better at close-up magic than most of the adults. He was the equivalent of Usain Bolt at that age. He could have been a super successful magician with a show in Vegas. Which seems more fun than Congress." Still, Wallach understands why Lasher doesn't talk about his childhood fame much. "There's something shameful about magic. It's corny," he said.

When I was working on Lasher's book, my friend Jonathan would call me several times a week, claiming to be "The Amazing Micah" and, with a lisp due to an imaginary retainer that Lasher probably wouldn't have for several years, said, "Mithter Thtein, thith work ith unacctheptable!" Which wasn't all that far off. Not long after, Lasher fired me.

The idea was that I'd help dig up interesting tidbits from the history of magic, but I could not distinguish between a tidbit and a basic piece of magic history. Lasher's dad had to call and tell me that my services were no longer required.

The Magic of Micah Lasher: More Than Fifty Tricks That Will Amaze and Delight Everyone--Including You came out in 1996 and was a hit, but I didn't know about it until a few years ago, when I bought a copy. I immediately turned to the acknowledgments. I did not think I would be listed there. But if I were, I expected to read, "I want to thank Joel Stein for teaching me the magic trick where you steal $1,000 from a small boy." Instead, he doled out the elegant graciousness that one learns from writing stacks of bar-mitzvah thank-you cards: "Joel's research was his first real trip into the world of magic, and he did a really great job."

Lasher stopped doing magic shortly after he wrote the book. As he eats his cottage cheese, he tells me why: "Magic became very much a part of my identification and it could crowd out other things." Instead, he became the editor of the Stuyvesant High School newspaper, where he had a fight with the administration over censorship that was covered in The New York Times. Magic had been a bond between him and his father, and Lasher wanted to be his own person. His dad mentored others through the Society of Young Magicians, and when he died in 2020, Lasher inherited his huge library of magic books, which I probably should have looked at for research for his book.

Most people go into politics seeking fame, but Lasher had walked away from it. Speaking at rallies and press conferences is the part of the job he likes least, and the part he's worst at. Even at the height of his magic career, he was famous for close-up magic, not for putting on a David Copperfield show.

Schlossberg and Conway, Lasher tells me, promote themselves as politicians who "know how to function in this low-attention economy." But Lasher isn't sure that "anybody's being persuaded in this low-attention economy. We're generating a lot of content, we're getting clicks, but I don't know that we're really moving people that much. The work of change is still work, and it requires relentless persistence. That's the case that I'm making to voters."

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

Lasher says he learned some lessons about politics from magic. He's contemplated writing an essay about it, but feared outing himself as a weird child magician. "Also, it lends itself to all these obvious jokes about politics and trickery," he says. But if he did write it, this is what he would say: Great magicians start with a goal and work backwards. "There is a way that I could walk into this diner, talk to you for 30 minutes, and make myself disappear. It's simply a function of figuring out the mechanics. In policy making, I found that one of the greatest impediments to changemaking is that there's a ton of self-limitation, risk aversion, and lack of imagination. Spending years as a kid looking at things that were impossible with the presumption that there was a way to do it was a pretty good discipline for policymaking."

Lasher hasn't done magic for anyone but his uninterested children for a long time. But when I bring out a deck of cards, he nods. For 15 minutes, he does magic inches from me, that cocky-kid face, the one that says, Yeah, that happened, returning at the end of each trick.

The card tricks are amazing, although--I have to admit--less impressive than they'd seemed when he was a prepubescent boy. He does two of them and then says he'll do just one more. And then, just one more.

I select a card out of the deck, memorize it, and put it back. He does that magician thing where he pretends to show me my card, and I have to tell him that, no, it was actually the 10 of hearts, and he has to act flummoxed. "Oh, the 10 of hearts," Lasher says. "That's the one I put under the orange juice."

There it is, face down under the glass of juice. The one he barely drank. And now he has to leave for his next meeting--at a diner 10 blocks away.
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The Secret Weapon Against AI Dominance

The future of creative labor will turn on whether AI-generated work can be copyrighted.

by Jacob Noti-Victor, Xiyin Tang

Thu, 30 Apr 2026




More than 90 lawsuits have been filed by creators against AI companies for copyright infringement. Authors, musicians, visual artists, and news publishers have all accused firms such as OpenAI, Meta, and Anthropic of using their copyrighted works to train AI models without permission. (The Atlantic is involved in one such lawsuit, against the AI firm Cohere.) These cases are frequently framed as the defining fight over the future of creative labor and the entertainment industry as a whole. As one of these lawsuits put it, artists are seeking to end "infringement of their rights before their professions are eliminated by a computer program powered entirely by their hard work."

But the future of creative labor will more likely be decided through a different question within copyright law, one that has received far less attention: To what extent should AI-generated works receive copyright protection at all? In a 2024 case, Thaler v. Perlmutter, the Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia held that a work generated autonomously by an AI system cannot be protected by copyright, because copyright requires a human "author." The Supreme Court declined to review that decision in March. With the lower-court decision left in place, the question now becomes how much AI content can be incorporated into a work before it becomes mostly or totally uncopyrightable; courts have not yet weighed in on this but may soon.

The Thaler decision (and any future decisions that refine it) will have major economic consequences for the creative industries and the workers they employ. That's because entertainment and media companies are in the business of monetizing intellectual property. Studios license films for streaming, theatrical distribution, merchandising, and franchising. Record labels license recordings for streaming, movie soundtracks, and sampling. Book publishers license rights across formats and languages, and for television and film adaptation. Copyright protection is the engine that makes all of this run. Without it, anyone could copy, distribute, or adapt a work for free, and the entire financial model would collapse.

This means that copyrightability is necessary for profits. And this fact has quietly created a powerful financial incentive for the entertainment industry to keep humans in the loop. Even as AI-generated content has started flooding platforms such as YouTube and TikTok, we haven't seen it migrate to the established gatekeepers: Hollywood studios, large record labels, book publishers. Netflix's own production guidelines warn creators not to use AI to "generate main characters, key visual elements, or fictional settings that are central to the story without written approval." Hachette recently pulled the book Shy Girl after allegations surfaced that portions were AI-written.

Alex Reisner: The hypocrisy at the heart of the AI industry

These are not acts of charity toward the human authors who might complain about AI use; they're acts of business pragmatism. Cutting out human creators in favor of AI could save producers enormous sums of money. But as long as the prohibition on copyrighting AI-generated content holds, major studios, labels, and publishers must continue employing human screenwriters, actors, illustrators, songwriters, and recording artists. Not because they want to, necessarily, but because maintaining strong copyright protection allows them to license content, compete against other industry players, and stop piracy.

It's worth acknowledging what copyright cannot do. Some creative industries will probably not survive the arrival of generative AI regardless of whether AI-generated material is copyrightable or not. Stock photography is a clear example; if a company can generate a perfectly adequate image for its website or marketing materials, it has little reason to pay a commercial photographer or license from a company such as Getty. The argument we are making applies most forcefully to the core industries where large companies still serve as intermediaries between creators and consumers: film, television, music, and book publishing. Curation--that is, trusting an intermediary to help you determine what's worth your time--has remained valuable even as tech companies have made it easy for anyone to self-publish an album or a novel. The growing flood of AI-generated slop seems to have only intensified that demand for curation.

The recent sudden and stunning collapse of OpenAI's video-generation tool, Sora, is a case study in why such content companies likely won't be abandoning human authorship to embrace AI wholesale anytime soon. At the end of last year, OpenAI announced a "landmark" licensing agreement with Disney, which would give users the ability to "bring beloved characters from across Disney's brands to Sora." Just a few months later, OpenAI announced that it was pulling the plug on Sora altogether.

Some writers and experts suggested that Sora's demise stemmed from its lack of popularity with users and its huge operational costs. Yet OpenAI's pivot also hints at why AI content's uncopyrightability may slow mass labor displacement in the creative industries. Licensing content, after all, is expensive. But why pour millions--or, more realistically, if you're OpenAI and Disney, billions--into an expensive video-generation tool that creates content nobody can turn into commercially viable IP?

Disincentivizing content companies from relying on AI benefits consumers too. Survey after survey shows that audiences value human-made creative works and are skeptical of AI-generated content. The public backlash to Sora's AI slop also exemplifies this point. Keeping copyright tethered to human authorship ensures a continued supply of the kinds of creative works people actually want to watch, read, and listen to, even if they may be more expensive to make.

Alex Reisner: Generative AI is challenging a 234-year-old law

This is not an argument that using AI is unethical or inherently uncreative. Artists should be free to experiment with these tools. Copyright law is mostly about commercial incentives; it's certainly not a prerequisite to producing content that people find interesting or beautiful. Artists have long worked in media and formats for which copyright offers little or no protection--including conceptual art and improvisational performance--and they still can.

What needs to happen now to ensure that copyright continues to encourage human work? Thaler was the right decision, but the yes-or-no question of whether a fully autonomous AI system can create a copyrightable work is a relatively easy case. The real difficulty lies in drawing a line: How much human involvement is enough to make an AI-generated work copyrightable? The businesses that stand to profit most from a switch from human to AI labor will push to define "human authorship" as loosely as possible, so that a few keystrokes of prompting or a light editorial pass can transform AI output into a copyrighted work. If courts allow that to happen, the structural protections we have described will evaporate. The Copyright Office--the regulatory body that registers much of the copyrightable content produced in the U.S.--has correctly suggested that human prompting alone should not be sufficient to make an AI output copyrightable, but the courts have not yet endorsed this position, and they might come under intense pressure not to.

Courts and regulators also need to impose harsher penalties for misrepresenting AI involvement in copyright registrations and litigation. As AI-generated content becomes harder to distinguish from human-authored work, the temptation to pass off AI-generated content as human-made will grow. The copyright system will protect creators and consumers only if it is backed by meaningful enforcement.

But more than any specific policy recommendation, what we need is to understand this as the key legal question in the fight for protecting human-made creative work. The legal and public conversation about AI and copyright has been consumed by the question of whether training on copyrighted works is infringement. That question will be litigated for years. Even if creators win that battle, their reward might be a onetime payment of a few thousand dollars. But the copyrightability question will determine whether human creators still have jobs in the years to come--and whether the art and entertainment we all consume is made by those humans, or machines that have replaced them.
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The Era of Normie Extremism Is Here

What the alleged Washington hotel attacker has in common with Luigi Mangione

by Ali Breland

Thu, 30 Apr 2026




On Saturday night, after Cole Tomas Allen's alleged attempt to assassinate President Trump and administration officials at the White House Correspondents' Dinner, a familiar ritual began on the internet: compiling a portrait of the shooter, based on the digital breadcrumbs of his online life. Over the past decade, this trail has frequently led to a similar place. The suspect in many cases turned out to be a white man radicalized by spending time in the internet's dark crevices. Payton Gendron, who killed 10 people in 2022 at a grocery store in a predominantly Black neighborhood in Buffalo, New York, posted a manifesto that quickly circulated on 4chan, in which he included neo-Nazi imagery and described himself as an "ethno-nationalist." Before Robert Bowers shot and killed 11 people in 2018 at a synagogue in Pittsburgh, he posted bigoted content on the far-right social-media platform Gab.

Allen, a tutor who traveled from California to the Correspondents' Dinner in Washington, D.C., with a shotgun, a handgun, and knives, according to authorities, does not fit that profile. The 31-year-old had donated $25 to Kamala Harris's 2024 presidential campaign. On what appears to be Allen's Bluesky account, the posts that he has liked tend to be from run-of-the-mill liberal accounts, such as the activist Will Stancil, the New York Times columnist Jamelle Bouie, and the satirical-news website The Onion. He reposted criticism of Hasan Piker, an influential socialist commentator. Many liberals dislike Piker for his positions against Israel, his praise of Chinese-style communism, his remark that "America deserved 9/11" (he later said that he should have used more "precise" language), and his support for petty theft from large corporations.

Even Allen's manifesto, which he reportedly sent to family members before his attack, is a peculiar mix. It includes his stated desire to kill administration officials and potentially anyone who got in his way, which presumably means at least some of the more than 2,000 dinner guests. But he also apologizes to anyone he might otherwise affect. That contrasts with other shooters' manifestos, which have outlined racist fears of impending white genocide and have advocated for the murder of nonwhite people. A former colleague of Allen's described him to me as a "normal-ass dude, like anyone else," who was well liked at the tutoring company where they worked and had exceedingly quotidian interests--chiefly anime and the popular video game Super Smash Bros.--and was an "animal lover." The former colleague, who asked to remain anonymous over concerns of professional reprisal, said the two of them never talked about politics.

Allen, in other words, is a "normie"--internet slang for someone with conventional and widely held beliefs--but also an extremist who was willing to kill for those beliefs. In this sense, he represents the relatively new phenomenon of normie extremism, in which people who hold otherwise mainstream political views carry out acts of political violence.

Allen is the clearest example of this trend, but not the first. I wrote about the ascent of normie extremism after Luigi Mangione allegedly killed UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson in 2024. Mangione also had relatively unremarkable political views. His Goodreads account showed that he read books by popular authors, including the well-known science writer Michael Pollan. He followed a mix of mainstream figures on social media, including Joe Rogan and Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. His favorite writer appeared to be Tim Urban, a popular blogger who writes about science, psychology, and a range of other topics. Perhaps the only signal of something potentially sinister was Mangione's praise for Ted Kaczynski's manifesto, though appreciating the Unabomber has become more and more common among young people--itself an example of normalizing extreme perspectives.

Read: Rise of the blood populist

The phenomenon has become evident in reactions to tragedies as well. Many of the most viral posts after Thompson's killing express tacit, and sometimes outright, sympathy with Mangione's alleged actions. Soon after the shooting, one poll found that 81 percent of college students had held a negative view of the health-insurance CEO. Nine months later, when Tyler Robinson allegedly killed Charlie Kirk, the influential conservative, many on the left lamented his death, but a noticeable contingent celebrated. Robinson himself didn't appear to be particularly radical prior to the shooting but was chiefly concerned about protecting gay and trans rights, according to his mother's reported statements to investigators and published text messages that he had exchanged with his roommate.

Memes that suggest violence against prominent or wealthy targets--whether about the mantra "eat the rich," guillotines, or orcas destroying luxury yachts--have floated around the internet for years. Mangione's shooting of Thompson suggests that these ideas have gained sufficient influence to inspire real-world harm.

Today, acts of political violence in the United States are at their highest level in decades. Polling by the Public Religion Research Institute found that from March 2021 to December 2025, the share of Americans who agreed with the sentiment that "true American patriots may have to resort to violence in order to save the country" increased from 15 percent to 20.

Why so? Some experts have pointed to polarization driven by social-media algorithms that prioritize divisive content. Others have pointed to rising inequality, downward economic mobility, inflammatory rhetoric by politicians, and a loss of faith in institutions, including doubts about the legitimacy of elections.

Cynthia Miller-Idriss, a sociologist who focuses on extremism at American University, told me that part of the explanation may lie in America becoming a more brutal place. Although overall crime rates remain relatively low, she noted that certain types of violence happen more frequently. From 2020 to 2024, instances of domestic violence rose, and instances of hate crimes and mass shootings have both increased in the past decade. Those attending the Correspondents' Dinner may have never before had to duck and cover under tables, but it's something that their kids have been trained to do as a routine safety precaution because of the prevalence of school shootings.

Miller-Idriss also pointed out that images of state violence, such as videos of ICE agents tackling immigrants and protesters, have become more common in the past 12 months. "I see it as we live in an ever more violent society, and there's not enough being done to prevent that," she told me. More people now believe, she said, "that my political views, my grievances, whatever, should be handled in a violent way."

Read: What the Josh Shapiro attack reveals 

The potential for political violence is compounded by the fact that this is a time of deep political and social discontent. Trump's approval ratings are hovering near the lowest numbers of his second term. Satisfaction with "the way things are going in the U.S." sits at 21 percent. Economic confidence is also low, polling shows. Americans are experiencing historic levels of ideological polarization. This, the extremism expert Amy Cooter told me, is a recipe for political violence. "When people don't feel like the normative political system is responsive, they'll lash out at the system," she said.

The cruel, unresponsive world that Miller-Idriss and Cooter described was already here more than a year ago when Mangione inspired a fandom for political violence. Now there is Allen. And before long, there will likely be another apparently normal person, with ostensibly mainstream political views, who resorts to violence to make their point. It is precisely their normalcy that makes them so hard to stop. Neither Mangione nor Allen were on authorities' radar until it was already too late.
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All the Sad Young Chinese Professionals

China's urbanites are learning the price of prosperity.

by Michael Schuman

Thu, 30 Apr 2026




Earlier this year, one of the most popular apps in China was called Are You Dead?. This was not a game, but a handy way for the many young people who live alone across the country, mostly in cities, to keep tabs on one another. Users needed to check in with the app every 48 hours by pressing a big green button. If a user did not check in, the app promptly notified a designated contact. Designed as a source of comfort to those who worry about dying alone, the app became the top paid download for the iPhone in China in January.

Then it vanished. Apple said in a statement that China's cyberspace watchdog ordered the company to remove it from its Chinese store. The app seemed to challenge the Communist Party's insistence that the Chinese people are content beneficiaries of economic and social progress. Instead, Are You Dead? exposed the unease felt by many Chinese urbanites, and it highlighted the depths of a major social problem facing China today: loneliness. In suppressing the app, China's authorities have made plain that they are watching the public mood and not liking what they see.

From the February 2025 issue: The anti-social century

In a country of 1.4 billion people, many of them crammed into densely packed cities, loneliness may seem like an unlikely concern. But China's rapid economic progress and adoption of new technologies have transformed the country from an agrarian, family-based society to an urban, industrial one, and many young workers live far from the small villages and provincial towns where they grew up. The alienating pressures of city life--the overall urban population has swelled by about 400 million people over the past two decades--together with a culture that often encourages competition and status obsession has created a prevailing sense of uncertainty, insecurity, and isolation.

Newcomers to big cities anywhere feel lonely, but "the fact that Chinese people used to have much more traditional and much more tightly knit family structure is contributing to the feeling much more strongly," Xuemei Bai, a professor who specializes in urbanization at the Australian National University, in Canberra, told me.

Hang Nan's story is typical. Originally from the city of Linfen in Shanxi province in north China, the 29-year-old relocated to Beijing in 2021 for a job at an advertising agency. She hardly knew anyone in the capital when she arrived, and she has struggled to make friends ever since. Ten-hour days at work leave her little time or energy to socialize. "When you choose life in a big city, you're choosing more possibilities and more opportunities," Hang said. "But you also have to accept loneliness as part of the price."

Hang tried finding friends by posting on the social-media platform Xiaohongshu, or RedNote, saying she was seeking people to join her for talks over coffee or walks in parks, which helped a bit. Last year she also began attending something called "blind-box dinners," which involves paying a fee to dine among strangers. The Beijing-based entrepreneur Lu Ming organizes these evenings for groups of about six people, who then split the bill. Lu said he began planning the events in late 2024 and now arranges them regularly in big Chinese cities, including Shanghai and Guangzhou. People "feel isolated and they desperately want to break out of their own circles," Lu said, "but they simply lack the channels and resources to do it."

In many ways, the loneliness problem in China looks like the loneliness problem everywhere else. Going out in pricey Beijing or Shanghai can quickly pinch tight budgets, especially for young people on starting salaries. The sagging economy and sluggish job market has made nearly everyone more cautious about spending. Social media has also changed how people interact, creating a semblance of connection and relationships in the absence of actual connecting. After a long day at work, many Chinese are perfectly happy to gaze at their phone on their couch, but then wonder why they sometimes feel desolate.

One Shanghai resident, who asked to be identified by his online persona A Ze, told The Atlantic that, beyond occasional after-work outings with colleagues, he rarely meets people socially. He can't afford many nights out on the $1,000 he earns monthly as a warehouse manager for a sportswear store, after paying rent and sending a portion to family back in his hometown. So he spends much of his free time on his phone at home instead. "In real life, relationships only become interesting when they reach a certain level where you can really communicate," A Ze said. "Being online is better, because you can speak freely and there's less pressure." He does, however, admit to bouts of loneliness.

A Ze is not alone in shying away from intimacy in China. Overwhelmed by work and the pressure to succeed, many young people seem wary of taking on additional burdens, emotional and otherwise. A 2023 online survey by the networking app Soul found that nearly 60 percent of respondents said they had no more than two close friends. Many young people are finding ways to alleviate their loneliness through superficial and temporary relationships. One solution that has emerged in recent years is something called a dazi, a no-strings companion for various activities, such as playing video games and going to the gym. In a dazi relationship, there are no expectations that the person will turn into a true, long-term friend.

From the May 2014 issue: A Chekhov from China

Yadan, a 23-year-old who asked to be identified by her given name, moved to Beijing two years ago for a job in finance. She said that seeking new friends beyond her limited social circle is "exhausting," so she sometimes posts requests for a dazi on RedNote. A dazi is "free from the expectations that come with a regular friend or a partner," she said.

The rise of dazi culture makes sense in a country where finding a romantic partner feels out of reach for many. Chinese women tend to prefer partners with higher education, income, and social status, and they can afford to be picky. The Communist Party's policies to contain population growth, which restricted most couples to a single child for 35 years, contributed to a skewed balance in which men well outnumber women--largely because families were quicker to abort girls. This has condemned many men to solitude. "Large numbers of lower-income or lower-status Chinese men feel that they want a relationship but simply can't find one," Zheng Ying, the brand director of Taqu, a Chinese dating app with 200 million registered users, told The Atlantic.

Another inhibition to intimacy in China may be the way social interactions tend to be motivated by a transactional pragmatism. "There is a very strong emphasis on payoff," Zheng said. "People are constantly encouraged to think in terms of returns: What am I going to get out of this? But loneliness or companionship isn't really something that can be measured in purely numerical or visible terms."The costs of marriage can also be prohibitively high, especially for young people not yet established in their career. Some families still expect men to buy a home and car ahead of marriage, which renders quite a few suitors ineligible in China's big cities, even as property prices have slumped. And with the country's economic outlook looking more uncertain, owing to deflation, trade tensions, and the looming threat of AI, couples have become even more reluctant to commit. In 2010, 22 million people in China got married for the first time; in 2024, only 9.2 million did.

"Before, people just thought that they had a good future--the economy, everything was good--so they had the confidence to get married," Fuxian Yi, a senior scientist at the University of Wisconsin at Madison who studies China's demographic trends, told me. "But right now they are very pessimistic about the future, so they are scared to get married and have children."

Yet marriage is no panacea for loneliness. Lionel, who asked to be identified only by his first name, grew up in a small town in the southern province of Guizhou, and now works as a video-game developer in the eastern tech hub of Hangzhou, where he lives with his wife. But he admitted that regular bouts of loneliness still often reduce him to tears. He attributed these feelings to his sense of insecurity in an economy in which professional success determines social status. "Conversation often turns to income prospects, to assumptions about future earnings," Lionel said. This makes him reluctant to socialize, because he feels that he's being judged. "In the past, being a programmer at a big firm was a glory," he said. "But now, with layoffs and AI, your social identity can collapse so easily." His fear of being perceived as a failure has made him cut off "links with others to avoid the pain when that identity eventually breaks," he said. Lionel is so ashamed of these feelings that he doesn't share them even with his wife.

Some Chinese people find it easier to simply pay for companionship. Salome, as she calls herself in English, is a 30-year-old who works as an English translator for a trading company in Beijing. On the side, she is a cosplayer, or "coser," who dresses up as male characters from anime, manga, and video games, then hires herself out for private meetings for about $35 an hour. Her clients are mostly women in their 20s who hope to chat with a favorite character and in some cases practice their English. Some prospective clients plainly hope to engage in romantic role-play, which Salome tries to avoid because it makes her uncomfortable. But she understands the impulse, suggesting that these meetings are safer substitutes for more complicated--and often disappointing--relationships with actual men. These women are "very resistant to real-life men, and very unwilling to let real men enter their fantasy space," she said.

Faith Hill: The bots that women use in a world of unsatisfying men

In this way, China's young professionals resemble their similarly isolated, commitment-phobic peers in other developed countries. Perhaps widespread feelings of loneliness can therefore be seen as a sign and price of progress--but one that the Chinese people may wonder about paying. This is why the Communist Party saw the Are You Dead? app as such a threat. The party's implicit promise to the Chinese people in recent decades has been that as long as they give up their rights, they will be rewarded with prosperity. If citizens are learning that this wealth is, in fact, a mixed bag--mentally, socially, even economically--then this bargain doesn't work.

Cao Li in Hong Kong contributed reporting to this story.
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The YOLO Presidency

Trump is focused on becoming one of history's "great men."

by Ashley Parker, Michael Scherer

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




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

Had President Trump, we wondered, possibly been reading or at least thumbing through--just maybe--the works of ... Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel?

Impossible. And yet. Hegel's theory of "world-historical individuals," men who redirected the course of humanity, focused on three figures: Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, and Napoleon Bonaparte. Hegel described them as unlikely "heroes of an Epoch" for upending established orders that had previously seemed fixed. They were "practical, political men" who were each condemned in their age for smashing norms and for other conduct "obnoxious to moral reprehension"--as Trump has been accused of, centuries later.

And though Trump has long compared himself to America's two greatest presidents, we were recently told by two people who are in a position to know such things--a senior administration official and a longtime Trump confidant--that the president had, in private conversations, begun thinking about himself less as a peer of George Washington and Abraham Lincoln, and more as an addition to Hegel's immortal trifecta.

"He's been talking recently about how he is the most powerful person to ever live," the confidant told us. "He wants to be remembered as the one who did things that other people couldn't do, because of his sheer power and force of will."

The tendency to self-aggrandize is as fundamental a feature of Trump as his sculpted hair and overlong red ties. But it has become even more important in setting his priorities and steering his actions as he hurtles through his final term in office. He no longer has to worry about the judgment of voters and can instead focus on what he's decided really matters: ascending to become one of history's so-called great men and leaving an enduring--and, in many cases, physical--imprint. The result, at least so far, has cost many lives and billions of dollars, damaged the world economy, strained already fragile alliances, and cratered the president's standing with the public. But those around him cast his new focus as a liberation. "He is unburdened by political concerns and is able to do what is truly right rather than what is in his best political interests," the administration official told us. "Hence the decision to strike Iran."

What the American people think--and what near-term consequences they may face--has mattered less to Trump than his own designs to remake the world by bombing seven countries, toppling two world leaders in as many months, threatening to seize Greenland, and undermining the NATO alliance. Earlier this month, Trump described the conflagration with Iran in existential terms, writing on social media, "A whole civilization will die tonight, never to be brought back again." Even when he later agreed to a two-week cease-fire--which has since been extended--Trump portrayed his Middle East adventurism as "one of the most important moments in the long and complex history of the World." At home, he has focused his time and attention on unending tributes to his reign--building projects that recall ancient Rome, decorative gilding that evokes imperial France, banners with his visage draped across government buildings, and a gold coin set to be minted with his image for the nation's 250th birthday. "He is conscious, proud, and hopeful that some of the things that he does are resetting long-standing orders of things," a second senior official told us. "Not in a Socrates sort of way, just: The stuff I'm doing is very different, and it will reset things to some level, and that includes not just this country but the world."

Read: 'I run the country and the world'

When we asked several White House officials whether Trump had discovered and embraced Hegel's writings, they dismissed the hypothesis almost laughingly. The president does not have a reputation as a reader. He did recently learn about the powerful triumvirate in a brief passage that someone handed him, the senior official told us, although that person couldn't recall if it was a poem or an essay or something else. The second senior official suggested that Trump might be recalling a speech he heard at a golf-club event last year, where a speaker placed Trump in the frame of historical figures such as Alexander the Great and Genghis Khan. White House officials and allies have debated other reasons for the president's turn toward history, and some have dismissed it as typical Trumpian braggadocio--the greatest, the biggest, the best. They all spoke with us on the condition of anonymity to candidly detail their private conversations with the president.

Then, on Saturday night, following an assassination attempt at the annual White House Correspondents' Association Dinner, Trump turned briefly introspective, offering yet another glimpse of how he views his place in the scope of history. Speaking to reporters shortly after the alleged gunman had been apprehended, Trump said that he had "studied assassinations," mentioned Lincoln, and argued that "the people that make the biggest impact--they're the ones that they go after." "They don't go after the ones that don't do much," he continued, before musing that only "big names" face these threats to their life, and concluding: "I hate to say I'm honored by that, but I've done a lot."

Trump's heightened tendency to view himself as a world-historical figure--capable of brash, misunderstood greatness--has transformed his second term, and not necessarily in a good way. Republicans are in a panic about the political costs of the attack on Iran, which has increased prices and interest rates ahead of an election that will hinge on affordability. Democrats, meanwhile, delight in Trump's focus on building a ballroom and a memorial arch, which swing-voter focus groups regularly identify as a misplaced priority. And inside the administration, the excitement of his first year has given way to a more defensive mentality, as some of the president's most committed supporters splinter away and the political operation struggles to maintain the 2024 coalition.

But for Trump, the costs have been outweighed by what he views as the opportunity before him, a chance to transform the world in a manner that few historical figures have ever even approached. A second Trump confidant summarized bluntly: "He's clearly in his 'I don't give a fuck' mood."

Ever since moving back into the Oval Office, Trump has been adding accents to the room, cluttering the space with golden urns, military flags, rows of presidential portraits, and a 19th-century copy of the Declaration of Independence. The crowns of the doors have been gilded, as have the seal and stars on the ceiling. Like clip art in blank spots on the wall, he has affixed ornamental molding, coated in gold leaf. When we entered the Oval Office for an interview last April, one of the first questions he asked us was of decor: "Do I do a chandelier?" he inquired. "Beautiful crystal chandelier, top of the line." (Ultimately, he opted against it because the logistics were not ideal; one option included hanging it directly through the bald eagle's beak on the presidential seal.)

The doors, however, remained glaringly unadorned until Trump had an idea: He took his personally designed presidential challenge coin--such tokens are generally a palm-size souvenir that's popular in military and law-enforcement circles--and glued it to the center of the Oval Office door, at about eye level. "Everyone was impressed by how good it looked," a White House official told us. In the weeks that followed, Trump made his way through the West Wing, seeking out new places to affix his coins (golden and featuring the presidential seal). One by one, the president decorated the office doors of each of his deputies. His aides are convinced that he will eventually cover all of the doors.

Trump, a developer by trade, has always loved these sorts of details--to a point of distraction. Building and branding are "in his DNA; it's who he is," David Urban, a Trump ally, told us. And now, as president, Trump feels that he's deploying those skills for the common good. "He believes in his mind that he's making all of these things better, and you know what? At the end of the day, he is making all of these things better." The president's friends and advisers have told us story upon story of his obsession with the smallest minutiae, of his dedication to his monuments of self--the time he got down on all fours to help explain exactly how he wanted new tiling at Mar-a-Lago arranged; the time he glanced out of a window at one of his golf courses and then stopped a meeting, just cold stopped it, so he could amble out to instruct the gardeners.

His passion for his personal projects has begun bleeding into daily work as president. One month into the Iran war, for instance--as gas prices averaged near $4, mortgage rates were climbing, and inflation fears were eroding stock values--Trump came to the press cabin in the back of Air Force One to argue that the bombing campaign was working. Or, at least, that's what the reporters covering his trip home from Mar-a-Lago thought he was there to do. Then he suddenly switched from talking about the war to boasting about his plans for "hand-carved" Corinthian columns as part of his $400 million White House ballroom. The president presented six mounted, photo-realistic renderings of the project that he explained at length, like this was a miles-high slide show. He went on about the drone-resistant roof, the bulletproof windows, the multiple porches, and the basement military facility, before pausing near the end to explain his priorities.

"I'm so busy that I don't have time to do this--I'm fighting wars and other things," Trump told the assembled press. "But this is very important because this is gonna be with us for a long time."

A foreign leader visiting Washington today would find a city under reconstruction, with tower cranes over the White House, a spectacle that recalls Roman Emperor Augustus's claim that "I found Rome a city of bricks and left it a city of marbles." There's the planned remodeling (and recent renaming) of the Kennedy Center, the affixing of his name to the United States Institute of Peace, the attempted seizure of D.C.-municipal golf courses that Trump plans to renovate, the paving over of Jackie Kennedy's Rose Garden into a Mar-a-Lago-style patio, and the tearing down of the East Wing to make way for the massive ballroom. (That destruction prompted the largest outcry, perhaps because the symbolism was visual, physical, visceral--a wrecking ball laying waste to a cherished pillar of democracy.) The proposed "Arc de Trump," a 250-foot structure modeled after Paris's Arc de Triomphe, would be taller than any similar structure in world history, and more than twice the height of the Lincoln Memorial, across the river from where it would stand. "The GREATEST and MOST BEAUTIFUL Triumphal Arch, anywhere in the World," Trump declared three days after announcing the cease-fire with Iran.

Even the yearlong celebration of the nation's semiquincentennial has become as much about feting Trump as observing the nation's 250th birthday. Trump will mark his 80th birthday in June with a demonstration by modern-day gladiators--a UFC Freedom 250 fight on the White House South Lawn. The fighters will weigh in at the Lincoln Memorial. Later, they will emerge from the Oval Office to battle before a waiting Trump, the event complete with fireworks and a light show--a grandiose and very Trumpian tribute to himself.

Trump doesn't like to use the term legacy, advisers and allies told us, and some have wondered whether he really cares about his legacy at all. "The only legacy President Trump is concerned with is making America greater than ever before," the White House spokesperson Olivia Wales told us. As Trump searched for a running mate in 2024, the second Trump confidant recounted that they had tried to implore him to pick someone who could help continue his political movement. Trump retorted: "What the hell do I care? I'll be dead."

"I don't think he's sitting around musing about what people will think 100 or 200 years from now," one of the senior officials told us.

But there is no dispute that something has changed in his second term--a freeing of his ambition, and a newfound sense of power. "My own morality. My own mind. It's the only thing that can stop me," Trump told The New York Times after a successful operation in Venezuela to capture its leader, Nicolas Maduro. His top advisers now talk about him as the person with "the highest tolerance for risk in the world, and the best instinct for self-preservation," according to one of them. That has left everyone around him attempting to proceed as if this is a normal presidency--or, at least, a normal Trump presidency--but the president is different now, firmly in his second term with personal electoral victory no longer a driving force. The guardrails from the first term are gone, and Trump has all but abandoned the pretense of much caring about the Republican Party that he holds in an emperor-like grip.

Read: It's not just Iran. Trump is flailing on multiple fronts.

Top White House officials, political advisers, and Cabinet members gathered in mid-February at the Capitol Hill Club to lay out a midterm-election strategy that would focus on delivering a consistent message that's focused on the economy and cost of living, regardless of what Trump says or does. The group met again a month later, at Washington's Waldorf Astoria, which was previously the Trump International Hotel. The February plan had run headlong into the expensive war, so the message became blunter: There was no longer room for error.

Sarah Longwell, a former Republican and an anti-MAGA political strategist who regularly conducts focus groups with Biden-Trump swing voters, told us that Trump keeps acting in politically irrational ways. "So every time he's focused on the ballroom, every time he's focused on the Kennedy Center, voters are like, 'But you're not focused on Americans. You're not focused on me. You're not focused on the economy,'" she told us. "Most people are like, 'I don't care about the ballroom. Just be focused on the economy. That was the whole point of you.'"

One Trump ally told us that the president is not particularly worried whether he loses the House, and that he cares only slightly about holding the Senate. The reason: A Democratic Senate means "a six-month impeachment trial versus three hours," this person explained. But Trump has survived two impeachments, and he arguably returned more powerful. His focus now is on doing something more enduring with his influence. Trump worries about being perceived as a lame-duck president, several people told us, including this ally. He has--at least on one occassion--acknowledged his own mortality. Jimmy Carter died in late 2024, during the presidential transition, and when he lay in state in the Capitol Rotunda, Trump watched the proceedings for hours from Mar-a-Lago, transfixed by the coverage, a person close to the White House told us. One day, Trump mused, he would be inside a flag-draped coffin like that. (In a story about Trump's health, New York magazine also reported a version of these comments.)

The same ally told us that Trump now cares more about his successor, believing that a Republican president loyal to him will help ensure that his actions are not immediately reversed. After losing in 2020, he had four years out of power to watch President Biden try to return the nation to a pre-Trump status quo ante, and he now understands what lasting change requires. But even that is complicated. "There is a little bit of tension there, because I think there's a part of him who might also want to say, 'I'm the only one who can hold this coalition together,'" the first Trump confidant told us. (Trump has publicly mused about running again in 2028--a clear joke to troll his opponents, advisers insist--though other people in Trump's orbit, such as the MAGA influencer and former adviser Steve Bannon, are more seriously pushing the idea.)

Read: Doomsday-prepping for Trump's third term

In short, the president's incentive structure has changed. "The hallmark of his entire life has been: Solve the problem that's in front of my face, and I bet I'll be able to solve the next problem when I get to it, but I'm not going to worry about it right now. And it leads to this inherently short-term thinking," this confidant said. Now that Trump is no longer running for president, this person explained, "he's not thinking about What do my polling numbers say right now? or What are they for in the midterms I'm not running in, or for 2028 when I don't care?"

Still, Trump's team remains cautiously optimistic that it can refocus him on the coming midterms, which could act, perhaps, as the last guardrail to curb his influences in a term that, so far, has mainly been dictated by such whims. "He knows he is essentially on the ballot in the midterms," one of the senior White House officials told us, as if by saying it aloud they could will it into reality. But after those elections, this person mused, "God knows what the next two years will look like."

Hegel--whether or not Trump has actually read a word of his dense tracts--may offer some hints. Julius Caesar, Alexander the Great, and Napoleon Bonaparte, Hegel argued, operated with "an unconscious impulse that occasioned the accomplishment of that for which the time was ripe." They were not exactly intellectuals, he wrote, and they did not live particularly happy lives. Napoleon was exiled in his 40s to St. Helena; Alexander died at 32; and Caesar, after declaring himself dictator of Rome, was assassinated at 55 by nobles. As Hegel concluded: "So mighty a form must trample down many an innocent flower--crush to pieces many an object in its path." The German philosopher could just as well have been writing about Trump, some 200 years before the American president dubbed himself a great man of history and began trampling so many modern-day flowers.
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Rise of the Blood Populist

Most Americans fully reject political violence. It's time to differentiate between those who tolerate it and everyone else.

by Adrienne LaFrance

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




There are three major problems when it comes to understanding political violence in America. First, Americans cannot seem to agree on a definition of political violence. Second, people are too busy blaming their perceived political foes to see the larger problem for what it is. And, third, the big one, nobody knows how to make it stop.

I've reported on political violence for going on two decades (including in a cover story for this magazine in 2023), and I think some of what I've learned over the years can help--or at the very least might help sharpen people's understanding of the problem.

What even is political violence? Especially in a nation where every last corner of public life has been so thoroughly politicized, I favor the simplest definition: Political violence refers to violent acts intended to provoke or prevent political change.

From the April 2023 issue: The new anarchy

The question of who is to blame is fraught. It is quite obviously true that the left has a political-violence problem. Anyone telling you otherwise is blinded by reflexive partisanship. It is also quite obviously true that the right has a political-violence problem. And anyone who would deny this is similarly blinkered. But looking at this problem solely through a partisan lens is generally unhelpful, particularly when people in positions of power rush to score points in the aftermath of violent attacks, as President Trump and his loyalists so frequently do--more on that in a minute.

Instead, we should see people who believe that violence is the path to resolving political disputes as part of an emerging (and by many measures growing) political party of its own--Americans who are united not by shared policy goals, but by a shared belief that violence is justified in achieving political outcomes. This belief system supersedes any other party affiliation or ideological marker, and we should treat it that way. If you believe in political violence as a necessary or tolerable means to an end, you are not a Democrat or a Republican or an independent; you are--first and foremost--an extremist whose views are in direct conflict with the American system of self-governance as it is currently designed.

This loose coalition of violent Americans deserves a name that captures its belief system. Although it borrows tactics from extremist movements across the political spectrum--the anarchists of the early 20th century and the anti-government militia movement of the late 20th century both come to mind--I think of it simply as Blood Populism.

Most Americans are not Blood Populists. Those who study political violence have found repeatedly that the majority of Americans fully reject political violence. But they have also found in recent years "a concerning level of agreement" that civil war is likely in the United States, and, among those in this category, a widespread belief that civil war is actually needed, according to a 2024 survey by the Violence Prevention Research Program at UC Davis. The same survey found that as many as a quarter of Americans view violence as "usually or always justified to advance at least one political objective," and up to 3 percent expressed a willingness to engage in political violence themselves. (Note that this survey took place a month before the first assassination attempt against Trump, at a rally in Butler, Pennsylvania.) This is a small percentage, relatively speaking, but it is alarming. As the American Enterprise Institute put it after its 2021 survey found that 9 percent of Americans "completely agree" with the necessity of violence in response to political failures, the fact that "nearly one in 10 Americans enthusiastically back a politics based on brute force is not terribly encouraging."

Blood Populism draws adherents from across the ideological spectrum. Some recent polls have found that MAGA Republicans are more likely than Never Trumpers, Democrats, and independents to endorse political violence as justified--but are not more likely to carry it out. Meanwhile, left-wing terrorism (or attempts at it) is growing. Last year marked a dark turning point for the left: 2025 was the first year in more than three decades in which left-wing terror plots outnumbered right-wing ones. This isn't because the right is never violent, or even less violent generally--for decades, right-wing violence was by far the deadlier force in the United States. It's just that last year represented a major decline in right-wing incidents, at just the moment when left-wing violence was ramping up.

Anyone who studies violence could have predicted this turning point--and many of them did. Conspiracy theorizing and political violence often go hand in hand, and perceived victimhood is one of the greatest predictors of those who are prone to either. (A recent Manhattan Institute survey found that nearly half of all Democrats polled believe that Trump's supporters staged the Butler attack to "increase sympathy for him" so that he would win in 2024.) What that means in practice is that the group of citizens that opposes whichever party is in power is more likely to be drawn to conspiracism or violence during that time. It also means that any forces that exacerbate the existing conditions--think economic uncertainty and the rise of AI--are likely to be pulled into the swirl of existing violence. And that is already happening: OpenAI's CEO, Sam Altman, survived two separate attacks in recent weeks--one involving a Molotov cocktail thrown at his house in the middle of the night, the other a drive-by shooting. As I wrote in 2023, American extremism is a messy stew of ideas and motivations. That's why federal law-enforcement officials sometimes use the term salad-bar extremism to describe 21st-century political violence. Violence doesn't need a clear or consistent ideology and often borrows from several. Again, in Blood Populism, violence is the ideology.

Read: Left-wing terrorism is on the rise

Most concerning, in some ways, is the extent to which young Americans tolerate--and even cheer on--violence. As Gallup found in a poll late last year, being between the ages of 18 and 29 is the strongest predictor of support for political violence. This age group is more likely than any other to say that it is sometimes okay to use violence to achieve a political goal.

Over the years, many experts have warned me that periods of entrenched political violence are difficult to escape. We know exactly what conditions make a society ever more vulnerable to political violence, and we're swimming in them now: highly visible wealth disparity, declining trust in civic institutions, a perceived sense of victimhood, intense partisan estrangement based on identity, rapid demographic change, flourishing conspiracy theories, violent and dehumanizing rhetoric against the "other," and a belief among those who flirt with violence that they can get away with it.

Many point out, rightly, that the situation is not nearly as bad as it could be--America has survived many darker periods, including the terror of the Redemption era; the dynamite attacks, assassinations, and mass poisoning of the 1910s and 1920s; and the assassinations of the 1960s. But we should never wish to revisit the violence of those periods, nor should we hold them as the bar for what "unacceptable" looks like.

Read: How much worse is this going to get?

Americans ought to reject any fellow citizen and certainly any leader that stokes violence, and they ought to do so loudly and peacefully. The president of the United States should set the tone for the American people in defending American unity and peace, rather than constantly attack his perceived political foes as subhuman or "enemies of the people." His attempts to rewrite the history of January 6, 2021--and his pardoning of those who violently attacked the Capitol, and the law enforcement called upon to protect it--amount to a reprehensible and unmistakable endorsement of political violence. If only Trump would take a cue from Ronald Reagan, or from Theodore Roosevelt, both of whom were shot in the chest, survived, and made it their mission to lead all Americans and promote unity and social cohesion. They projected strength and resilience while also proving skilled at de-escalation.

Most Americans still want only to resolve their political differences peacefully. This peace should not be mistaken for acquiescence, nor is it something we should take for granted: With every election, across every generation, Americans must choose self-governance, and that choice rests on whether we can disagree with one another peacefully. Thomas Paine--not exactly famous for preaching nonviolence himself--once wrote that American independence could reassert itself in one of three ways: "by the legal voice of the people in Congress; by a military power; or by a mob." Blood Populists have chosen the mob. The rest of us should insist that we the people are the ones who must collectively choose our representative government, and make that choice peacefully again and again and again.
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Miranda Priestly Hangs Up Her Own Coat Now

<em>The Devil Wears Prada 2</em> finds the magazine industry in a much less glamorous place.

by David Sims

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




The Devil Wears Prada took place amid the glorious roar of capitalism. The hit 2006 comedy took place in a world where magazines were still triumphant, with Runway, a fictional, Vogue-esque publication the film was centered on, sitting firmly atop the heap. The only concern was whether Andy Sachs, a plucky aspiring journalist played by Anne Hathaway, could survive working as the assistant to Runway's imperious editor in chief, Miranda Priestly (Meryl Streep), without totally losing her sense of self. But in The Devil Wears Prada 2, Hollywood's latest nostalgia-baiting follow-up film, the crisis is no longer personal--it's existential.

Ahead of watching the sequel, I worried about what I thought would be a lazy parade of fan service; I feared that the movie would lob catchphrases and cameos at the audience like dead fish to a herd of clapping seals. (This often seems to be Hollywood's view of its customer base too.) At first, the story is a bit of a retread: 20 years later, Runway still exists, and Miranda still rules it with a relatively iron fist. But the magazine's budgets are no longer limitless, the September issue is not quite as thick with glossy ads, and dreaded words such as content and traffic are bandied about during meetings that used to be focused on which passed appetizers would be served at an upcoming gala. The sequel thus finds a good reason to exist: It has plenty of breezy fun probing the dilemmas of modern media, without abandoning the glitz that made the original so enduring.

I'm as surprised as anyone. The director, David Frankel, has mostly specialized in mediocre dramedies since the success of the first Prada, while the screenwriter, Aline Brosh McKenna, has done her best work in television since then. Yet they've managed to land on an enticing premise as well as assemble an impressive lineup of on-screen talent. Stanley Tucci returns as Miranda's right-hand man, Nigel Kipling; so too does Emily Blunt, who plays Andy's former rival and colleague, Emily Charlton. Additions to the cast include Kenneth Branagh as Miranda's violinist husband and Lucy Liu and Justin Theroux as a newsmaking tech-industry power couple that are now freshly divorced. Although Frankel is a workmanlike visual storyteller, he understands what to emphasize here--that is, lots of spiky friendships and mild work drama, and very little romantic turmoil.

Read: The invisible labor of fashion blogging

In the first movie, Andy is a hard-nosed Northwestern journalism grad who derides Runway's glossy existence and thinks herself above fashion. She eventually gains some respect for Miranda without submitting to the tractor beam of life at the magazine. (I was thrilled that the sequel contains very little scolding over Andy's workaholic tendencies, which really weighs down the previous film.) She's become a celebrated journalist, except Prada 2 kicks off with her career hitting a low point: The publication where she works, The New York Vanguard, is downsizing. (Members of the press watching might find this premise triggering.) In parallel, Runway is weathering a minor scandal, and its publisher hires Andy as a features editor to help stabilize the ship. She remains junior to Miranda, but she's now confident enough to go toe-to-toe with her former boss more regularly.

Miranda is the queen of a fading empire. She hangs up her own coat in her expansive office, rather than throw it at an underling, and her assistant chastises her when she raises controversial topics (such as being "body negative") in meetings. Runway is still a home for glamour, but its print edition, as Nigel remarks to Andy, is becoming a relic; the magazine's editors now worry about posting quick stories online for readers to scroll through. Prada 2 is not completely without flash--one set piece takes place at the Met Gala, while another features da Vinci's The Last Supper as a backdrop, and everyone's always dolled up in the finest couture. But its jaded outlook on the industry that Andy once desperately wanted to break into feels appropriate; she got close to the top, only to discover that there's no stability in working in media, even at the highest echelons.

The lesson here could be for Andy to learn to let go. She meets a nice new fella, a charming Australian contractor named Peter (Patrick Brammall), and has her pal Lily (Tracie Thoms) in her ear promising a cushy copywriting job should Andy ever need a landing pad. But Prada 2 isn't as afraid of the hustle as its forebear; although Andy has a pretty good head on her shoulders, the big arc of the film involves her, Miranda, and the ever-reliable Nigel remembering that they all want to stay in journalism for the love of the game, even if the events don't stay as glittery. To do that, they become embroiled in the antics of dueling tech billionaires (and exes), searching for patrons that will allow them to keep the magazine afloat. That trajectory may be depressing to consider, but it's also as credible as Prada 2 gets--and who am I to bemoan my movie-star fun being zhuzhed up with a little smack of realism?
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The Fight-Club Rule on Gerrymandering

Florida's state constitution prohibits redrawing maps for political advantage.

by Russell Berman

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




Florida Republicans have approved a new congressional map that could hand them as many as four House seats that Democrats currently hold. Their goal is straightforward and universally understood: They want to bolster the GOP's majority in Congress and retake the lead in a yearlong, nationwide partisan gerrymandering showdown with Democrats.

Good luck, however, getting top Republicans in the Sunshine State to openly admit that.

In contrast with other states that have held lengthy and freewheeling public debates over redistricting during the past year, the drive to redraw maps in Florida has been marked by secrecy and obfuscation. Republicans can't acknowledge the intent of their gerrymandering proposal, because the state constitution expressly prohibits partisan redistricting. As a result, Florida GOP officials--starting with Governor Ron DeSantis and extending all the way to lowly political operatives--have treated the subject of gerrymandering like a defendant respecting a Miranda warning: Do not say anything that could jeopardize these new maps in court.

"Anything you say will get you subpoenaed," one political consultant who works for Republicans in the state told me. The consultant spoke on the condition of anonymity because he, too, does not want to be hauled before a judge when Democrats inevitably challenge the new maps as violating the ban on partisan gerrymandering. "You can't say, 'We need to make more Republican seats.' You're done. You're toast, and then your map's invalidated."

No Republican has followed this fight-club rule more carefully than DeSantis, who called the legislature into session less than a week after Virginia voters evened up the national gerrymandering race by narrowly approving an aggressive Democratic redistricting plan. The Florida governor's office drew lines based on the likelihood that the Supreme Court would announce a decision weakening enforcement of the Voting Rights Act, insulating the proposal from a challenge in federal court. The justices proved DeSantis's presumption not only correct but exceptionally well timed: The Court handed down its ruling this morning while Florida legislators were preparing to vote on the new districts, and they paused their debate to read the decision. The 6-3 ruling voided a Louisiana voting map that included a new majority-Black district as an unconstitutional racial gerrymander. It could lead other GOP-led states to eliminate House seats drawn to boost minority representation in Congress in the months and years ahead. The court did not touch Florida's state ban on partisan gerrymandering, however. The governor's proposed map eliminates a district created to comply with Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act, a successful bet on the Supreme Court's move to limit that provision.

Until Monday, no one had actually seen the map that DeSantis wanted lawmakers to adopt within a few days' time. When he finally released it, the governor claimed that the proposal was "separate" and "independent" of the tit-for-tat redistricting battle that President Trump launched last year in Texas. "It's the right thing to do for Florida," DeSantis told Fox News's Laura Ingraham.

Read: Trump's enormous gerrymandering blunder

DeSantis's official rationale for redistricting is that Florida was shortchanged in the 2020 census and that the state's population has grown dramatically. ("Florida has experienced 10 years' worth of population growth in, like, three" years, DeSantis said at a news conference in early April.) The closest he came to acknowledging the partisan nature of the new map--which could give Republicans 24 out of Florida's 28 House seats--was to note, in a statement to Fox News, that the GOP has overtaken the Democrats' longtime edge in the state among registered voters and now has 1.5 million more. (DeSantis did signal a partisan intent in ways less likely to backfire in court: He gave his proposal first to Fox News before sending it to the legislature, and the map was drawn in shades of red and blue to denote how many seats Republicans could control if it were enacted.)

DeSantis's bigger gamble is that newly gerrymandered district lines will yield Republicans as many House seats as they aim to gain. For months, the prospect of joining the redistricting race has divided the Florida GOP. Current members of the party's House delegation were leery of seeing their districts become more competitive in an effort to flip more seats, and some officials feared that in a midterm election year expected to favor Democrats, an aggressive gerrymander could backfire and cost Republicans more than help them. Florida Republicans already drew themselves a skewed congressional map in 2022; they hold more than 70 percent of House seats in a state where Trump earned 56 percent of the vote in the most recent presidential election.

An analysis by the nonpartisan Civic Data & Research Institute published earlier this month argued that Republicans had essentially already maximized their advantage in Florida and that an aggressive redistricting plan would produce "zero net gain" in House seats. Other strategists, however, disagree. "They're not maxed out in Florida," Matt Gorman, a former senior staffer at the National Republican Congressional Committee, told me. "You've got to make sure you're not drawing the lines too thin, but the idea that you can't move anything is ridiculous."

DeSantis's proposal appears to adopt that view. Republicans at one point had discussed trying to flip as many as six Democratic seats in Florida, which would have given the GOP all but two statewide. DeSantis didn't go that far, but the four he is seeking to shift might be more than Republicans can win if the party has a bad year (as polls suggest it will).

Democrats have characterized the gambit as simultaneously illegal and foolish. House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries dubbed the proposed map "the DeSantis dummymander" and told reporters that if Democrats turn out in Florida as they did in 2018 and 2020, the party could win an additional three to five seats that were not previously in play. Other Democrats, however, avoided Jeffries's bravado. Steve Schale, a longtime party strategist in Florida who helped Barack Obama twice carry the state, told me that Republicans "definitely created a harder pathway" for Democrats. But, he added, "I don't think it's a slam-dunk four-seat Republican gain."
 
 The GOP proposal appears to target seats held by Democratic Representatives Kathy Castor in Tampa and Darren Soto near Orlando, and Debbie Wasserman Schultz and Jared Moskowitz in southeast Florida. Schale compared gerrymandering to squeezing a balloon: The air moves around inside, but it's still there. "The reality is there's a lot of Democrats in southeast Florida. There are a lot of Democrats in Central Florida," he said. "You can't make them just disappear into the ocean."

The uncertainty of how successful DeSantis's map will prove to be for Republicans is intertwined with the broader question of Florida's shifting political identity. Both parties agree that it is no longer the swing state that decided the 2000 election by a few hundred votes. But is it the light-red state that gave DeSantis and Trump narrow statewide victories from 2016 through 2020, or the deeper Republican stronghold that delivered the party double-digit wins in 2022 and 2024? Trump's win in 2024 relied in part on large gains among Latino voters, but they have swung back to Democrats in special and local elections since then.

For now, Democrats who persuaded voters to approve their gerrymanders in California and Virginia were hoping to block the Republicans in Florida--if not in the GOP-dominated legislature then in the courts. They have grasped at what little moral high ground remains in the redistricting fight, pointing out that whereas Democrats took their plans directly to the voters (which state law had required them to do), Republicans jammed their new maps through the legislature with minimal public debate.

Read: Welcome to the gerrymandering apocalypse 

As lawmakers convened this week in Tallahassee, opponents of the GOP plan tried to generate a public groundswell against it. Now that it has passed, they plan to sue on the grounds that it violates the Fair Districts Amendment, the 2010 ballot measure that bans both partisan and racial gerrymandering. "This legislature has refused to engage with the public because they know that what they're doing is illegal," Genesis Robinson, the executive director of the advocacy group Equal Ground, told me.

In making its case for the new maps, the governor's office seems to be banking on a favorable ruling from the Florida Supreme Court, which is composed entirely of Republican appointees and upheld the preceding, GOP-tilted House map that was used in 2022. A memo to the legislature from DeSantis's general counsel argued that the Fair Districts Amendment was unconstitutional, and in testimony yesterday, a lawyer for the governor's office acknowledged that mapmakers had used partisan voter data in drafting their proposal. Democrats saw the admission as an opening in the litigation likely to follow enactment of the new map. What seemed clear was that if Florida's ban on partisan gerrymandering remained intact, the informal ban on copping to it was weakening.
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The Pentagon May Not Be Telling Trump the Full Picture About the War

Vice President Vance is worried that the U.S. is running low on weapons.

by Missy Ryan, Vivian Salama, Michael Scherer, Nancy A. Youssef

Mon, 27 Apr 2026




Sign up for our newsletter about national security here.

In closed-door meetings, J. D. Vance has repeatedly questioned the Defense Department's depiction of the war in Iran and whether the Pentagon has understated what appears to be the drastic depletion of U.S. missile stockpiles.

Two senior administration officials told us that the vice president has queried the accuracy of the information the Pentagon has provided about the war. He has also expressed his concerns about the availability of certain missile systems in discussions with President Trump, several people familiar with the situation told us. The consequences of a dramatic drawdown in munitions reserves are potentially dire: U.S. forces would need to draw from these same stockpiles to defend Taiwan against China, South Korea against North Korea, and Europe against Russia.

Both Pete Hegseth, the secretary of defense, and General Dan Caine, who chairs the Joint Chiefs of Staff, have publicly said that U.S. weapons stockpiles are robust, and portrayed the damage to Iranian forces after eight weeks of fighting as drastic. Vance's advisers, who spoke with us on the condition of anonymity, told us that the vice president has presented his concerns as his own rather than accusing Hegseth or Caine of misleading the president.

Vance is trying, the advisers suggested, to avoid making this personal, or to create divisions in Trump's war Cabinet. Some of Vance's confidants, however, believe that Hegseth's portrayal has been so positive as to be misleading. In a statement, Vance said that the Pentagon chief "is doing a great job," and cited Hegseth's work with Trump to ensure a "warrior ethos" in the military's top ranks. A White House official told us that Vance "asks a lot of probing questions about our strategic planning, as do all of the members of the president's national-security team."

Trump has echoed many of Hegseth's and Caine's positive statements about the war, declaring weeks ago that the damage wrought by U.S. forces already constituted victory and that U.S. stockpiles of key weapons are "virtually unlimited." Some advisers suggested that Hegseth's sanguine portrayals and at times combative approach with the press appear designed to give the president what he wants to hear; the Pentagon's 8 a.m. press briefings take place when Trump is known to watch Fox News. "Pete's TV experience has made him really skilled at knowing how to talk to Trump, how Trump thinks," one former Trump official told us.

Pentagon leaders' positive portrayals present an incomplete picture at best, people familiar with intelligence assessments told us. According to those internal estimates, Iran retains two-thirds of its air force, the bulk of its missile-launching capability, and most of its small, fast boats, which can lay mines and harass traffic in the Strait of Hormuz. At least in terms of resuming stalled maritime commerce, "those are the real threat," one person told us.

In March, Hegseth boasted about the military's "complete control" of Iranian skies. But in April, Iranian forces downed an American fighter jet, setting off an intensive rescue operation--one that Hegseth compared to the Resurrection of Jesus Christ. And Tehran brings more missile launchers back online every day; roughly half are accessible again after an initial two-week cease-fire that was scheduled to expire last Tuesday, according to people familiar with the assessments. Trump extended that cease-fire indefinitely but then called off planned trips last week to Pakistan for peace talks by Vance and, later, Special Envoys Steve Witkoff and Jared Kushner as Iran demurred from entering negotiations.

Officials and outside advisers told us that the use of key weapons--including interceptors that defend against Iranian missiles, and offensive weapons such as Tomahawk and Joint Air-to-Surface Standoff missiles--has produced a serious shortage that erodes America's ability to fight future wars, despite an effort to quickly manufacture replacements. Vance has raised concern about munitions shortages in meetings with the president and other national-security officials. Already, the United States may have gone through more than half of its prewar supply of four key munitions, the Center for Strategic and International Studies, a Washington, D.C., think tank, said this week. Even before the Iran war, stockpiles had been drained by lethargic manufacturing and munitions donations to Ukraine and Israel. Pentagon officials have warned that the deficits jeopardized the military's ability to prevail in a hypothetical conflict against Russia or China.

Sean Parnell, a Pentagon spokesperson, told us in a statement that Hegseth and other Pentagon leaders "consistently provide the president with the complete, unvarnished picture." A senior official told us that Caine, meanwhile, was "precise, exact, and comprehensive" in assessing the effectiveness of military operations.

The vice president was skeptical about the merits of attacking Iran before the war started; Trump has acknowledged that Vance was "maybe less enthusiastic" about a conflict that has proved deeply unpopular among American voters. But the vice president has multiple factors to balance: his desire to work smoothly with other senior officials, his track record of opposing "forever wars," and his prospects should he mount a presidential run in 2028.

Vance and Hegseth both have a major stake in the war's outcome. Several people close to Trump believe Vance now sees his political future as tied to what happens in Iran, one of the senior officials told us. Other officials and individuals familiar with those involved told us Hegseth harbors his own ambitions for elected office, even possibly for president. The defense secretary recently addressed the National Religious Broadcasters Network, where he advocated for Christianity to permeate government, and the National Rifle Association, where he argued for Americans' "God-given right" to bear arms. Previous defense secretaries have mainly steered clear of partisan politics and divisive social issues.

Hegseth's career depends on retaining the president's support at all costs. His confirmation process was ugly, and some of his actions during his first few months on the job exasperated the White House. Since then, he has overseen tactically successful strikes on Iran's nuclear program, last June, and the capture of the Venezuelan strongman Nicolas Maduro, in January. He also embarked on a campaign to MAGA-fy the military--rolling back diversity initiatives and dismissing or sidelining scores of senior female officers and minority officers. All the while, he has been a reliable administration mudslinger, denouncing Democrats, journalists, and U.S. allies. White House officials told us that he and the president remain tight. Hegseth has fewer fans among congressional Republicans than many other Cabinet secretaries, leaving him singularly reliant on Trump's favor. Hegseth "strives to tell the president exactly what he wants to hear," one former official told us. "I think that's dangerous."

Read: Pete Hegseth is the Pentagon's holy warrior

Hegseth and Vance both served as low-ranking service members in Iraq at about the same time. (Hegseth was a National Guard lieutenant attached to the 101st Airborne Division; Vance was an enlisted Marine Corps journalist.) But they drew different conclusions from Iraq and other counterinsurgent conflicts. As a young veteran, Hegseth championed the 2007 Iraq surge embraced by hawkish Republicans such as John McCain. In more recent years, Hegseth has argued that the U.S. lost in Iraq and Afghanistan because restrictive rules of engagement limited the military's ability to fight. At the Pentagon, he has embraced bellicosity, approving and celebrating U.S. strikes on small boats, off the coast of South America, that the U.S. alleges are used by drug smugglers. He boasted that the current Iran campaign unleashed twice the firepower in its first five days as the initial "shock and awe" bombing phase of the Iraq War in 2003, which lasted roughly a month.

People who know Vance say that he came to believe that the Afghan and Iraq Wars were flawed from the start. "We were lied to," he proclaimed while serving in the Senate. Vance has argued that America's interests are best served by prioritizing resources at home. Before becoming vice president, he warned that assisting Ukraine would diminish crucial U.S. weapons stockpiles. "This is not our war," he declared.

One senior administration official told us that the president is satisfied with the information he has received from the Pentagon. This person cast the different views within the president's national-security team--which includes Hegseth, Vance, Secretary of State Marco Rubio, and White House Chief of Staff Susie Wiles--as part of a healthy tension that serves the president. Wiles refrained from taking a position on the rationale of the Iran war before it launched, and has focused instead on trying to encourage a frank discussion with the president about the risks and rewards of each major decision. "The truth is that under President Trump's leadership, the U.S. military decimated the Iranian regime's capabilities in just 38 days," White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt said in a statement.

Hegseth's and Vance's differences extend to Army Secretary Dan Driscoll, a close friend of Vance's who at times has outshone the Pentagon boss. Driscoll attended Yale Law School with Vance and is expected to assist Vance with a run for the presidency, people familiar with his plans have said. Hegseth's rivalry with Driscoll is an open secret at the Pentagon. Last year, the White House entrusted Driscoll with a second role--directing the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives--much like how Rubio carries the titles of secretary of state and national security adviser. And Trump dispatched Driscoll, not Hegseth, to Kyiv last fall to jump-start peace talks between Ukraine and Russia.

Driscoll and Hegseth have also been at odds over Army personnel appointments. Hegseth forced out the army chief of staff, General Randy George, a close ally of Driscoll's, despite Driscoll's objections. Hegseth also fired Vice Chief of Staff General James Mingus, whom Hegseth replaced with his military aide, General Christopher LaNeve. George was responsible for overseeing munitions replenishment, and his ouster caused an outcry on Capitol Hill. "I, too, love General George," Driscoll told a House committee this month. A senior administration official told us that Trump doesn't know Driscoll well and has not expressed views about the Army secretary's future.

Read: An Army shake-up in the middle of a war

Far from Hegseth's predictions of a quick, decisive win, the Iran war has now drifted into a costly, indeterminate muddle. Last Tuesday, as the minute hand ticked toward the end of the initial cease-fire, Vance's plane idled on the runway, ready to fly him to peace talks in Pakistan. But when Iran appeared unprepared to dispatch its own negotiators, Trump backed down, extending the truce indefinitely. Meanwhile, the two countries' standoff in the Strait of Hormuz escalated last week when the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps seized commercial vessels for the first time--a sign that its forces remain potent and that the war could again defy the upbeat assessments from the Pentagon's leaders.

Jonathan Lemire and Ashley Parker contributed reporting for this story. 
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The King's Admirer in Chief

Trump's fondness for Charles at times appeared to tip over into envy.

by Matt Viser

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




Cannons fired. Fifes and drums played "Yankee Doodle." A quartet of F-35s flew overhead, and dozens of military service members held American and British flags. It was about as much pomp as the United States can muster. This 250th anniversary of America, for the Brits, can be ... a bit awkward. It's like celebrating a divorce with your ex, decades after the breakup. But here was King Charles III, ready to toast the land that his great-grandfather five times over allowed to get away. And here, too, was President Trump--who has long admired, complimented, and envied the Royal Family--doing little to tamp down suspicions that he strives to become a monarch in his own right.

Charles's visit to Washington was part of the celebrations for an anniversary Trump is eager to mark, and the president was keen to impress the King who'd come across the Atlantic. As Trump took the stage yesterday on a dreary morning filled with spitting rain ("What a beautiful British day this is!" he said), he also reveled in the unlikeliness of the onetime subjects welcoming the monarch. "In the shadows of monuments to George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, honoring the British king might seem an ironic beginning to our celebration of 250 years of American independence," Trump said. "But in fact, no tribute could be more appropriate."

He spoke of how far America had come since a ragtag crew of rebels threw off control by their imperial masters. All around him, however, was evidence of his desire to make the nation's capital a little more, well, regal. Gilded flourishes now predominate at the White House. Outside the gates, Lafayette Park remains a construction site. The Reflecting Pool on the National Mall is closed off as Trump has it painted a bright blue. During the welcoming ceremony, cranes swung back and forth above the site where Trump last year tore down the East Wing--and now hopes a monumental ballroom will rise.

Throughout the day it was clear how much Trump admired, and wanted to emulate, Charles. In Britain, when one monarch dies, they quickly update the currency with an image of the new king or queen. In America, a gold coin with Trump's image is in the works, as are National Park passes and passports that will bear his likeness. In Britain, there are elaborate shrines marking the history of an empire. In America, Trump plans a giant triumphal arch outside Arlington National Cemetery that's been dubbed the Arc de Trump.

Over the past year, Democrats and other Trump opponents have staged "No Kings" rallies throughout the country. On this day, Trump, however tongue in cheek, formally declared himself one. As Charles was giving a speech at the Capitol, delivering a none-too-subtle paean to the importance of checks and balances in constitutional government, the official White House social-media account blasted out a photo of the two men. "TWO KINGS," it read, with an emoji of a crown.

In mid-September, I arrived with President Trump for a two-day festival in the United Kingdom. A few days before arriving, other members of the press corps and I were invited to a special tour of Windsor Castle, the setting for a state banquet in Trump's honor. A small group of us were shuttled to the property. Television cameras from around the world were broadcasting from outside the walls. As our van drove through the lush grounds, the Red Arrows, the Royal Air Force display team, flew overhead with red, white, and blue streamers behind.

It's impossible to overstate how elaborate it all was, how meticulous the planning for it was, how grand--and, yes, over-the-top--it all appeared. Inside, each table setting featured five glasses. All told, 1,452 pieces of cutlery were spread around the table where more than 100 staff would be serving. The table itself took a week to lay together and assemble. We were instructed not to take photos, but people sneaked them anyway.

Read: What we learn about Trump in his rare moments of self-reflection

The dinner was held in St. George's Hall, with wooden arches and crests, pikes and shields. At one end of the room was an armored figure on horseback known as "The King's Champion." It references a historical figure who would ride into a banquet, throw his gauntlet down, and then challenge anyone to deny the authority of the new sovereign. At the time, it seemed a fitting metaphor for how Trump viewed himself, and his presidency. He was stretching the bounds of what it could do, and he was largely unrestrained.

The president was clearly giddy about the whole experience. "This is truly one of the highest honors of my life," he said. "Such respect for you and such respect for your country."

Trump has always had a soft spot for the Royal Family. He wrote to then-Prince Charles in 1994, offering him an honorary membership to Mar-a-Lago. He also received a letter from Princess Diana in 1997, just weeks before her death, in which she thanked him for sending flowers on her birthday. His mother was Scottish and, by his account, sat for an entire day in front of the television watching Queen Elizabeth II's coronation, in 1953. "She was just enthralled by the pomp and circumstance, the whole idea of royalty and glamour," he wrote in his book The Art of the Deal. His dad, he wrote, was less enthralled, pacing and telling her, "Enough is enough, turn it off. They're all a bunch of con artists."

Looking out onto the South Lawn yesterday, he recalled his mother's affection for the royals generally, and for Charles specifically. "She really did love the family, but I also remember her saying, very clearly, 'Charles--look, young Charles. He's so cute,'" he said. "My mother had a crush on Charles. Can you believe it?"

This visit came at a dicey moment, with the Epstein files lingering, British Prime Minister Keir Starmer's job in peril, and a war that the United States launched without British help or consultation still upending the global economy. British officials have said they hoped their king, who has tried to cozy up to Trump, would help shore up a "special relationship" that has seen better days. In his most high-profile remarks of the visit, the King was invited to address a joint session of Congress. The event had the feel of a State of the Union, with Charles walking down the center aisle and greeting politicians, the vice president and the House speaker sitting behind him as he spoke.

At moments it seemed like a stand-up routine. He joked that he was there to celebrate what transpired 250 years ago, then paused a beat. "Or, as we say in the United Kingdom, 'just the other day.'" He quoted from Oscar Wilde ("We have really everything in common with America nowadays except, of course, language"), and he mentioned a "tale of two Georges" ("the first president, George Washington, and my five-times great-grandfather, King George III"). In what wasn't meant as a joke but could be interpreted as one, he also called Congress, which has been mired in unusually severe bouts of dysfunction, a "renowned chamber of debate and deliberation."

He also said some things that, coming from anyone else, Trump might have interpreted as unforgivable slights. He talked about military cooperation in the world wars and in Afghanistan, adding that "that same unyielding resolve is needed for the defense of Ukraine"--a pointed reminder that Trump has been anything but steadfast in his support for Kyiv. He spoke of environmentalism and the need to "safeguard nature, our most precious and irreplaceable asset," at a moment when the Trump administration has been busy undoing one environmental protection after another. One of his most rousing lines came as he referenced the Magna Carta and the legal framework that both countries share, including "the principle that executive power is subject to checks and balances." Democrats were particularly enthusiastic, but Republicans also rose from their seats.

Read: Is the end of NATO near?

Rather than be offended, Trump appeared charmed, and more than a little envious. At a dinner that evening--ornate by White House standards, but nothing compared with the one in Windsor Castle last fall--Trump repeatedly complimented the King on his speech ("I was very jealous!" he said as he welcomed him outside). He marveled at how Charles was able to get the Democrats to stand and applaud him ("I couldn't believe it!").

As much as Trump craves the partisan combat that has been such a feature of his presidency, it was hard not to think that he'd be just fine with the near-universal adoration of a monarch.
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Sam Altman and Elon Musk Sure Dislike Each Other

The trial between the CEOs<em> </em>makes the AI boom seem sordid and small.

by Matteo Wong

Tue, 28 Apr 2026




Elon Musk and Sam Altman are two of the most influential people in Silicon Valley, if not the world. Between the two of them, Musk and Altman run technology companies worth many trillions of dollars that promise to reshape civilization. But this morning, both sat under fluorescent lights in a courthouse in downtown Oakland, suffering through all manner of technical glitches as their respective attorneys kicked off the long-awaited trial in Musk v. Altman.



As Steven Molo, a lawyer for Musk, began his opening argument, confused looks swept the courtroom. "We can't hear you," Judge Yvonne Gonzalez Rogers said. Someone fixed his microphone. Later, as Molo began to call into question Altman's integrity, his microphone cut out again, and his presentation disappeared from screens in the room. ("We are funded by the federal government," Gonzalez Rogers joked. "The judiciary is happy to take more funds.")



Musk is suing Altman and OpenAI, among others, demanding legal and financial remedies that would effectively destroy OpenAI as we know it. The fight stretches back to 2015, when Musk partnered with Altman to create OpenAI out of concern, as they told it, that Google DeepMind could not be trusted to create artificial general intelligence. Corporate greed would get in the way of societal progress, they claimed, so OpenAI would be a nonprofit. After a falling out with Altman and other co-founders, Musk left in 2018. All of this was before OpenAI added a for-profit entity, and before ChatGPT became the fastest-growing consumer app in history. In 2024, Musk sued, alleging that by putting profits above its founding mission, OpenAI had violated its founding charter and misused Musk's initial charitable donations. "It's very simple," Musk testified today. "It's not okay to steal a charity." Also named in his complaint are the OpenAI co-founder Greg Brockman and Microsoft, a major investor in the company.



Musk is asking that Altman be removed from OpenAI's board, that the company convert back to a nonprofit, and for the return of allegedly "ill-gotten gains"--some $150 billion--which Musk says would go to OpenAI's charitable trust. Outside legal experts say that Musk is unlikely to win all or even much of this. His argument is confusing: OpenAI has certainly evolved from a nonprofit lab to a revenue-chasing, consumer behemoth, and a chorus of critics has alleged that it has deviated from its original mission of ensuring that AGI benefits humanity. But Musk himself appears to have insisted that OpenAI couldn't keep up as a nonprofit--for instance, in early 2018, he wrote an email to OpenAI leadership saying that merging the firm with Tesla "is the only path that could even hope to hold a candle to Google." And even before he sued, Musk launched a rival for-profit company, xAI. "Mr. Musk's lawsuit is a pageant of hypocrisy," William Savitt, a lawyer for OpenAI, told the jury today, later adding that Musk had "sour grapes." (OpenAI, which declined to comment, wrote yesterday that the lawsuit is "a baseless and jealous bid to derail a competitor." Musk's legal team did not respond to a request for comment.)



The substance of these claims is important to the AI industry as a whole. The ramifications of this lawsuit go beyond any company or executive: The conflict between Musk and Altman has itself directly shaped the course of the AI industry. It is, in effect, the AI boom's founding feud. The next few weeks of the trial will illuminate tensions about the development of AI that have grown only more urgent--between profit and social good, and over who can be trusted with this technology.



Already, the pretrial process produced no shortage of drama. Both sides published internal communication between Musk and OpenAI leadership. OpenAI shared texts suggesting that Musk had used a former member of OpenAI's board to keep tabs on the company. (That board member, Shivon Zilis, has multiple children with Musk, and in her deposition said that she is in a romantic relationship with him; asked about Zilis today, Musk said she was "my chief of staff and uh, well, yeah," smirking.) Musk's alleged ketamine use during important OpenAI negotiations, which he has said he does not recall, became a key issue until, in a recent pretrial hearing, Gonzalez Rogers deemed this line of inquiry irrelevant.



The trial makes the AI boom seem sordid and small. In his sworn deposition, Altman wrote that Musk used to message him complaints that he wanted more credit for the success of OpenAI and took offense at not being included in an anniversary photo. Altman has also said, of Musk and his lawsuit, "Probably his whole life is from a position of insecurity. I feel for the guy." In the courtroom, Altman sat stone-faced next to Brockman and departed right before Musk took to the witness stand.



Musk, for his part, has said that he would drop his lawsuit if OpenAI changed its name to "ClosedAI." Yesterday, as jury selection began, Musk began furiously posting on X and repeatedly called his co-founder "Scam Altman." Before the start of opening arguments today, Gonzalez Rogers admonished Musk and Altman for their social-media use, asking them to limit their "propensity" to post about the trial; both meekly assented, "Yes."



Now we are all living in the fallout of Musk and Altman's vendetta. Disagreements over the direction of Google DeepMind led to the creation of OpenAI, and then more disagreements led Musk to found xAI. Similarly, a few years ago, Dario Amodei and six other OpenAI employees split off to form a competing AI company, Anthropic, themselves trusting neither OpenAI's structure nor its leadership to prioritize the benefit of humanity over financial gain. And there's Mark Zuckerberg, whom Musk asked about joining forces to purchase OpenAI in 2025, according to texts released in pretrial discovery. (Meta previously declined to comment.) Zuckerberg has since spent tens or even hundreds of billions of dollars overhauling the AI team at Meta in a bid to catch up in the AI race. The very sort of AI schism that started with Musk and Altman keeps recurring.



A more cynical description of this dynamic is that the AI boom is shaped by a very small group of men, nearly all of whom claim to be the best steward of humanity while being largely dismissive of their competition. At the same time, the goal of creating an organizational structure, whether nonprofit or corporate, to provide a check on a CEO has all but withered away. An independent board was supposed to govern OpenAI, but the company has basically been Altman's fiefdom--just as Anthropic is Amodei's and xAI is Musk's. Grok has at times explicitly aligned its responses with Musk's political views by mimicking his social-media posts.



Both sides have made the issue of concentration of power--that no one company or person should control such a transformative technology--central to their arguments. "If you have someone that's not trustworthy in charge of AI," Musk testified, "I think that's very dangerous to the whole world." The defense, meanwhile, said that "one person having control wasn't consistent with OpenAI's core mission." Apparently, the irony was lost on everyone.



This trial will offer the clearest glimpse into an elite circle whose bickering is shaping the most expensive infrastructure buildout in human history in the name of a technology that could upend the labor market, spell the end of education as we know it, and reshape the geopolitical order. That is, as long as the microphones keep working.
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This ABC Showdown Is Different

The network is now in a stronger position to defend itself against the FCC.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 29 Apr 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.

In September, FCC Chair Brendan Carr dangled a simple threat: Either ABC would "take action" against Jimmy Kimmel, or there would be consequences. The network promptly gave in--"Great News," President Trump wrote at the time--suspending Kimmel's late-night show only to reinstate it a few days later amid public backlash. Yesterday, just 24 hours after the president and the first lady publicly demanded that Kimmel be fired, the FCC went after the network once again, ordering an early review of all broadcast licenses owned by ABC's parent company, Disney.

In some ways, the situations rhyme. Both involve direct threats to ABC after a Kimmel joke, and both reveal how the FCC has been reconfigured to act on Trump's personal grievances. But having failed in its previous attempt to oust Kimmel, the White House has now lost much of its leverage; this time, Disney has less of a reason to cave.

Carr's threat this past fall was a direct response to a joke the comedian delivered during a monologue, which erroneously implied that Charlie Kirk's killer had been a member of the MAGA movement. At the time, Republicans were seizing on posthumous criticism of Kirk to try to censor liberal groups, and Elon Musk and other prominent conservatives soon piled on Kimmel. The FCC told me that its latest challenge stems from an ongoing investigation into the network's diversity, equity, and inclusion practices, "not any speech." But the timeline is revealing: The agency ordered the early review a day after the president and first lady expressed their displeasure with a joke Kimmel made on Thursday. (In a riff on the president's age, the late-night host had said that Melania had "a glow like an expectant widow"; the comment sparked condemnation from MAGA figures after the attempted assassination of top government officials at the White House Correspondents' Dinner on Saturday night.)

Perhaps the biggest difference between the September fracas and yesterday's challenge is that now the FCC is actually taking action, exerting regulatory power against Disney in a way it had only threatened to in the past. In the fall, not doing anything turned out to be an advantage for the agency, legally speaking. "A court can't review an action you don't take," my colleague Gilad Edelman, who profiled Carr in November, told me. But if Disney's lawyers think the company is being illegally targeted this time, they could sue the administration over it.

The FCC says that it has a reason to review all eight of ABC's broadcast licenses, which were not scheduled to be renewed until 2028 at the earliest. In a filing, David Brown, the head of the agency's video division, wrote that the early review was essential to the FCC's ongoing investigation into Disney's "possible violations of the Communications Act of 1934 and the FCC's rules, including the agency's prohibition on unlawful discrimination." Discrimination in this context refers to Disney's DEI policies, which the FCC has suggested might be illegal. It's unclear what evidence the FCC has for this claim. (Disney denied the allegations and told me that it is prepared to prove its qualifications for the licenses "through the appropriate legal channels.")

Carr has long criticized legacy media: He's made repeated comments about what he sees as a "two-tier" media system in this country, in which liberals hold the power and right-wingers are, at least in the case of Kimmel and his peers, often the butt of the joke. Yesterday, Katie Miller, a former White House official and the wife of the Trump adviser Stephen Miller, had Carr on her podcast; the episode's title--"FCC Chair Brendan Carr DESTROYS Wokeness in Legacy Media & Disney"--sums up his mission.

This mission seems to align with the president's. During his first term, Trump tweeted that it might be "appropriate to challenge" the licenses of the major news networks, which he saw as peddling "Fake News." (Critics at the time noticed an echo of President Richard Nixon's threats to challenge TV licenses during Watergate.) Trump is already used to suing major networks in a personal capacity--he received a $15 million settlement in his lawsuit against ABC News in 2024, and a $16 million settlement in his lawsuit against CBS's owner, Paramount, last year--but in marshaling regulatory power against ABC and Disney, Carr has given the White House another way to exert control over the media.

Still, Disney and its new CEO, Josh D'Amaro, have some advantages. Last time, local TV affiliates essentially forced its hand. Almost immediately after Carr's initial comments about Kimmel in the fall, the conservative broadcasters Nexstar and Sinclair said they'd begin replacing Kimmel's show with other programming. The groups reportedly control more than 25 percent of ABC affiliates across the country and represent 23 percent of all American households. This week, neither Nexstar nor Sinclair nor any other ABC partners have announced plans to replace Kimmel's show--giving ABC the freedom, at least for now, to push back without the same kind of immediate pressure to acquiesce to the administration.

Disney emerged stronger from its last tangle with the FCC. The first attack on Kimmel was ultimately good for ratings: The show's total viewership rose 22 percent this year, and viewers in the coveted 18-to-49-year-old demographic spiked by 45 percent. The institution of late-night comedy has been in decline for decades; ironically, the president may have something to do with keeping Kimmel on the air. But whether Disney comes out on top again may not matter to the White House. Even if this challenge to the company's licenses doesn't succeed in the long run, it will create a legal and logistical headache for a longtime enemy of the Trump administration. That may be precisely the point.

Related:

	Jimmy Kimmel ran right at his critics.
 	David Letterman's reaction to Jimmy Kimmel: "We all see where this is going, correct?"




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Rise of the blood populist
 	Trump is focused on becoming one of history's "great men."
 	The King's admirer in chief
 	The fight-club rule on gerrymandering




Today's News

	The Supreme Court struck down Louisiana's congressional map, ruling that the state improperly used race to create a second majority-Black district after a lower court had ordered lawmakers to add one under the Voting Rights Act. This decision could make challenging voting maps on racial-discrimination grounds harder and may affect redistricting battles ahead of the midterm elections.
 	The Senate Banking Committee advanced Kevin Warsh's nomination to lead the Federal Reserve in a party-line vote, putting him on track to chair the Fed after Jerome Powell's term ends on May 15.
 	A top Pentagon official told Congress that the U.S. war with Iran has cost about $25 billion so far, and most expenses have been tied to munitions, military operations, and equipment replacements.




Evening Read
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Miranda Priestly Hangs Up Her Own Coat Now

By David Sims

The Devil Wears Prada took place amid the glorious roar of capitalism. The hit 2006 comedy took place in a world where magazines were still triumphant, with Runway, a fictional, Vogue-esque publication the film was centered on, sitting firmly atop the heap. The only concern was whether Andy Sachs, a plucky aspiring journalist played by Anne Hathaway, could survive working as the assistant to Runway's imperious editor in chief, Miranda Priestly (Meryl Streep), without totally losing her sense of self. But in The Devil Wears Prada 2, Hollywood's latest nostalgia-baiting follow-up film, the crisis is no longer personal--it's existential.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Jonathan Chait: Donald Trump's disturbing welcome for King Charles
 	Sam Altman and Elon Musk sure dislike each other.
 	Alexandra Petri: The pope goes on an ICE ride-along.
 	The David Frum Show: Who is the real base of the Democratic Party?




Culture Break


Illustration by Nada Hayek



Rock on. Jack Hamilton explores the lost idealism of heartland-rock music and how to reclaim the genre's misunderstood message.

Watch. In December, Sophie Gilbert and Shirley Li recommended the 14 best TV shows of 2025.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Who Is the Real Base of the Democratic Party?

Jamal Simmons on lessons from the 2024 election, how Democrats can win in 2028, and who the real base of the Democratic Party is. Plus: Why the White House Correspondents' Dinner feels so out of touch, and <em>The Magician</em>, by Colm Toibin.

by David Frum

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube

In this episode of The David Frum Show, The Atlantic's David Frum opens with his thoughts about the White House Correspondents' Dinner. David examines the role of the dinner in an administration that rejects the basic concepts of honesty with and respect toward independent media. During previous administrations, there was some norm of good faith between the White House and the press. But now, as the president systematically misleads the media and is openly hostile to the press, David asks what the point of this night of pretended common purpose is.

Then, David is joined by Jamal Simmons, a host of the Trailblaze podcast and a former communications director for Kamala Harris, for a wide-ranging conversation about the state of the Democratic Party. David and Simmons discuss Harris's profile among her party's constituents, how much the online left should dictate Democratic policy, what happened in 2024, and what Democrats should do in 2028.

Finally, David ends the episode with a discussion of The Magician, by Colm Toibin.

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 Jamal Simmons, a former communications director for Vice President Kamala Harris and host of the Trailblaze podcast. The book I will discuss this week is The Magician, by Colm Toibin, a reconstruction of the life of the German writer Thomas Mann. But before either the dialogue or the book, some thoughts on the shocking attack on the White House Correspondents' Dinner this past weekend.

The facts of this attack are still coming to light. There is an apprehended suspect. We will know more about this, and I won't comment directly on what happened or on why it might have happened. I wanna think more deeply instead about the dinner itself, the event that was interrupted and shadowed by this attack.

As long as the White House [Correspondents'] Dinner has been going on--or at least as long as I've been conscious of it--it's been a much-criticized event. There is something that strikes some people as odd about the press corps and the administration of the day, plus business leaders plus Hollywood movie stars, putting on glad clothes--black tie, long dresses--and mingling together in a display of camaraderie.

In the past, I didn't object to this as much as some did because when Washington is working properly, as it has done in the past, the relationship between the White House and the media is not exactly adversarial and not as adversarial as some would have it. It's a kind of competitive interdependence. The media and the administration of the day have different ends, but they both are there to serve the American people and a global audience too. And they both need each other: The administration needs the media to get its message out; the media needs the administration because that's how it gets information to distribute.

And [there] also has been in the past a basic agreement of some norms, values, and standards: The administration respects the constitutionally protected role of the press, and the press can and does and should, most of the time, take for granted that the administration is motivated by some vision of the public good and that most of what it says, with proper checking, can be taken for granted as issued--if not in literal truth, then at least in something like good faith. But all of those assumptions really have broken down in the Trump years and especially in the second Trump term. And there is a deep question to be asked about what on earth we are doing maintaining an illusion of common purposes when those clearly have dissolved.

This administration is not just one that is, in general, authoritarian; it is engaged in a series of very specific shakedowns of media institutions. Millions of dollars, tens of millions of dollars extracted from media companies, the parent corporations of television networks--all of these have been shaken down and extracted from by this administration. This is a relationship where you're not in that kind of competitive interdependence that I've described, but you really are in a truly not only adversarial, but even inimical relationship.

But there's something else that is a problem, which is that presumption of good faith, that presumption that the reason that the White House and the press talk back and forth is because they need to share information back and forth--the White House has things it wants people to hear; the press has things it needs to learn--and there is a presumption that all of this relates in some important way to reality, that has broken down, never more dramatically than in the way that the Iran war is being conducted and trying to be led to some kind of peace.

Let me start with a story from April 21. And it, I think, casts some light on what is going seriously wrong in the relationship between the basic truth-telling mission of the press and the reality-denying attitudes of the Trump administration. So here's a quote from CNBC, an important financial network. Here's the headline, April 21: "Trump tells CNBC he expects U.S. to make 'great deal' with Iran." "Key points"--this is CNBC's words--"President Trump says he thinks the U.S. is 'going to end up with a great deal' with Iran to end the war. Trump said he does not expect he will extend a ceasefire with Iran, which he has said will expire Wednesday." In fact, Trump extended the cease-fire. Now, what are you doing sitting down for interviews with people who say the cease-fire won't be extended the next day when they intend to extend the cease-fire the next day? (Laughs.) And what are you doing breaking bread with them and hobnobbing with them as if your relationship with them were of some kind of co-participants in a shared enterprise?

Trump puts out media messages not in order to inform the public and not even in order to deceive the Iranians, but to realize some kind of vision of himself as master of events that he's clearly lost control of. And when you act with him like a co-author, you are acquiescing in a relationship that is not serving your customers and readers and viewers, but actively disserving them. The information coming out from this White House is intended systematically to mislead for Trump's own psychological and political needs. Again, you have to talk to them; there's no way to avoid it. What the president says is news. But when you're dealing with a president lying to you again and again about such basic things as, There won't be a cease-fire tomorrow; yes, there will be a cease-fire tomorrow, you have to say this is not like the way the tech press covers Apple. It's not the way reporters cover city hall. It's more like covering some kind of dishonest enterprise, something you must be systematically suspicious of, something where the people you're dealing with are there not as sources, but as kind of misleaders. And while you can have many kind of relationships with them, I wouldn't put on a tuxedo and break bread with them and dance with [them].

We are heading into some difficult economic times. I talked about that last week with Adam Posen, when we talked about the world being on the brink of a global economic recession. Before the war, the world used 105 million barrels of oil a day. There's now about 13 to 14 million barrels missing from the world's output, blocked up by the Iranian blockade that President Trump keeps telling us is about to be lifted at any moment. The world is making up that 13 or 14 million shortfall by drawing on stocks, but sooner or later, it's going to bite, and it's going to be dark--maybe quite literally dark, as we turn off heating and turn off lighting to conserve energy--because of a war that was not thought through from the beginning. I don't know that it serves any media company's interest to have an image of itself dancing, laughing, breaking bread, listening to the jokes, clapping or applauding as the president says whatever it was that President Trump had in mind to say. That particular spectacle was cut short by a gunman's crime. But for that gunman, every attendee would've been in a kind of bad-faith relationship with a president whose basic existence, whose daily operations are so inimical to every value that the press stands for.

I don't know whether we're ever going to get back to the White House Correspondents' Dinner as it was. But I think we need to accept that when you bust a norm, the norm is busted. When you break a relationship, the relationship is broken. And however much we yearn for a different time, we live in these times. That's the theme of the book I'm talking about this week, The Magician, of what it is like to be lifted out of one set of circumstances in which you are comfortable and have to confront another in which you are not. But we're living in new kinds of circumstances, and old institutions are not serving us, and keeping them alive is just mummifying them, not preserving them.

And now my dialogue with Jamal Simmons.

[Music]

Frum: Jamal Simmons is co-host of Trailblaze, a new podcast about the 2028 campaign cycle. From 2021 to 2023, he served as communications director for Vice President Kamala Harris. Born in Detroit, he studied at Morehouse College, then earned a master-in-public-policy degree from Harvard University's Kennedy School. Jamal Simmons worked on the Clinton-Gore and Obama campaigns, and also for private-sector communications companies. You have seen him often on MSNBC and CNN. He is now a regular contributor to CNN.

Jamal, welcome to the program.

Jamal Simmons: Thanks for having me, David. Good to be here.

Frum: For the record and so everyone understands this, do you have any continuing relationship with the Harris candidacy, campaign--whatever she's got?

Simmons: I don't. I don't advise them anymore, although I do talk to my friends very often.

Frum: Okay. But you are speaking here for yourself?

Simmons: Oh, absolutely. Absolutely.

Frum: Okay, so here's the question I wanted to pose to you, with your experience in so many campaigns, now as a podcaster, but also someone in electoral politics. There seems to be a big mismatch between what we might call podcast America--or Democratic, liberal podcast America--and how they see the American electorate, and how electoral America sees the American electorate. And I've got two data points, which is more than enough for generalization here. One is that former Vice President Harris went to Al Sharpton's big annual political convention that attracts a lot of African American leaders, but not only them, and she got this rapturous response, apparently, reportedly a bigger response than any other attendee. And she's also had this astonishing book tour in which she has sold an enormous number of books and, again, had big receptions everywhere she goes--not typical for a defeated candidate. But meanwhile, in sort of the part of America where we talk a lot about politics, and especially where liberal-minded and Democratic-minded people talk a lot about politics, she seems to be invisible, a nonfactor. How do we make sense of this seeming contrast?

Simmons: So Kamala Harris is an icon. There are people in America who really see her as someone they want to be respected. They wanna make sure she's heralded for her accomplishments. They want her to be taken seriously in any future endeavors that she may choose to pursue. They wanna hear her story because they know her story is pretty phenomenal. That matters to people.

That does not mean, however, they want her to run for president again. And I think that is the mental seam that exists between her popularity and her possibility at running for president again. So if she wants to run, she's gonna have to earn that in the same way everybody out there running is earning their candidacy. And Democrats haven't done very well by people who've run for president before and lost, so that's something that she really needs to take into account.

Frum: Republicans tend to get second chances--Richard Nixon, Donald Trump--but Democrats tend not to get second chances.

Simmons: They do not. If you think about it, Joe Biden was a great exception to the Democratic rule because Democrats usually don't even nominate someone who has run for president before, let alone someone who got nominated. So the three most recent Democratic presidents were first-time candidates--Jimmy Carter, Bill Clinton, and Barack Obama--until Joe Biden. But that was such an odd year. Donald Trump was a really particular figure. (Laughs.) COVID had happened, which was a very particular time. So it's very hard for us to use 2020 as any kind of a marker for kind of how politics typically works.

Frum: Was it? Because one of the things--and, again, I'm not a Democrat; I don't come from that world--but one of the things, from an outside observer's point of view, that seemed to happen in 2020 was that you had this enormous field of candidates, almost all of whom were crowding each other to the farthest progressive point on the left that they could crowd each other toward. And then you had Biden, who was running as the least progressive available candidate, who often didn't seem to understand the language and issues of the ultraprogressives and sort of floated above it all, who certainly was the least online of the candidates. And there was a joke that was told that when you interviewed on the Joe Biden campaign, one of the questions you were asked was, By the way, do you have Twitter on your phone? And if you answered yes, you were told, Delete it.

Simmons: (Laughs.)

Frum: I don't know if that's literally true, but certainly, the campaign seemed to run that way.

Simmons: Yeah.

Frum: And the Democrats did well by nominating the least engaged, the least online, the least--seemingly--progressive of their choices.

Simmons: Yeah. What they paid attention to are--there are some grounding dynamics of Democratic nomination. And one of those grounding dynamics is that African American women, in particular, tend to pick the Democratic nominee. We've always seen this progressive upstart candidacy, whether it was Howard Dean in 2004 or Bernie Sanders, but those people missed--other than what Barack Obama had, 'cause he was an upstart, progressive candidate, but he was able to capture African Americans, particularly African American women, in that 2008 presidential cycle, and that is a key marker. Joe Biden always had African Americans who really wanted him to win.

After Donald Trump--and I'm starting to see this again for 2028--after Donald Trump, the idea of doing something unique, something groundbreaking, something that would challenge the status quo did not have a lot of appeal among core Democratic voters. They were looking for somebody who could beat Trump, beat Trumpism, and if that was an older white guy with Pennsylvania roots, if that's what it was, they'll take that over trying to make history. And I'm starting to see that same dynamic emerge for 2028.

Frum: What do you think of this hypothesis: that one of the things that Black voters saw in Joe Biden in 2020 was an older white man who had cheerfully and gracefully served as No. 2 to a young Black man, and accepted that role in a way that others might have chaffed against, that his ability to be a gracious No. 2 in that historic role reconciled them in his turn to Biden as No. 1?

Simmons: No, absolutely, that's true. And there's another dynamic that was typical that happened in 2020, to argue against myself for a second, which is that Democratic vice presidents almost always, at least in modern history, get nominated when they run. You saw it with Walter Mondale. You saw it with Al Gore. You saw it again, obviously, with Joe Biden. You saw it with Hubert Humphrey, right, going back to 1968. So that tends to happen when the vice presidents run.

But the thing that determines whether or not you win--you can win the nomination as the vice president, but do you win the presidency? And what tends to happen--this is true with Republicans--is how popular your president was [whom] you served matters a lot to the vice president who's trying to run, which is why you saw [Ronald] Reagan to George W. Bush. You saw Biden from Obama--

Frum: H. W. Bush.

Simmons: Yes, I'm sorry, from Reagan to George H. W. Bush, exactly, and then Obama to Biden. And then you know it was true, because when Biden ran, almost every sentence he uttered was about Barack Obama. (Laughs.) He always talked about being Obama's vice president. He knew that that was a key validator for him, both with Democrats and I think also with a lot of voters who were looking to see whether or not this guy could continue what, in hindsight, was viewed to be kind of a time of normalcy and togetherness that Americans were looking for after the first Trump administration.

Frum: Let me give you another hypothesis: that the way the Republican Party and the Democratic Party function is a little bit like comparing Philadelphia to Los Angeles.

Simmons: (Laughs.)

Frum: So Philadelphia has a downtown. Everyone can see it. Everyone knows where it is. And that downtown is surrounded by suburbs of gradually diminishing density. And everyone can see those. So evangelical Christians, that's the Republican downtown. And everyone knows. Now, they're not the whole of the city, but they're downtown, they're the base, and then everyone else fades out from the downtown.

The Democratic Party is like Los Angeles. It has half a dozen downtowns, each of which believes it's the real downtown.

Simmons: (Laughs.)

Frum: (Laughs.) All of which sort of bump up on the horizon. And so when you ask a question like, "Who is the Democratic base?," right now, I think a lot of people--again, listening to the podcast traffic, looking to the way the online discussion goes--would see highly educated, urban, male-tilting, very angry and aggrieved, and somewhat downwardly economically mobile voters, those are the real downtown, and they have lost sight a little bit of the people who responded to Jim Clyburn's endorsement in South Carolina and who made Biden the nominee in 2020, who are also a downtown.

Simmons: It's interesting. This happens every presidential cycle and every time the Democrats have to sort themselves out after a presidency: Who really is the base, right? This online base tends to be stepping up lately as that they are the ones who are really driving debate and the people have to answer to them, but the truth is, there also is--I just mentioned African American women; there also are union members who matter a lot. You still can't really build Democratic infrastructure without the unions. They don't have as much power as they used to, but they provide a lot of the basic--somebody's gotta order the buses, right? (Laughs.)You gotta order buses to go pick voters up and take them to the polls. Those tend to be kind of union infrastructure endeavors.

Frum: Yeah, but those aren't different. Who are unionized people? Teachers and nurses.

Simmons: Teachers, nurses, and these days, there are a lot of service organized people. Now, you do see UAW [United Auto Workers] is still one place where it's male-dominated that tends to side with Democrats. Not the Teamsters, those tend not to be. But you see laborers and pipe fitters--you see some of these guys, and they're split. They're split between kind of the leadership and some of the grassroots of the union movement. But the union organizational movement still matters a lot in Democratic politics.

And then, like I said, African Americans, LGBTQ, all the groups--you do all the alphabets, right, that put people together. And, yes, there is an online energy that matters. It matters a lot. It's just we have not seen a president get nominated and win that really came from that movement without being able to build a broader coalition.

Frum: Well, online people--and look, we are online people, too, now.

Simmons: (Laughs.) Yes.

Frum: Welcome aboard. (Laughs.) And so we're in this.

Simmons: Yeah.

Frum: In the online world, intensity matters. So people can watch your podcast once. They can watch it a second time. They can come back next week and watch it one more time. It matters how often they show up. In the electoral world, intensity matters a lot less. No matter how much you like the candidate, you only get one vote, or maybe one in the primary, one in the general. So intensity doesn't matter. And you're often elected by people who think, Ah, don't love her, like him less. Going with her. Grumble, grumble. Not getting there early. But still, the votes cast five minutes before closing time count just as much as the votes for which people stood in the rain for four hours before the vote.

But there are people in the online world who say, If I can get people revved up--and what gets people more revved up than saying America deserved 9/11? That'll really get them going and bring a lot of intensity. And a lot of political professionals say, Did you just volunteer to be this cycle's Willie Horton? I think I heard you just volunteer to be this cycle's Willie Horton. Why would you do something that dumb? And the answer is, Well, from my selfish point of view, it's not dumb. I get a lot of validation and income from being Willie Horton. Sorry about what happens to everybody in the vicinity.

Simmons: Yeah, no, the radioactive perimeter of the fallout of some of the more explosive statements that people make online does tend to blow back on Democrats. And I've seen this even in campaigns even before online. I was in a campaign where we brought in some pretty hotheaded speakers, and those speakers stood onstage and said really hotheaded things, and the candidate was faced with this moment of having to disavow somebody who was their supporter or get left with the fallout of what that person said. That's happening every day now online.

Frum: What did your candidate do?

Simmons: He stuck by his friend, and that was a mistake. (Laughs.) That was a mistake, against advice. That was a mistake.

But let me tell you: Here's where intensity does matter. There are a lot of people who vote, and I believe this about Trump, at least the first time--I don't know about the second time--there are a lot of people who don't really follow politics. They're not paying attention to all this stuff that you and I talk about. We know this. But what they do is they ask, Hey, Larry down the street or at work, you follow politics. Who are you voting for? And then if Larry is like, Oh, Donald Trump. He's great for these five reasons. Here's what I'm voting for, so then the person may go, Okay, well, Larry seems to like him, and Larry seems to have a good head on his shoulder. I'll vote for Donald Trump.

The same thing would happen when I was a kid. My dad was kind of that person in our neighborhood. He followed politics a lot. A lawn sign we put in front of our house would help determine people on our block. They'd literally drive up to us in the fall--we were raking leaves--and say, Hey, Larry, who are we voting for on Tuesday? (Laughs.) Right? And he'd tell 'em who we liked, and then a lot of those people would do it.

So that's the place where intensity matters. When you're in the South or even out in the Midwest, you'll see these huge flags and signs that are on the sides of barns or in the middle of cornfields, and so people driving by every day think, Oh, wow, everybody in this community must be for that candidate 'cause I keep seeing his sign everywhere. So in that sense, intensity matters. But you're right--you only get one vote on Election Day, and so you gotta turn that interest into turnout, which is really a more mechanical function that parties and campaigns have to do.

Frum: Can't that Larry effect go into reverse? I'm guessing that if your neighbors turned to your dad and said, Larry, who do we like?, he was probably a pretty solid person--

Simmons: Yeah.

Frum: --someone in whom people had trust.

Simmons: Right.

Frum: But what if Larry were a notorious loudmouth and bully and jerk?

Simmons: Oh, totally, right.

Frum: Bernie Sanders, I think, often suffered from this. I was obviously not a Sanders supporter, but I always thought the problem with Sanders was not Sanders himself, exactly, so much as the people who liked Sanders. They were really an intolerable crew. And Sanders often suffered from the antics of people who liked him in a way that other candidates--I think there are other candidates of whom that's true, so I don't mean to single him out. But Trump has that problem. There are a lot of people who might have been open to a Trump support and then would look at the behavior, especially in this current cycle, of the people around him and say, I want no part of that group.

Simmons: Well, actually, here's where I'll disagree with you a little bit. Maybe that happened in 2020, when Biden won. In 2016, when Trump ran the first time, and then in 2024, when he won the second time, I think there was that silent Trump voter. Literally, I'm thinking of a person--there's a house that's near where I live in the suburb and no lawn signs. The morning after Election Day, this guy put a big Trump sign in his lawn, and everybody talked about it because nobody knew a Trump voter lived there. And so there was this silent Trump effect, where people didn't wanna be associated with it, because of all the reasons you're talking about, but quietly, on the inside, they still went and voted for him.

Frum: Well, Trump has often outperformed his poll numbers for that reason. There are a lot of people who either don't want to admit they're voting for Trump or who--and this is in the past; we don't know how it is now--or who didn't pick up the phone, just they're alienated from the process.

Simmons: Right. And they just sit quietly when you talk about Trump at the office coffee thing, and they just don't say anything for a while, even though they know they kinda like the guy.

Frum: Well, I wrote a story for The Atlantic about why Gallup withdrew from the presidential polling business, and there are a lot of conspiracy theories about it, but basically, it had become a very costly way to raise your profile, with ever-increasing risk that you are making a terrible mistake--how many calls it took in 1990 to build a statistically valid sample versus how many takes today, so it just costs much more to build statistically valid samples. And the people who don't respond to your poll questions are not randomly distributed. The people who pick up the phone and talk to a stranger about politics are more connected, more trusting, more prosocial than the people who don't. And if you've got a candidate who appeals to the less trusting and the less prosocial, the polls will systematically fail to capture that candidate's strength.

Simmons: One of the things I tell young operatives when I've done trainings or people come and see me for their mentor--they need a mentor, and they're trying to figure out what to do with their life--is try to find ways to listen to strangers, right? The whole point of polling is to listen to what people are saying who don't necessarily know what your interest is in the outcome of their point. But that is getting harder and harder to get, and now online, I'm finding this, which is: People think they're listening to strangers. People think that they're getting random bits of information from people. But really, they're all existing in the same algorithmic silo, and they're just kind of pinging each other back and forth. And so you have arguments and conversations with people about what's happening, and they'll tell you, No, everybody I know believes this thing. (Laughs.) Everybody I know is saying this other thing.

Frum: Well, this is famously attributed to Pauline Kael, who was the film critic for The New Yorker back in the '60s. And she is supposed to have said--and she was joking. People think she was being funny; she was joking. She said in 1968, How could Richard Nixon have won? No one I knew voted for him.

Simmons: Right. (Laughs.)

Frum: And being the film critic for The New Yorker, that conjures up everything you need to know right there. But that seems to happen a lot. And it happens now, yes, in the pro-Trump right, but also very much in the progressive left, where a lot of these people have convinced themselves that--from policing, to immigration, to their obsession with defaming Israel, to Gaza--that since everyone they know thinks a certain way, this is going to work.

There is a fantastic book about Trump and television called Audience of One: [Donald Trump, Television, and the Fracturing of America]. And the thesis of the book is that everything in America today is cable TV. When I was young, you had, at any given moment, four, maybe five choices of what was on TV. And you typically had one TV in a house. And given that math, the goal of network executives was to find what they called "the least objectionable program." Everybody likes zebras drinking from the pond. (Laughs.) Sunday night, when the whole family's watching TV together, it's zebras-at-the-pond night because no one will object to that.

Simmons: Right.

Frum: Then we get cable, then we get more TVs in the house, and you start producing things that are more extreme. And the thesis of the book was that Donald Trump is a classic cable-TV candidate: Those who like him like him a lot; most people don't like him. And if there was ever the least objectionable candidate in American history, it was Biden. He was Mutual of Omaha's Wild Kingdom right there. No one minded him that much.

Simmons: (Laughs.) He was.

Frum: (Laughs.)

Simmons: It was his core political asset, right? (Laughs.) People thought he was a good guy who ...

Frum: No one minded him that much. (Laughs.)

Simmons: Right.

Frum: And he became unpopular in the end, but that was less personal to him and more the inherent tragedy of the human condition that we all are susceptible to.

Simmons: If Biden had been healthy, Biden would've won that reelection.

Frum: I agree with that. But also, if Biden had been healthy, there were a lot of decisions that should have been made that didn't get made in his administration. There are a lot of moments where you had disputes between approaches and things that a more effective president would've been able to say, We're doing it this way, not that way, and we're certainly not doing both at the same time. And we're not both talking to the press, also, and telling each other how much we hate the people who advocate the alternative approach. We have one policy, and I said it.

Simmons: Yeah, and so here's what I saw: At the time, Afghanistan was to Biden as Katrina was to Bush; it's just that Bush didn't have to run for reelection again. His poll numbers dropped 15 points or whatever it was, 20 points, after Afghanistan and never recovered. And I think partially because people thought it confirmed what they were worried about, maybe, with the age, that maybe he wasn't actually up to this. And so every piece of evidence they ever got in either direction--people were wildly fond of his policies. He was passing bills in a divided Congress and sometimes a Democratic Congress. But he was passing these bills, and they were all working out. The problem was that nobody ever gave him credit for it 'cause nobody believed that Joe Biden, this old guy on TV, could possibly be up to doing these really great things. They never gave him credit.

Frum: Well, I may not have liked those bills as much as you did, but what can be pointed out is, he passed more legislation with a thinner margin. Obama, at one point, had 60 senators. Biden was playing cards in a pair of twos and a pair of threes. And he would get things passed, so whether you liked the legislation or not, the legislative accomplishment, especially in the first year, was quite enormous.

He also, if I can talk about your former boss for a minute.

Simmons: Yeah.

Frum: Because he never faced mortality, he never made the decisions about a vice president that someone who is thinking about succession would. I've always thought that the way you set a vice president up for success is by giving them jobs that are high impact, but low rancor. And the classic example of this is what Clinton did to Gore in the late '90s. Airplane travel in the 1990s was not as safe as it is today, and there were some high-profile crashes in, I think, either Clinton's first term or second term. And so he convened a national commission on airline safety, and he put Gore in charge of it. Now, that's a perfect job for a vice president because who's against airline safety? But also, no one's looking over the vice president's shoulder. Everyone understands that if you put the vice president in charge of an airline-safety commission, that is the highest level of scrutiny these decisions are going to get because there's no appealing this to the president because he's dealing with issues of war and peace and taxes and budget. Unless they do something really radioactive, he is not gonna review it. The vice president is the senior official, so deal with him. And you enhance the vice president's authority. You give them something to talk about that they have done, something that's broadly popular.

The worst thing you can do to them is give them something like the border, which is high intensity, where the vice president can't make these decisions stick. Everyone will be looking over the vice president's shoulder to the president, who will always be the real decision maker on the most sensitive issue of the day. And if you do that, you set the vice president up for failure. And I thought, again and again, Biden did not set Harris up for success, because he couldn't bear the thought he might have to have a real plan to let her run in 2024.

Simmons: Oh, I think that's right. I think he had no plan ever to have her run in 2024. (Laughs.) I'm not sure. I think other people heard him say "transitional figure" and they thought he meant the next four years. I think he always was thinking, I was setting somebody up for the next eight years. And so I think there was a real concern about that.

Maybe if the Democrats had done worse in the 2022 midterms. Look, we did well in 2022 midterms. We stopped the red wave or whatever it was. And I think that gave people a greater sense of confidence about him and about the prospects for 2024 than was warranted. And so a bunch of decisions were made after that--'cause if you are thinking about that, you do what you said. Clinton wasn't that great to Gore in the first term, but in the second term, he knew what was happening, and so I think he did try to take care of him. Biden probably had the same idea, like, Oh, well, we'll help the kid out after Election Day, and then she'll have the chance to show what she can do. But, yeah, immediately before, no, that's not how it worked.

Frum: Well, your point about 2022 is so important and powerful. And because Republicans gained a slim majority in the House in 2022, I don't think people remember now how big a Democratic year that was, and especially at the state level.

Simmons: Two governors' races, an extra Senate seat.

Frum: And four state legislative bodies. But maybe the illusion created was that those state races were very much driven by abortion politics. And that led to the idea that the 2024 presidential race could also be about abortion politics. And I think Harris made a big bet on that hypothesis, and it turned out to be wrong.

Simmons: Absolutely true. Absolutely. We were all enamored. Look, it was a horrible day, the Dobbs decision day. I remember it very vividly. It was a horrible time. Everybody was very depressed about it. But when she locked in and started focusing on it, and the White House gave her permission to talk about it and to run on it and actually encouraged her to do it and supported her to do it, it became a very motivating factor. And I think it was the time that she was at the height of her power in the White House because she was at the height of her power in the country, and people in the country were waiting for her voice, they heard it, they responded to it, and they wanted to hear her. She got invited everywhere to come and talk about it in Democratic world. And so that was not the case prior to that decision. And so while it was a bad decision from a progressive standpoint about abortion, politically, it was something that really benefited Harris, and I think she kept running on it, but the tail had narrowed on its impact.

Frum: Well, how much are you worried about that history repeating itself in '26 and '28? It looks like '26 is shaping up to be a big Democratic year. Tariffs, price increases, now the Iran war, it's all bad news to the Republicans. But a lot of those are issues that a 2028 Republican nominee can jettison. It will be hard for, if it is [J. D.] Vance, for him to jettison the tariffs because he's been so enthusiastic about that. But he can jettison the Iran war, and should somebody else be the nominee--and that's not impossible--they can jettison both the Iran war and the tariffs. And meanwhile, Democrats may make decisions about '26 that lock them into place for '28 or may learn lessons from '26 that don't hold to '28.

Simmons: Yeah, I think that this is something that Democrats have to pay a lot of attention to. You have to be thinking about the next campaign and not the last one. I think everyone wants to always base the future off of that past, and it doesn't really work out.

Vance will have a harder time, and I think it may not be a particular issue, but it all depends, again, as I said before, on how people perceive the Trump era. And if what they're looking for is a palate cleanser from Donald Trump, there's almost nothing that J. D. Vance can do to get away from it. Al Gore tried to get away from Bill Clinton's Monica [Lewinsky] mess, and it led to people being ambivalent about Al Gore, and we sort of had an ambivalent result in 2000, right? (Laughs.)

You gotta run with the person who brung you. And if Trump is viewed [as] somewhat more popularly, Vance has a chance. If he's viewed as someone who was a wrecking ball to the country and our international standing in the world, I don't see how J. D. Vance escapes that. Marco Rubio may also have some trouble with it, but he may be able to distance himself a little further than J. D. Vance, who was conceivably in the White House for all the big choices.

Frum: Well, you have some options. So George H. W. Bush ran in 1988 as, I'll keep the main things you liked about Reagan, especially the no-taxes promise, but it's gonna be less hard-edge, kinder. The things you remember from that campaign are his promise: "a kinder, gentler America."

Simmons: Yes. "A thousand points of light."

Frum: Yeah, I'm going to conserve what you like about Reagan, but I'm not going to do more--that was his message--I'm not gonna go farther. And I'm gonna just bring down the temperature a little bit.

Gore with Clinton had a problem, which is, what do you do with the scandals? And it wasn't just Monica; it was fundraising scandals. Clinton raised money in a way--now we're used to it, but then it was pretty shocking. And so Gore had, I think, two options. One was to say, You know what? I'm Clinton's man. I agree with Clinton. I'm going to defend him. And the Monica thing was a hoax--or we wouldn't have said "a hoax" in those days--was an unjust persecution. I defend him. And then you accept that you're going to lose Tennessee, which Gore did, his home state, but maybe make it up in some other states where they like Clinton better. Or else you say, You know what? I'm repudiating him on this issue and saying, "That was terrible. I will never treat women that way. I'm my own man." And then you lose some of the big Clinton groups, but you probably keep Tennessee. And either way, you win. But he couldn't decide.

Simmons: Yeah, and there was a third option, which I think was on the table, that they didn't pursue. And nobody could have done it better than Clinton. I think Clinton would've come out and said to everyone, Well, what I've done was scurrilous. I haven't been the best person I should have been. (Laughs.) He would've done all those things that a sinner does. And then he says, But you know who didn't do that? Al Gore. That man, he was the one who told me when I was wrong. He was the one that stood up when I was making mistakes. And Clinton could have validated him in that way, but they wouldn't--

Frum: That's brilliant. But then you need a very close personal relationship with Clinton.

Simmons: Exactly.

Frum: That's a big ask, to ask him to do that.

Simmons: But I think he would have done it. I think that Gore was really trying to figure it out on his own. This happens to people, right? I'm sure it'll happen to my kid. It happened to me as a child of my parents. (Laughs.) You wanna stand on your own two feet. And I think sometimes that gets in the way of maybe making the best choices about how to be helped going forward.

Frum: So Vance will have that problem, and maybe it will be insuperable for Vance. And Vance also has a couple of other disadvantages, which are unique to him, which is, he was very much elevated faster than on schedule, not by his own drive, but by his own ability to ingratiate himself with the nominee. This is not Carter picking Mondale because Mondale was one of the most important Democrats in the Senate. This is not Reagan picking H. W. Bush because Bush finished second in the primaries. This is a completely boutique choice that Trump made because he was flattered. Vance is gonna have a hard time saying, Yes, I'm my own man, because he has to deal with the risk of Trump undercutting him. And also, who is he really? He doesn't have a strong pre-Trump identity.

The one thing everybody knows about him is that he is the member of the Trump administration who's been most hostile to America's role in the world, most hostile to America's allies, the one who called on [Ukrainian President Volodymyr] Zelensky to grovel in front of Trump. So he may be able to walk away somewhat from Iran, but he can't walk away from the tariffs, because he has believed in those. He's believed in them more effusively than any member of the Trump administration, maybe even than Donald Trump himself.

Simmons: Yeah, I think that's right. Also, there's something else, David. I would love to hear your opinion about this, 'cause it doesn't usually matter in politics, but it feels like it's starting to matter: the level of incompetence of just--this is a podcast, so I'll say it--what my friends would call fuckery. (Laughs.) It just all seems like nobody's quite up to the task. The systems don't work. I don't know. It feels to me like that's penetrating. And maybe it's things like the White House ballroom and some of those things, tearing down the East Wing. Some of those things are starting to penetrate to people. I don't know. Are you feeling that?

Frum: Yeah, well, I think this war is an example of this, which is, the United States has been war-gaming conflict with Iran since the Carter administration, maybe even before. And they're at half a century of these war games. And in every war game, the Iranian player's first go-to move is close the Strait of Hormuz. (Laughs.) That's moving the pawn out in front of the king. That's their move one. So everyone knows that that's their move one. So when you finally decide, as Carter decided not to, as Reagan decided not to, as every president since the hostage crisis of 1979, has decided not to, when you decide it's go time--and look, the Iranians have a lot of American blood on their hands. There's a lot of business here. There have been a lot of presidents who I'm sure came very close to calling it go time. But when you call it go time, you have to anticipate, Okay, so what do we do about the Strait of Hormuz problem? What's our answer? And the idea that you would call it go time on this issue and not have thought about the most obvious Iranian countermove, or not taken it seriously, that is, as you say, a level of, What? What are you guys doing? You didn't think of it? You didn't plan for it? The most obvious thing?

Simmons: The other one that I think started it was the Signal chat group, not because of what happened, necessarily, although people can tell you, What? You put somebody--is that everybody uses social media. People are texting all the time. (Laughs.) And the idea that the secretary of defense inadvertently added somebody to his group chat, the same way you inadvertently added your cousin to the wrong--his name starts with the same name as your best friend from college, that doesn't hold a lot of water for people. Irt penetrates, and people think, What are these guys doing? What's happening over there?

Frum: Yeah. Well, that was a huge event in the history of The Atlantic. And one of the things--and, again, this may not be something that penetrates to everybody who's casually watching politics--but one of the things that needs to be stressed about that was when our editor, Jeffrey Goldberg, was inadvertently added, Jeffrey takes national security extremely seriously. He knew that [Pete] Hegseth had put the lives of service members at risk, and he wanted no part of it. First, nothing was published until after the operation was completely concluded. And second, even then, knowing that there were operational details, they didn't quote the texts, because there are always in these situations, or often, something that you, as even a fairly sophisticated consumer of this material, may not understand the gravity of. So you just be very careful with it because there may be something there that will put things at risk that are important and you don't know it.

Simmons: It penetrated through because it's such a mundane mistake at its core that a lot of people have made. And the same way people believe that there are these great conspiracies that are behind all the big things that happen in the world, they also believe, because of that, that silly, dumb things shouldn't happen, because aren't you guys supposed to be the ones that are orchestrating the future of Middle East oil policy, and you did this? What are you doing?

Frum: Well, you mentioned the ballroom. Just think how much less trouble Trump would be in on the ballroom if he'd called it a conference room.

Simmons: Yes. The conference center, right. The White House Conference Center, right. (Laughs.)

Frum: We need a White House conference center. A lot of people say, You know what? That makes sense. I can see that you probably do need a White House conference center, yeah. And this thing was built in 1942, and it's full of asbestos, and it's out of date. Yeah, that makes sense. (Laughs.)

Simmons: That's right. I talked to a former White House social secretary, a Democrat, who told me that--she said, If he had tried, he could have built a bipartisan coalition to do this, because it is the thing that is talked about most among the White House social secretaries, the limited space and how hard it is to host an event in the mansion at the White House. So everybody would've been in favor of building something new. But that wasn't what he's up to. He just wanted to do what he wanted to do.

Frum: And it's not just for parties. If you wanna bring in every living survivor of some past military event to honor them together, the East Room is the biggest room, and it gets crowded. You can put them outside, but then, in Washington, it's either raining or too humid or too cold.

Simmons: (Laughs.) If there is a security concern, you could have gone to the Senate and the House, and told them, We need a new security configuration, and here's how we plan on doing it.

Frum: (Laughs.) The things you have to do is, you have to ask Congress, you have to have a planning committee, you have to make it respect other Washington monuments, and you have to say, You know what? And we will pay for it properly.

I don't have much more of your time left-- wanna ask you one last thing. If you were advising a Democratic candidate of 2028, how would you tell them how to manage this tension between the activists, the more progressive, the hyper-online and the people who responded to James Clyburn's call in 2020: older, more working class, more female, more Southern, less educated. Is there a true path to find?

Simmons: Well, the thing that is uniting Democrats right now--and I don't hear anybody talking about policy. It's amazing to me. I have not heard anybody really talk about Democratic policy in the hinterlands, right? In Washington, people are thinking about it all the time, and there are these Project 2029 efforts. But the thing that I would say is, number one, get in it now. Don't wait. Don't wait 'til after the elections. People wanna see you standing up. This is what Gavin Newsom understands well. I don't know if Gavin Newsom could be the nominee. But here's what Gavin Newsom understands well, which is that people want somebody who's gonna stand up, who's gonna appear to be fearless, who's gonna try to call it as they see it and is gonna be creative in their online presence. So figure out your online presence. You don't have to be silly, necessarily, if that's not your bag. But you gotta figure out how to be creative online. You gotta figure out, what is your contest against Donald Trump? And I think that unites people 'cause Trump is a uniting figure.

That's not gonna work in 2028. In 2026, it will unite people against him. In 2028, you ultimately then have to have something you're for. I've been thinking a lot about American competitiveness, American security, and American unity, right, that those three things all need to go together. And if we can figure out how we talk about those things in a way that brings Americans together to make sure that we're safe and make sure that we're gonna be able to compete with our adversaries around the world, I think you can find a lot of domestic policy that can fit underneath those three things. But you've gotta find something that people can rally around and be for. And like I said, you've gotta figure out how to get in Donald Trump's face and make the argument that you're not MAGA and that you're willing to fight MAGA, wherever it is.

My last point on this: The person who's benefited from this the most--Trump has basically created the Mark Kelly candidacy, right? Mark Kelly was a nice guy, a senator. Who doesn't like an astronaut? But the fact that Trump has attacked him because of his statement about not following orders for the upper echelons of the military if they're illegal, but the fact that Trump has attacked him for that has turned Mark Kelly into more of a folk hero with people who weren't paying that much attention. So I think how you conduct yourself when the fights happen, when they come to you, is gonna be incredibly important.

Frum: Well, as a non-Democrat and a long time, for many years, in the Republican Party and knowing how the other person plays their hands, my one suggestion would be, to borrow a phrase that the late Fred Siegel applied to Rudy Giuliani when Giuliani was at his maximum of success, he said the secret to Giuliani's success was that he was an "immoderate centrist."

So a lot of people think that to be a centrist means to be always in that, Well, gee, I don't know. I could do it one way; I could do it the way.

Simmons: Yeah. A little of this little, a little of that.

Frum: A little of that. And the point to Giuliani was he had this ferocious manner, but while he was mayor, his politics were mapped more or less to where the center of gravity in his city was. And so Democrats are often offered these choices between people who are very large candidates, very big personalities, but have extreme views, or candidates who have more moderate views, but they look kind of wishy-washy and kind of frightened. And the secret is to be not politically extreme, but to have a big personality.

And I think that's the thing that Gavin Newsom is trying to do, and as you say, he may not be the right candidate. But I think he's found an interesting approach--he doesn't take wild positions, but he takes them in a way that is very forceful and uncompromising and unafraid.

Simmons: You know who used to do that, which now we think of him 'cause we think of all the bad parts, but Bill Clinton was that when he ran in 1992 and even in 1996. It was an incredibly moderate platform, but he went out there every day and he sold it. (Laughs.) He put energy behind it, and he sold it. And so he made people feel like, Oh, this is somebody who I wanna follow because he knows where he wants to go. And I think that is incredibly important. People always wanna know, what is the strength of this candidate? Can they take a punch? Can they deliver a punch? And I can think of a couple of Democrats right now who I like, but they've gotta show they can take some punches and that they can throw some blows. And if they can do that, they'll be fine.

Here's the one practical thing I've been saying to Democrats too: Don't fill out the questionnaires. All the groups in American politics will send questionnaires to Democratic candidates and say, Where do you stand on these hundred issues? And you're supposed to check off where you are. Just have a blanket policy, no questionnaires. I'm happy to send you a 700-word op-ed that explains my position on the environment, but I'm not filling out your questionnaire.

Frum: Jamal Simmons, thank you so much for joining me today.

Simmons: Thank you. It was good to be here. David.

[Music]

Frum: Thanks so much to Jamal Simmons for joining me today. My book this week is a novel, The Magician, by Colm Toibin. Published in 2021, The Magician is an imaginative reconstruction of the life of Thomas Mann, the great German writer.

Thomas Mann was born in Lubeck in 1875 and died in exile from his native Germany in 1955. In between, he remade modern literature in German with a series of astonishingly important novels--he won the Nobel Prize [in] Literature--and a man of conservative sensibility, someone who supported his country's government in the First World War and only belatedly became a believer in German democracy in the 1920s. He was also an opponent of the Nazi regime, married a Jewish woman, and had six Jewish children with her, all of whose lives were at risk because of the Nazi takeover of his country, and who found himself in exile, dealing with what had happened to the country he loved and to whom he gave such voice.

Colm Toibin presents Mann as a man riven by deep internal contradictions and desires. Thomas Mann was a man of homosexual desire and some homosexual relationships, but he lived most of his life in a marriage, seemingly a happy one, that gave birth to his six children. He was a person, as I said, of conservative instinct, but he became an important leader of German democracy and even visited the new East Germany in 1949 and tried to find some way of reconciling the division of his country after the Second World War.

This novel speaks to me, above all, as the profile of someone who was a deeply nonrevolutionary man living in nonrevolutionary times, and tried to hold on to both a sense of his country's past and a sense of his own personal continuity as everything around him changes. How much is this a story of our own lives in these revolutionary times, where it seems, because of technology, but also because of political change, that the world we knew when we were young, even if we're not such old people as I myself am, seems to be receding out of hand, and yet there are values back there that we wanna take with us into a new time?

That was Thomas Mann's literary problem. It was his political problem. It was his personal problem. And it is a problem to which Toibin gives powerful voice in this beautiful and intimate novel, The Magician. I learned deeply from it, and I still find myself thinking about it in some of the quiet hours of reflection of the worlds that I myself sometimes feel that I have lost.

Thanks so much [for] joining me on the program today. I hope if you want to support the work of this program and of all of us at The Atlantic, you will do so in the most effective way by subscribing to The Atlantic. I am so appreciative of your time and attention, whether you watch or whether you view. See you next week on The David Frum Show. Bye-bye.

[Music]
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The Lost Idealism of Heartland Rock

The genre of Bob Seger and John Mellencamp reached across the ideological spectrum in a way that seems unimaginable today.

by Jack Hamilton

Tue, 28 Apr 2026




What was heartland rock? Did anyone ever really know? No less an authority than John Mellencamp dismissed the term as the work of "lazy journalists." But in the 1980s, the music's heyday, the phrase denoted an array of artists and tendencies while also conjuring something more atmospheric. Everything about the sound was big: the guitars, the drums, the voices, the choruses tailor-made to be shouted along to at a stadium or at a wedding or in your car, nowadays probably to the embarrassment of your kids (or maybe grandkids). The bigness is in the blaring synthesizer riff that opens Bruce Springsteen's 1984 smash "Born in the U.S.A.," and the soaring refrain of Tom Petty's 1989 classic "Free Fallin'," and the pounding drums and crunching guitar that propel Mellencamp's own 1982 chestnut "Hurts So Good."

Heartland rock had a big heart, too. It was concerned with the lives of everyday people, building worlds so vivid that listeners effortlessly recognized themselves in them. Heartland rock's imagined community lies in both the quirky detail of chili dogs outside the Tastee Freez in Mellencamp's "Jack & Diane" and the more impressionistic evocations of bygone back-seat dalliances in Bob Seger's "Against the Wind."

The dominant mood was obsessive nostalgia: A remarkable amount of the music consists of grown men singing about teenagers. Tugging on the heartstrings can be a cheap trick in the hands of the wrong songwriter, but the genre's best songs are redeemed by a fastidious eye and a poetic ear. In Springsteen's "Born to Run," lovers, like fast cars, are "sprung from cages on Highway 9 / Chrome-wheeled, fuel-injected, and steppin' out over the line." Seger, in "Night Moves," evokes callow summer fumblings in language that's decidedly unromantic: "I used her, she used me, but neither one cared / We were getting our share."

Heartland rock had a consistently left-leaning politics, although this aspect has long been a point of misunderstanding. "Born in the U.S.A." expresses a Vietnam veteran's disillusionment with the country that sent him to war and then abandoned him; the title refrain is meant to be ironic. Just a few months after the song's release, the conservative columnist George Will chose not to hear it that way, describing the chorus as a "grand, cheerful affirmation." Ronald Reagan praised the song's "message of hope" during a reelection-campaign stop in New Jersey. Reagan's people reportedly also wanted to turn Mellencamp's "Pink Houses" into a theme song. Mellencamp intended the song to address racial and economic inequality--its refrain, "Ain't that America," is at least partly sardonic.




Mellencamp quashed the Reagan camp's effort, but decades later such unauthorized uses keep occurring. In 2022, Petty's estate wrote a cease-and-desist letter to Kari Lake, who included his song "I Won't Back Down" in a video she posted on social media when she was refusing to concede the Arizona governor's race. Donald Trump, who rose to political prominence questioning the citizenship of Barack Obama, used "Born in the U.S.A." at rallies during his 2016 presidential run. The chorus of a song filled with indelible images of American decline--

Down in the shadow of the penitentiary
Out by the gas fires of the refinery
I'm 10 years burnin' down the road
Nowhere to run, ain't got nowhere to go


--was pressed into service to score nativist points.

In her new history, Won't Back Down: Heartland Rock and the Fight for America, the music journalist Erin Osmon sets out to recover heartland rock's progressive potency, and to illuminate how the musicians behind the genre dedicated themselves to improving the lot of ordinary Americans. Although most heartland rockers emerged in the 1970s and flourished in the 1980s, they were deeply influenced by the legacy of the 1960s, inheriting from those years a romantic belief in rock and roll as a force for psychic and social transformation. In the second half of the decade, rock festivals such as Woodstock and Monterey came to be seen as movement happenings as much as musical ones, and stars including Bob Dylan and the Beatles were cast as generational spokespeople whether they liked it or not. When nearly half a million people descended on Bethel, New York, in August 1969, a lot of them earnestly believed that the music they listened to could be a key to a better future.

By the time that Springsteen burst into superstardom with the 1975 album Born to Run, that dream had mostly died, its demise brought about (depending on the telling) by the Rolling Stones' Altamont disaster, or the overdoses of Jimi Hendrix and Janis Joplin and Jim Morrison, or maybe just Led Zeppelin. This might explain why so much early coverage hailed the young Boss as a savior. "I saw rock and roll future and its name is Bruce Springsteen," the critic Jon Landau gushed after taking in a Springsteen show in 1974. (Shortly after writing those famous words, Landau put away his typewriter to co-produce Born to Run, ultimately becoming Springsteen's manager.) At the zenith of heartland rock's popularity, it maintained its connection to '60s-era utopianism, even as the country's rightward lurch imperiled such bleeding-heart optimism. (The dominant rock genre of the 1990s, grunge, would take a far more cynical view of the world.)

Heartland rockers were idealists, but they weren't radicals. They made big-tent music that sweet-talked more than it proselytized. It reached across the ideological spectrum in a way that seems unimaginable today, through both its sentimental songwriting and its small-c-conservative musical aesthetics: irresistible riffs, swelling choruses, unpretentious chord changes. Heartland rock, Osmon writes, was "the sound of a time when political disagreement didn't separate families and neighbors." That is probably an overstatement. Still, the music flourished on terrestrial radio and music-video television, two venues for mass musical experiences whose power has diminished drastically in the streaming era. The era of heartland rock was one of the last times when artists and audiences looked to enormously popular music as a vehicle for change. Osmon's book is a welcome opportunity to revisit that idea and perhaps take it more seriously.

Osmon's cast of characters sometimes sprawls to confounding breadth, but her linchpin figures are Springsteen, Mellencamp, Seger, and Petty. Springsteen's Born to Run is a foundational heartland-rock text, from its spectacularly cinematic opener, "Thunder Road," inviting us to go out riding "tonight to case the promised land," to its nine-and-a-half-minute closing track, the Jersey street epic "Jungleland." Seger's multiplatinum Night Moves, buoyed by its hit title song, came out in 1976. Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers' breakthrough was 1979's Damn the Torpedoes, which included the future classics "Refugee" and "Don't Do Me Like That." Mellencamp achieved megastardom in 1982 with American Fool and its singles "Jack & Diane" and "Hurts So Good."

Heartland rock tended to be more circumspect than the socially conscious pop of the previous decades. Certain heartland rockers--Mellencamp especially--did take on issues of race, but little in the music's canon approaches the righteous indignation of earlier anti-racist screeds, such as Neil Young's "Southern Man" and "Alabama," and the music's artists and audiences were overwhelmingly white. (An old joke has it that Clarence Clemons, the late saxophone player for Springsteen's E Street Band, was the only Black person who's ever attended a Springsteen concert.) Osmon notes that critics called the music working-class rock before heartland rock came into vogue; the terms are sometimes treated as interchangeable, but heartland rock is in much wider use. Maybe that's because the "working class" in these songs didn't really resemble the nation's actual working class: Heartland rock has a lot to say about white kids driving cars (or fooling around in the back seat of them), but not much about Black teenagers slinging burgers. And it wasn't always clear that the subjects of the songs were working-class at all. The protagonist of Seger's "Against the Wind" is pretty bummed out, but the song's line about his "deadlines and commitments" has always struck me as white-collar, and you'd be hard-pressed to find a line in "Jack & Diane" that says they're from the wrong side of the tracks.

For an exemplary heartland-rock anthem, one could do worse than the song that Osmon chose for her book's title, Petty's 1989 hit "I Won't Back Down." Its opening verses are carefully understated, set to a cozy bed of keyboard pads and churning rhythm guitar, but once we hit the chorus, the recording explodes. There are soaring layers of harmony vocals, a glistening 12-string-guitar part, driving drum fills that speed the song forward. And Petty's voice is direct and instantly unforgettable: "Hey, baby / There ain't no easy way out," he belts. "I will stand my ground / And I won't back down." As a fist-pumping paean to resolve, it's tough to beat.

But what is "I Won't Back Down" about ? Damned if I know: The song is incredibly vague. The most detail that we get about the song's narrator is that he lives "in a world that keeps on pushin' me around." We could be listening to a left-wing protester standing up to the cops, or a small-government conservative raging against the bureaucratic nanny state, or a teenager arguing with his parents. Or maybe he's simply a guy whose girlfriend is trying to break up with him, and he's fighting to save the relationship--the "baby" that the chorus addresses certainly lends itself to this reading.

And yet the vagueness is part of what makes the song endure. Of course Kari Lake hears herself in "I Won't Back Down," because everyone does. Most great songs aren't great because of what they're about; they're great because of how they make us feel. Heartland rock had big sounds and sometimes big ideas, but what it really specialized in was big feelings.

None of this diminishes the political commitments of the artists Osmon writes about, all of whom strove to live up to the ideals that their music gestured toward. The "fight for America" in the book's subtitle might mean sticking up for the fans--battling a record label to keep records inexpensive, as Petty did, and playing midsize markets so as to keep ticket and travel prices down, which Mellencamp insisted on. Springsteen became an advocate for veterans, Seger for autoworkers. Mellencamp simply refused all corporate sponsorships. Globe-spanning benefit concerts and blockbuster charity singles boomed in the '80s, and heartland-rock artists were fixtures at these affairs. In 1985 alone, Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers performed at Live Aid, Springsteen donated growly vocals to U.S.A. for Africa's "We Are the World," and Mellencamp co-founded Farm Aid, an annual music festival that continues to this day and has raised more than $90 million.

Osmon is particularly keen on resuscitating Seger, an artist who often gets short shrift in standard rock histories. A galvanic performer and graceful songwriter, Seger came out of Detroit in the late '60s as a purveyor of barn-burning blues rock. By the beginning of the 1980s, though, he'd found his greatest successes with country-inflected blue-eyed-soul ballads like "Night Moves" and "Against the Wind," as well as the prom staple "We've Got Tonite." In 1983, his 1978 recording "Old Time Rock and Roll" enjoyed a second life when it was featured in the underwear dance sequence in Tom Cruise's star-making hit, Risky Business, one of the great depictions of uncorked adolescence.

Seger's music also seems to have been less conducive to the sort of right-wing political co-optation that has persistently befallen Springsteen's, Petty's, and Mellencamp's work. The willful mishearing of "Born in the U.S.A.," "Pink Houses," and other songs might partly be attributed to their sound: The bellowed choruses and clattering power chords sometimes drown out a finer-tuned political message. Heartland rock's penchant for nostalgia might also play a role. The music's evocation of simpler times when men were men, teenage girls were both innocent and horny, and cars were made in Michigan has a natural appeal for the MAGA movement.


Bob Seger in a Ford Thunderbird in 1982, the year his tribute to autoworkers, "Makin' Thunderbirds," came out (Jack Vartoogian / Getty)



And sometimes the music does traffic in the kinds of cliches about middle-American purity of spirit that have long been a hallmark of conservative rhetoric. Whatever the staunchly liberal Mellencamp intended to convey in songs such as "Pink Houses" and "Small Town," the ambiguity of the writing makes them ripe for misuse. Osmon points out that Mellencamp's music has recently been covered by right-leaning country artists, including Trump supporters such as Jason Aldean and Luke Bryan.

Still, the pinnacles of the heartland-rock canon continue to thrill us in unexpected ways. Petty died in 2017, leaving behind a body of music so rich and distinctive that it overflows a genre history like Osmon's. His early work with the Heartbreakers had an affinity with the more cutting-edge sounds of punk and new wave; the term pop punk probably comes from the New York Times critic John Rockwell's write-up of a Petty performance at the Bottom Line in 1977. In the '80s, Petty's music was certainly classified as heartland rock but was far more influenced by the dreamy psychedelia of the Beatles and the Byrds than most other music in the genre.


Tom Petty in Los Angeles circa 1988. He blended punk, new wave, and psychedelia into his heartland sound. (Aaron Rapoport / Corbis / Getty)



Through it all, he wrote incredible songs. His 1976 recording "American Girl" is undergoing a revival, thanks to a heart-racing needle drop at the end of Paul Thomas Anderson's One Battle After Another, where it breathes its 50-year-old energy into a new image of teenage exhilaration and political rebellion. The first time I saw Anderson's film in the theater and that chiming, buzzing guitar riff began pouring out of the speakers, I almost couldn't believe my ears: It was such an audacious choice, and a perfect one. Maybe "American Girl" is heartland rock, maybe it's pop punk, or maybe it's just rock and roll. Or maybe it's all of those things and still defies categorization, as the best American music always has.



This article appears in the June 2026 print edition with the headline "Glory Days."
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A Mediocre Public-School Education for Just $40,000 a Pupil

How New York City's education budget became an untouchable money pit

by Marc Novicoff

Tue, 28 Apr 2026




New York City's new mayor, Zohran Mamdani, will soon confront an ordeal that might finally knock that trademark smile off his face: balancing the budget. The city is projected to have a $5 billion deficit this year and is required by law to make up for that shortfall by raising revenue, cutting spending, or both. Mamdani has proposed large tax increases paired with modest cuts to city programs. But getting to $5 billion won't be easy, in part because the biggest portion of the city's budget is considered untouchable.

I refer not to the police department or the transit system, but to the department of education. It costs about $40 billion a year, making up a third of the city's gargantuan budget. New York City spends more money per pupil--north of $40,000, according to one recent estimate--than any of the other 100 largest public-school districts in the country, and more than twice as much as the median district. Meanwhile, it generates educational outcomes that are average at best. According to federal data, its per-pupil spending is nearly 50 percent higher than Los Angeles's and Chicago's (the second- and fourth-largest districts), and 150 percent higher than Miami's (the third-largest). Per pupil is the key phrase here. New York City's public-school system is the largest in the country, but that's not the problem. The problem, actually, is that the student body is small relative to the resources devoted to it, and shrinking fast--but the city and state governments won't cut education spending accordingly. As long as that's the case, the city's financial situation will grow only harder to manage.

Where does all the money go? The simple answer is that it goes to the teachers. According to a cross-district analysis by the National Center for Education Statistics, New York City spent 61 percent of its education budget on instructor compensation in 2023. Los Angeles spent 52 percent on teachers; Miami, 43 percent.

From the October 2019 issue: When the culture war comes for the kids

Surprisingly, given those figures, New York City teachers are far from the highest paid in the country. A starting New York City teacher makes about $69,000 a year, whereas a new teacher in Seattle makes $74,730. A first-year Dallas teacher makes $65,000, but the cost of living in that city is significantly lower than in New York. And unlike the New York teacher, the Dallas teacher will not be required to get a master's degree within five years of starting. Closer to home: The median teacher in the New York suburbs of Long Island and the Hudson Valley earns 14 percent more money than their counterpart in the city.

New York manages to spend so much on its teachers without paying them all that much by having so many of them. New York City's pupil-to-teacher ratio is lower than that of each of the next 80 largest school districts. According to the New York City Independent Budget Office, that number stands at one instructor for every nine pupils. (This includes all pedagogic staff, including specialists, guidance counselors, and speech pathologists--not just the classroom teachers.) Melissa Arnold Lyon, a public-policy professor at SUNY Albany, told me that small class sizes are often the natural result of a dance between teachers' unions and school districts. "The teachers' union is coming in asking for higher salaries," she said. "The city will say, 'We don't have enough money for that salary ask. What else would you take?'" Small class sizes, which make a teacher's job easier, are one answer.

Another factor contributing to the city's high teacher-to-student ratio is the surging special-education population. In 2000, 11 percent of New York City students were classified as disabled. Today, that figure is up to 22 percent. The national average, by contrast, is 15 percent; in Los Angeles, 16 percent; and in Chicago, 17 percent. That increase has been driven by rising diagnoses for ADHD, speech and language issues, learning disabilities such as dyslexia, and autism. Boys in New York City schools are twice as likely to be classified as disabled as girls are. Christopher Cleveland, a Brown professor who studies special education, told me that growth in these categories typically reflects not an underlying change in the student population, but a change in the way they're treated. "The higher the percent goes in the U.S., the more it means that we likely have this changing social definition of disability relative to biological definitions of disability."

Although poor students are disproportionately likely to receive special education in New York City, well-off disabled kids are the ones most acutely driving up the budget. In 1993, the Supreme Court ruled that parents who prove that their school district does not adequately accommodate their child's disability are entitled to reimbursement for private school or private tutoring services. Under Mayor Bill de Blasio, the city initiated a policy of rarely contesting such claims, meaning that, in most cases, all a family had to do to get reimbursed--to the tune of $102,000 a student on average last year--was hire a lawyer. These publicly funded private services accounted for $200 million in department spending in 2015. The preliminary budget for next year allots $1.5 billion to pay for them.

Even more than disability accommodations, the school district's fundamental issue is that overall enrollment is shrinking. The number of children in New York City is declining rapidly, even faster than in most big cities. From 2020 to 2024, the population of under-5-year-olds declined by 17 percent or more in Manhattan, Brooklyn, and Queens.

In the 2019-20 school year, just over 1 million kids were enrolled in New York City public schools. Preliminary enrollment figures for the 2025-26 school year have that number at 884,000. The future looks even dimmer. Statistical Forecasting, the consulting firm that the city hires to model enrollment for school capital investment, projects that enrollment will drop another 11 percent in the next five years in the city's traditional public schools.

A shrinking student body mechanically pushes up per-pupil spending unless the education budget is cut--and the budget is never cut. Under a policy known as "hold harmless," the city government does not reduce a school's budget as its enrollment declines. Instead, the funding keeps flowing even as it is spent on fewer and fewer students. "It's not fun to go to schools and say, 'Hey, remember the money we said we were gonna give you? We're gonna give you less,'" Jonathan Collins, a professor at Columbia University's Teachers College and a member of the city's Panel for Education Policy, told me. Avoiding those tough conversations costs the city billions of dollars.

By the 2022-23 school year, roughly a quarter of all schools were below 60 percent capacity, twice as many as in 2014-15. At these schools, as the miniature chairs empty, the options available to each remaining student for electives, clubs, and extracurriculars go down too. Tina Collins, the policy director of the New York City teachers' union, told me, "You have some high schools, for example, that can't field sports teams anymore."

The same problem exists in macrocosm at the school-district level. A New York State law known as "Maintenance of Effort" enshrines that New York City may not appropriate fewer dollars to education than it did the year before, unless city tax revenues go down, in which case the cut must be proportionate to the revenue decline. Another law prevents the state, which provides more than a third of the city's education budget, from reducing its aid to a given school district. These provisions combine to make every part of the city's education spending function like a ratchet. Spending can go only up, even as the student population shrinks.

Changing these laws is politically radioactive. In 2024, Governor Kathy Hochul tried, but Republicans and Democrats in both chambers of the legislature rebuffed her. When Mamdani's predecessor Eric Adams proposed simply letting schools' funding shrink along with enrollment, he was sued, protested against, and, eventually, bullied into backing down.

In fact, rather than New York legislators coming together to help the city manage its enrollment decline, they have instead chosen to inflate costs even further. In 2022, the state legislature nearly unanimously passed a law requiring New York City (and only New York City) to dramatically reduce its maximum class sizes, capping them at 20 to 25 kids a class, depending on the grade level. Most schools in poor areas already had small classes, meaning the law will disproportionately benefit affluent neighborhoods. But the teachers' union rejoiced, knowing the law would make teachers' lives easier and increase demand for their services.

All of this spending on small class sizes, small schools, and accommodations for students with special challenges might be worth it if the investment led to a high-performing school district. But New York City's scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress are average for a large-city school district. In fourth grade, only a third of students score at or above "proficient" in math, and only 28 percent do so in reading. The numbers for eighth grade are slightly worse. This puts New York City on par with Denver, which spends half as much per pupil, and Clark County, Nevada, which spends one-third as much.

Rachel Canter: States are learning the wrong lesson from the 'Mississippi Miracle'

Faced with ballooning per-pupil spending and mediocre results, Mamdani has demonstrated only the barest interest in school-budget cuts. He has abandoned some of his education-related campaign promises, such as tuition assistance for students who become teachers; proposed eliminating a few small programs together worth about 0.1 percent of the budget; and suggested procurement reform. He also has asked the state for more time to comply with the class-size law.

These modest measures pale in comparison to the amount of money he plans to add to the city's school budget. His preliminary budget for the 2027 fiscal year called for a 9 percent increase--$3 billion--to the department of education's funding. Mamdani has already moderated on many issues, but cutting the education budget would apparently have been a bridge too far.

As New York City becomes more expensive to live in, fewer families with children live there. The education budget nonetheless continues to go up, hurting taxpayers and diverting funds from other important services. This makes the city even more expensive to live in, and leaves young families even more squeezed, causing even fewer children to live there. The situation stems from the commendable liberal impulse to devote extensive resources to public education. But what's the point of public education without a public to educate?
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Photos: A Century of Sidecar Racing

Images from the past century of motorcycle racers and their sidecar passengers performing acrobatic maneuvers to stay balanced on the track, and their ever-evolving rigs

by Alan Taylor

Wed, 29 Apr 2026


Sidecar racers lean into a turn during a race in the United Kingdom on October 6, 1965. (Keystone-France / Gamma-Rapho / Getty)




Original caption from June 1923: "F W Dixon, winner of the Tourist Trophy sidecar race on the Isle of Man, on his Douglas motorcycle." (Topical Press Agency / Hulton Archive / Getty)




Bryan Peddar and Rod Steadman go on to win the MotoSix Open Sidecars Six Nations Championship at Donington Park, Castle Donington, England, on March 29, 2009. (Julia Hoyle / PA Images / Reuters)




Tim Prummer and Jarno Steegmans take a jump during a race in June 2025 in Schopfheim, Baden-Wurttemberg, Germany. (Imago / Grant Hubbs / Steinsiek.ch / Reuters)




Original caption from June 6, 1956: "Photo shows F. Hillebrand (Germany), riding a B.M.W., with M. Ghunwald, as passenger seen at speed during the T.T Sidecar International race at Douglas, Isle of Man, yesterday. They won the race." (Keystone Pictures USA / ZUMA Press Wire / Reuters)




Original caption: "Varied techniques in motorcycle combination racing were shown as the Swiss team of Florian Camathias and Horst Burkhardt (32) led the Germans, Max Deubel and Emil Hoerner (31) in the sidecar event of the West Germany Grand Prix at Stuttgart, July 15, 1962." (AP)




Lukas Erlecke and Leon Freygang of Germany ride during the FIM Sidecarcross World Championships GP1 Czech Republic on May 11, 2025, in Kramolin, Czech Republic. (Guenther Iby / SEPA.Media / Getty)




Original caption from April 26, 2025: "Lisbon, Portugal--Todd Ellis and Emmanuelle Clement Team Yamaha competes in the sidecar category during the FIM sidecar World Championship qualification at the Estoril Circuit, Portugal." (Nuno Reisinho / ZUMA Press Wire / Reuters)




Original caption: "A motorcycle and sidecar in action on the trial during the MCC London to Land's End Run on June 10, 1927." (Autocar / LAT Images)




The winners Markus Venus and Markus Eibl race in the European Sidecar Championship in Augsburg-Haunstetten, Germany, in September 2025. (Imago / Klaus Rainer Krieger / Reuters)




Original caption: "Sidecar TT race, Isle of Man, 1970. This motorcycle and sidecar combination are airborne as they cross Ballaugh Bridge on the TT circuit." (National Motor Museum / Heritage Images / Getty)




Brett Wilkinson of Great Britain takes a jump as his passenger, Daniel Chamberlain of Great Britain, crashes out during the Sidecarcross World Championship on July 1, 2017, in Iffendic, France. (Justin Setterfield / Getty)




Original caption: "Australian motorcyclist Alan Bruce posing on 'Leaping Lena,' a streamlined Brough Superior J.A.P. 1000 motorcycle and sidecar, at Victoria Station, London, 1932. He and fellow Australian Arthur Simcock (at back, with pipe) took the motorbike to Vienna, Austria, where Bruce broke the 200km/h speed record for sidecar motorcycles." (Fox Photos / Hulton Archive / Getty)




Original caption: "Action during the Bristol Cup Race for motorcycles with sidecars, showing F.R. Blackpeel cornering, March 20, 1928. Note passenger's face is almost touching the ground." (AP)




Gary Moulds and his passenger, Steve Kirwin, race in Round 5 of the Ulster Quadcross & Sidecarcross Championship at Seaforde Motocross Track in Seaforde, County Down, Northern Ireland, on August 3, 2019. (Ramsey Cardy / Sportsfile / Getty)




Original caption from June 1936: "Brian Ducker and his passenger navigate the corner in spectacular style to win the sidecar scratch race." (S&G / PA Images / Getty)




Original caption: "Steve Webster with his sidecar passenger Gavin Simmons rides the #2 Silkolene LCR-Krauser during the FIM Dutch motorcycle sidecar Grand Prix on June 26, 1993, at the TT Circuit Assen in Assen, Netherlands." (Howard Boylan / Getty)




Two pairs of sidecar racers lean into a turn during a race in the United Kingdom on October 6, 1965. (Keystone-France / Gamma-Rapho / Getty)




A driver and his passenger, covered in mud during a race in Rudersberg, Germany, in 2000 (Michael Kienzler / Bongarts / Getty)




Original caption: "Motorcycles and sidecars line up on the grid ready for the start during the Essex Club Meeting at Brooklands on October 4, 1924 in Brooklands, United Kingdom." (Autocar / LAT Images)




Original caption from 1956: "Siegfried Schauzu of West Germany, riding a B.M.W., won the Sidecar T.T. at Douglas, Isle of Man, yesterday, despite the fast that his passenger fell out of the sidecar within sight of the winning post. Schauzu stopped for a split second to pick up his partner, Horst Schneider, at Governor's Bridge, before racing on to win by 19 seconds." (Keystone Pictures USA / ZUMA Press Wire / Reuters)




David Gray and Les Mudie race in the HydroGarden Weston Beach Quad and Sidecar Race in Weston-super-Mare, Somerset, England, in October 2016. (Andrew Matthews / PA Images / Reuters)




Riders compete during the NETT British Sidecar and Quad Bike Championships at the Iron Works Moto Park in Middlesbrough, England, on April 14, 2024. (Lee Smith / Reuters)




Original caption: "E.S. Oliver, along with his sidecar passenger, practice for the afternoon Coronation Trophy race at Crystal Palace." (Hulton-Deutsch Collection / Corbis / Getty)
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The Pope Goes on an ICE Ride-Along

The Holy Father accepts Tom Homan's gracious invitation.

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




"Is this you inviting the pope on a ride-along?" Benny Johnson asked at a recent Turning Point USA event.

"Yes," Border Czar Tom Homan said.

*

Although they had removed the license plates from the popemobile, it was still pretty conspicuous, as far as modes of ICE transit went. In compliance with the spirit of the ride-along, the pope was wearing a face mask and full body armor, but in compliance with his role as pope, he was also wearing his tall, ceremonial miter and holding a ferula.

"Is this really necessary?" the border czar said.

"Yes," said the pope. "You wanted to sit down and explain things to me. Here I am. For our ride-along. I have accepted your gracious invitation."

Grumbling, the border czar climbed into the popemobile.

"Hungry?" the pope asked. He produced a CAVA bag from the depths of his robes. "I got us lunch to share. It is a CAVA bag with food in it. Just food, nothing else."

The border czar scowled. "I thought you weren't making political commentary."

"It's not a commentary," the pope said. "It's lunch."

"I thought it was a reference to the time undercover agents gave me a CAVA bag full of cash."

"Undercover agents gave you a CAVA bag full of cash?" the pope said. He made a face. "That's several Hail Marys, at least."

They drove in silence.

"I always wished the popemobile would play a little tune, like an ice-cream truck," the pope said. He began to hum "Lacrimosa."

The border czar sighed. "What kind of Catholic are you?"

"That's what J. D. Vance said," the pope replied. "I just think it's terrible how he speaks about his wife. I guess I have to read his new book about faith that's coming out. Who knows, maybe I will learn a lot. He seems to think he has a lot to teach me. Is it a left here?"

The border czar nodded. "We're going to do a routine arrest. You're going to see the kind of thing we do. The kind of stress we're under. Hopefully you'll emerge from this with an appreciation of ICE."

The border czar had put an address into the popemobile's GPS (Gloria Patri et filio et Spiritui Sancto) and soon they were approaching a school. Through the clear dome of the popemobile they could see parents dropping off their kids.

"I know the president says I'm soft on crime," the pope said, "but I hate to see anything that hurts a child. If we're here to arrest someone so cruel and brazen that they're targeting school kids and their families--"

The border czar frowned and made some hand gestures at the ICE agents behind him.

"Ooh!" the pope said. "Charades? I haven't played charades in ages. We don't actually play a lot of charades in the Holy See."

"Actually," the border czar said. "Let's go across town." He cleared his throat. "Maybe a better start to the day."

They drove. The pope whistled. Someone's stomach rumbled.

"If you don't like the CAVA luncheon," the pope said, "let's get tacos. It looks like this block with the restaurant is our next stop too." He pulled the popemobile over. "That smells delicious. You know, Jesus made himself known in the breaking of bread."

"I'm familiar," the border czar said. They went into the restaurant and sat down. The pope removed his mask to eat. The restaurant was relatively empty; they were served quickly. The pope blessed his food and ate with relish. The border czar picked at his.

"Delicious!" the pope said. "What a feast! What a blessing. I'm really developing a backlog of feet to wash. Scrumptious. How blessed you are to be able to visit this place of business. I hope no one seeks to disrupt the labor of love that goes on here. Now, who were we arresting?"

The border czar did not verbally acknowledge his remark. He was too busy punching a new address into the GPS.

When they got back to the popemobile, one of the tires was punctured. The pope sighed. "There are many legitimate grievances to have with either of the institutions currently represented in this vehicle," he said. "This is understandable. How do we fix it?"

There was a brief deliberation among the ICE team; then the agents began shooting at the tires. This activated the popemobile's alarm system, causing it to blow loud trumpet blasts and emit defensive sprays of holy water.

"How do we shut it off?" the border czar asked. A small crowd was forming.

The pope approached the popemobile. The sound ceased.

"What are you doing? Blessing it?"

"Nah," the pope said. "There's a button."

"I guess we can walk to our last stop," the border czar said.

"Great," the pope said. "Do you mind if I recite a psalm?"

They walked in silence. "You have to understand," the border czar said, "open borders are not a victimless crime. You can't have people just wander across a border. Imagine if that happened at the Vatican."

"That happens at the Vatican constantly," the pope said. "Lots of people wander in by mistake. It's called St. Peter's Square."

The border czar frowned. "I just wish you'd stick to matters of, you know, morality, and stop criticizing President Trump and his policies."

"Don't you hear how that is a contradiction in terms?" the pope said. "I was just trying to spread the gospel. Unfortunately, the gospel says a lot of stuff about, you know, loving thy neighbor as thyself--What you do unto the least of these, you have done also unto me; Be a good Samaritan--that kind of thing. So I feel it's kind of unfair. It would be like a restaurant getting offended if I went around reading sections of the health code aloud."

"What about those other parts of the Bible that Pete Hegseth is always reading?" the border czar said.

"That's Pulp Fiction," the pope said. "Look, no shade to Pete Hegseth, but he really believes in military crusades and, how do I put this, indulgence. Two things that the Catholic Church left behind centuries ago. You're bringing back crusades, yet you don't want to hear from the pope?"

"I was hoping for more understanding, I guess," the border czar said. "From one man in an overfunded, secretive institution that has covered up its share of abuses over the years, to another? Anyway, we're coming up on an arrest. If you could gear up again."

"Sure," the pope said. He pulled his mask back on. "Let me see if I can guess. He's not definitely a criminal, but his associates seem criminal; he belongs to a religious group the state views with suspicion; works with his hands; name is Jesus or something."

"How'd you guess?"

The pope shrugged. "I deal with a lot of guys like that in my line of work."

"Then you know what needs to happen to him."

"Yes," the pope said. "As a matter of fact, I do."



*Illustration Sources: Michael M. Santiago / Getty; Alessandra Benedetti / Corbis / Getty; Shelby Tauber / Bloomberg / Getty.
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The Evolution of Trump's Corruption

The president is no longer intimidated by backlash.<strong> </strong>

by David A. Graham

Tue, 28 Apr 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.

Seven years ago, during a marginally more innocent time, the Trump administration announced plans to hold the 2020 G7 summit at Donald Trump's resort in Doral, Florida. The backlash was fierce, and somehow the then-Acting White House Chief of Staff Mick Mulvaney's dismissive attitude--"Get over it"--failed to quell concerns, including among Republicans. Two days later, Trump gave up and moved the event to Camp David. (In the end, it was canceled because of COVID.)

Things are different in Trump's second term. Later this year, the United States will host the G20 summit--an offshoot of the G7 that includes approximately 20 leaders of the world's largest economies--and the president has selected Trump National Doral as the location. A few days ago, The Washington Post reported that Trump even intends to invite Russian President Vladimir Putin, a global pariah, to the meeting. But the Doral G20 has gotten nowhere near the same amount of attention, and much less backlash.

The way the two summits have been received feels like a case study in the differences between the first and second Trump presidencies. In 2019, neither the press nor the public was yet so fatigued by news and numb to outrage, as New York magazine observed this week, nor were they yet accustomed to a president using his position to openly enrich himself. (The Atlantic's headline about the G7 announcement was "Trump's Most Shameless Act of Profiteering." How young we were!) The Republican Party also had more leaders who were willing to criticize the president, either publicly or privately. Finally, although Trump has never seemed especially vulnerable to shame, the president and his aides could still be swayed by sufficient embarrassment back then. The phrase shameless corruption gets used a lot, but Trump's second term embodies it.

Although the first Trump administration created a fire hose of news, the country has been going at this pace now for 10 years, and the public is getting tired. Trump's announcement of the location for the G20 back in early September, was overshadowed by larger stories, particularly the Epstein files; days later, Charlie Kirk was assassinated, briefly blotting out all other coverage. The G20 summit may also seem less relevant than other global events, especially given that Trump is currently shaking or breaking the world order through different means. (He has also already disinvited South Africa from the summit for largely imagined offenses against Afrikaners.)

Perhaps most important, the idea of Trump grubbing a few dollars out of hosting a meeting at one of his properties seems positively quaint today. During the first Trump term, I covered a succession of egregious choices: Trump refusing to financially disentangle himself from his companies; diverting Mike Pence to his Irish resort for a stopover; charging the Secret Service exorbitant rates to stay at Mar-a-Lago while protecting him; and making his hotel in Washington, D.C., a physical affront to the Constitution's emoluments clause.

To say that these actions now look like nickel-and-diming is not to forgive them but to acknowledge the much larger scale on which Trump and his family are working now. The president's government is signing off on big payouts to former aides, including Michael Flynn ($1.25 million for a case in which Flynn pleaded guilty) and Carter Page (another $1.25 million, even though courts twice dismissed his lawsuit). The government has not yet made deals with people convicted for their involvement in the January 6, 2021, riot, but their lawyers are hopeful. Trump has handed out clemency to a slew of people who have donated money to his campaign or his other efforts, which looks a great deal like selling pardons.

Trump's family business, the Trump Organization, has signed lucrative deals in cities around the world where his administration is also conducting foreign policy. His son-in-law Jared Kushner, too, is making business deals in some of the same countries with which he is negotiating on behalf of the president, even though he has no government role. Trump's media company has jumped into cryptocurrency and prediction markets, a clear conflict of interest given the federal government's role in setting crypto policy. The New York Times recently reported on how a Syrian billionaire had sought to get sanctions removed on his country with a charm offensive that included an offer to open a Trump-branded golf course. He was egged on by a Republican member of Congress. (The sanctions have been removed, but the Trump Organization says that no deal to build a golf course is in the offing.)

Last summer, David Kirkpatrick of The New Yorker attempted to quantify how much Trump and his immediate family had made off the presidency and came up with a rough figure of $3.4 billion. By late January, Kirkpatrick estimated that the total was up to $4 billion. And it will continue to grow. Trump is even suing his own government, hoping to get the Justice Department--led for now by his former personal attorney--to pay him $230 million for investigating him, and the IRS to pay him $10 billion for mishandling his tax information.

I worry that summarizing so many examples so briefly only contributes to the same fatigue that has enabled them. If one death is a tragedy and 1 million deaths are a statistic, perhaps it is also true that charging the Secret Service thousands of dollars on hotel rooms is corruption, but raking in billions is simply a new paradigm. Yet these examples pop up regularly. The Trump administration has realized that its profiteering no longer produces the same public fury it once did, that nearly all Republican officeholders will stay quiet, and that it can grit out or ignore any residual shame. The result is on a dollar basis, and perhaps on any basis, the most corrupt administration in American history.

Related:

	America has never seen corruption like Trump's.
 	The Trump presidency's world-historical heist




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The ballroom truthers have a theory.
 	So nobody is going to pay taxes now?
 	Jonathan Chait: Calling Trump a tyrant is not a call to violence.




Today's News

	The United Arab Emirates said that it will leave OPEC after decades in the oil cartel, citing a desire for more flexibility over its oil production and exports. The announcement comes as the war with Iran continues to disrupt global energy markets and oil shipments through the Strait of Hormuz.
 	In a rare address to Congress, King Charles III emphasized the "truly unique" relationship between the United Kingdom and the United States, calling it "one of the most consequential alliances in human history." His speech came amid tensions over President Trump's war against Iran, though Charles avoided directly mentioning the conflict.
 	The Justice Department secured a second indictment of former FBI Director James Comey over a social-media post of seashells forming "86 47." Members of the Trump administration have argued that the message could be understood as a threat to the president. Comey, who deleted the post and said that he did not realize the numbers could be interpreted as violent, has denied any intent to cause harm.




Evening Read


Alex Davidson / Getty



Is It the Shoes?

By Alex Hutchinson

To understand the significance of someone running a marathon in less than two hours, you also need to understand that, until recently, the notion of this actually happening was truly, utterly absurd. Sure, a physiologist named Michael Joyner had floated the idea that such a feat might be humanly possible in a journal paper way back in 1991. But his peers laughed off the idea, and not much changed over the succeeding decades. In Runner's World in 2014, I predicted that it would happen in 2075. Frankly, even that forecast seemed overly optimistic to me, but I figured I'd be dead by then, so no one would be able to call me on it.
 Well, I was wrong. Yesterday morning, the two-hour marathon barrier finally went down.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Alexandra Petri: A ballroom would have solved this.
 	Anthropic's little brother
 	A mediocre public-school education for just $40,000 a pupil
 	Americans once understood birthright citizenship.
 	MAHA's perfect villain
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(c) 2026 Lee Friedlander



Take a look. Lee Friedlander, a 91-year-old photographer, has been taking pictures since the late 1940s. In a photo essay, Hua Hsu explores Friedlander's view of America.

Read. A new book explores how contemporary art can offer glimpses of the divine, Luis Parrales writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.
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The Ballroom Truthers Have a Theory

The fake-assassination-attempt conspiracy keeps growing.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Tue, 28 Apr 2026




Updated at 11:25 a.m. ET on April 29, 2026

Within hours of the gunfire at the White House Correspondents' Dinner on Saturday night--and initial, erroneous reports that the shooter had been killed--the usual swirl of misinformation and rumor was swirling in a particular direction. The event was staged, people said.

More than 300,000 posts containing the word staged were shared on X before midday on Sunday, according to an analysis cited by The New York Times. Some of those were probably saying that, actually, the event was not staged, but still: People with substantial social-media followings (including some celebrities) were raising questions. They drew attention to a clip of White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt from just before the dinner, laughing as she previewed her boss's speech: "There will be some shots fired tonight in the room." Others, in the style of pop-music stan accounts, grabbed photos of President Trump and other members of the administration, taken just before the shooting, in which one might find evidence of knowing smirks or other telling body language. Some of these posts were viewed millions of times.

The conspiracy theorists also latched on to a video pulled from Fox News's live broadcast, in which the reporter Aishah Hasnie, calling from inside the Hilton hotel that hosted the event, told the anchor that she had been speaking with Leavitt's husband right before the shooting started. "You need to be very safe," she said he'd told her. "And he was very serious when he said that to me, and he kind of looked around the room and he said there are some--" Then the call dropped. Hasnie clarified in a post on X that cell service had been spotty in the ballroom, but her explanation, delivered at 1:30 in the morning, was not as widely viewed as posts suggesting that Fox had cut her feed before she could reveal what her source had gone on to say. ("There are some ... people in here who are going to fake an attempt on the president's life but with live ammunition"?)

A potential motive for a staged assassination attempt was quickly floated too. Less than two weeks earlier, a federal judge had ruled that Trump could not justify his plan to build a ballroom by saying it was necessary for security reasons. Now he had a perfect counterpoint: "This event would never have happened with the Militarily Top Secret Ballroom currently under construction at the White House," he posted on Truth Social, his social-media platform, on Sunday. Some of the last large #Resistance Twitter accounts started circulating collages of all the posts from Trump allies who were arguing the same point, in suspiciously similar ways. Yesterday, three GOP senators pressed again for funding for the ballroom, and the Justice Department filed a bizarre motion backing the project with Trumpian rhetoric (asserting that any opponents must have "TRUMP DERANGEMENT SYNDROME").

Among the highly online left, some stated as fact that the whole event had been a ploy to get the ballroom. To some MAGA influencers, it was equally clear that Trump's enemies had been pushing back on the ballroom plans all along, with the intention of causing his death. "The Democrat judges who stopped the construction of a White House ballroom did so to enable an assassination of Trump," the far-right internet personality Mike Cernovich wrote, apparently in earnest. I also saw one person with almost 300,000 followers try to tie the shooting to a recent, roundly debunked story about a bunch of scientists who were supposedly mysteriously "missing."

All of this has echoes of the many conspiracy theories that surrounded an earlier attempt on Trump's life in Butler, Pennsylvania, in July 2024. That incident left behind a long trail of speculation and rumor, including a debate over whether the president was lying about the fact that a bullet struck his right ear. (Some still post photos of the president and insist that his cartilage appears to be intact.) Then, as now, a contingent of observers claimed that the whole thing had been invented to help Trump--in that case, to make his polling numbers go up, which they didn't. Now, apparently, the Trump administration was going back to the same playbook. Or maybe Saturday's attempt was staged and the one in Butler wasn't? Or vice versa? It was "highly possible" that the Butler shooting had been staged, the author Joyce Carol Oates said in a post on Sunday afternoon, but the previous night's shooting seemed legit. Later that day, her perception had shifted: "He knew the script," she wrote, in reference to one Cabinet official who was in attendance at the dinner.

Reached for comment, the White House spokesperson Davis Ingle said in an email, "Anyone who thinks President Trump staged his own assassination attempts is a complete moron." But how many people fit into this category? Do a meaningful number of Americans actually believe that the president was part of a (successful) plot to fake one or more attempted murders in order to consolidate his power (and build a ballroom)?

Mark Fenster, a professor at the University of Florida's law school who writes about government transparency and conspiracy theories, told me this would be hard to know. Social media makes conspiracy theories more visible, he said, but may not reflect their actual popularity. Public-opinion polls would provide a better view, but these can fail to capture how committed people are to the positions they claim to hold. "If you ask someone who isn't particularly well informed or doesn't care that much but doesn't like or trust Trump, they might say, Yeah, it's staged," Fenster told me. "That doesn't mean they're a conspiracy theorist who really believes it."

The historian Kathryn Olmsted, who surveyed the history of American paranoia in her 2009 book, Real Enemies: Conspiracy Theories and American Democracy, World War I to 9/11, told me that prior assassination plots have not all produced the same quantity of disbelief. (As Fenster noted to me, successful ones generally produce more.) In 1975, a time of notable distrust of government and widespread concern about the secret machinations of the state, two attempts were made on Gerald Ford's life in the space of three weeks. "There was abundant media coverage of both attempts, but I don't think I've seen evidence of anyone thinking he was responsible for the plots himself," Olmsted said. In 1981, John Hinckley Jr. shot Ronald Reagan outside the same Hilton hotel that hosted Saturday's dinner, but that incident didn't produce many conspiracy theories either. People seemed to take Hinckley at face value when he said he'd acted to impress the young actor Jodie Foster.

Olmsted also pointed out that political assassinations used to be far more common in America than they are today, and that the Secret Service greatly improved its security measures in the 1980s. Given the frequency of these events in earlier eras, she said, people may have been less inclined to invest any one of them with secret meaning. "I think most Americans just assumed there were plenty of mentally ill people who wanted to kill someone famous."

But that's not all that's different. Trump is different, too. He's a prolific liar with a well-established love for spectacle, and from the day he entered the political sphere, he has repeated and encouraged conspiracy theories of many stripes. It comes as no surprise that he's at the center of one.



This article originally stated that Aishah Hasnie had been speaking with President Trump right before the shooting started. In fact, the quote provided was from Karoline Leavitt's husband.
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The Fight-Club Rule on Gerrymandering

Florida's state constitution prohibits redrawing maps for political advantage.

by Russell Berman

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




Florida Republicans have approved a new congressional map that could hand them as many as four House seats that Democrats currently hold. Their goal is straightforward and universally understood: They want to bolster the GOP's majority in Congress and retake the lead in a yearlong, nationwide partisan gerrymandering showdown with Democrats.

Good luck, however, getting top Republicans in the Sunshine State to openly admit that.

In contrast with other states that have held lengthy and freewheeling public debates over redistricting during the past year, the drive to redraw maps in Florida has been marked by secrecy and obfuscation. Republicans can't acknowledge the intent of their gerrymandering proposal, because the state constitution expressly prohibits partisan redistricting. As a result, Florida GOP officials--starting with Governor Ron DeSantis and extending all the way to lowly political operatives--have treated the subject of gerrymandering like a defendant respecting a Miranda warning: Do not say anything that could jeopardize these new maps in court.

"Anything you say will get you subpoenaed," one political consultant who works for Republicans in the state told me. The consultant spoke on the condition of anonymity because he, too, does not want to be hauled before a judge when Democrats inevitably challenge the new maps as violating the ban on partisan gerrymandering. "You can't say, 'We need to make more Republican seats.' You're done. You're toast, and then your map's invalidated."

No Republican has followed this fight-club rule more carefully than DeSantis, who called the legislature into session less than a week after Virginia voters evened up the national gerrymandering race by narrowly approving an aggressive Democratic redistricting plan. The Florida governor's office drew lines based on the likelihood that the Supreme Court would announce a decision weakening enforcement of the Voting Rights Act, insulating the proposal from a challenge in federal court. The justices proved DeSantis's presumption not only correct but exceptionally well timed: The Court handed down its ruling this morning while Florida legislators were preparing to vote on the new districts, and they paused their debate to read the decision. The 6-3 ruling voided a Louisiana voting map that included a new majority-Black district as an unconstitutional racial gerrymander. It could lead other GOP-led states to eliminate House seats drawn to boost minority representation in Congress in the months and years ahead. The court did not touch Florida's state ban on partisan gerrymandering, however. The governor's proposed map eliminates a district created to comply with Section 2 of the Voting Rights Act, a successful bet on the Supreme Court's move to limit that provision.

Until Monday, no one had actually seen the map that DeSantis wanted lawmakers to adopt within a few days' time. When he finally released it, the governor claimed that the proposal was "separate" and "independent" of the tit-for-tat redistricting battle that President Trump launched last year in Texas. "It's the right thing to do for Florida," DeSantis told Fox News's Laura Ingraham.

Read: Trump's enormous gerrymandering blunder

DeSantis's official rationale for redistricting is that Florida was shortchanged in the 2020 census and that the state's population has grown dramatically. ("Florida has experienced 10 years' worth of population growth in, like, three" years, DeSantis said at a news conference in early April.) The closest he came to acknowledging the partisan nature of the new map--which could give Republicans 24 out of Florida's 28 House seats--was to note, in a statement to Fox News, that the GOP has overtaken the Democrats' longtime edge in the state among registered voters and now has 1.5 million more. (DeSantis did signal a partisan intent in ways less likely to backfire in court: He gave his proposal first to Fox News before sending it to the legislature, and the map was drawn in shades of red and blue to denote how many seats Republicans could control if it were enacted.)

DeSantis's bigger gamble is that newly gerrymandered district lines will yield Republicans as many House seats as they aim to gain. For months, the prospect of joining the redistricting race has divided the Florida GOP. Current members of the party's House delegation were leery of seeing their districts become more competitive in an effort to flip more seats, and some officials feared that in a midterm election year expected to favor Democrats, an aggressive gerrymander could backfire and cost Republicans more than help them. Florida Republicans already drew themselves a skewed congressional map in 2022; they hold more than 70 percent of House seats in a state where Trump earned 56 percent of the vote in the most recent presidential election.

An analysis by the nonpartisan Civic Data & Research Institute published earlier this month argued that Republicans had essentially already maximized their advantage in Florida and that an aggressive redistricting plan would produce "zero net gain" in House seats. Other strategists, however, disagree. "They're not maxed out in Florida," Matt Gorman, a former senior staffer at the National Republican Congressional Committee, told me. "You've got to make sure you're not drawing the lines too thin, but the idea that you can't move anything is ridiculous."

DeSantis's proposal appears to adopt that view. Republicans at one point had discussed trying to flip as many as six Democratic seats in Florida, which would have given the GOP all but two statewide. DeSantis didn't go that far, but the four he is seeking to shift might be more than Republicans can win if the party has a bad year (as polls suggest it will).

Democrats have characterized the gambit as simultaneously illegal and foolish. House Minority Leader Hakeem Jeffries dubbed the proposed map "the DeSantis dummymander" and told reporters that if Democrats turn out in Florida as they did in 2018 and 2020, the party could win an additional three to five seats that were not previously in play. Other Democrats, however, avoided Jeffries's bravado. Steve Schale, a longtime party strategist in Florida who helped Barack Obama twice carry the state, told me that Republicans "definitely created a harder pathway" for Democrats. But, he added, "I don't think it's a slam-dunk four-seat Republican gain."
 
 The GOP proposal appears to target seats held by Democratic Representatives Kathy Castor in Tampa and Darren Soto near Orlando, and Debbie Wasserman Schultz and Jared Moskowitz in southeast Florida. Schale compared gerrymandering to squeezing a balloon: The air moves around inside, but it's still there. "The reality is there's a lot of Democrats in southeast Florida. There are a lot of Democrats in Central Florida," he said. "You can't make them just disappear into the ocean."

The uncertainty of how successful DeSantis's map will prove to be for Republicans is intertwined with the broader question of Florida's shifting political identity. Both parties agree that it is no longer the swing state that decided the 2000 election by a few hundred votes. But is it the light-red state that gave DeSantis and Trump narrow statewide victories from 2016 through 2020, or the deeper Republican stronghold that delivered the party double-digit wins in 2022 and 2024? Trump's win in 2024 relied in part on large gains among Latino voters, but they have swung back to Democrats in special and local elections since then.

For now, Democrats who persuaded voters to approve their gerrymanders in California and Virginia were hoping to block the Republicans in Florida--if not in the GOP-dominated legislature then in the courts. They have grasped at what little moral high ground remains in the redistricting fight, pointing out that whereas Democrats took their plans directly to the voters (which state law had required them to do), Republicans jammed their new maps through the legislature with minimal public debate.

Read: Welcome to the gerrymandering apocalypse 

As lawmakers convened this week in Tallahassee, opponents of the GOP plan tried to generate a public groundswell against it. Now that it has passed, they plan to sue on the grounds that it violates the Fair Districts Amendment, the 2010 ballot measure that bans both partisan and racial gerrymandering. "This legislature has refused to engage with the public because they know that what they're doing is illegal," Genesis Robinson, the executive director of the advocacy group Equal Ground, told me.

In making its case for the new maps, the governor's office seems to be banking on a favorable ruling from the Florida Supreme Court, which is composed entirely of Republican appointees and upheld the preceding, GOP-tilted House map that was used in 2022. A memo to the legislature from DeSantis's general counsel argued that the Fair Districts Amendment was unconstitutional, and in testimony yesterday, a lawyer for the governor's office acknowledged that mapmakers had used partisan voter data in drafting their proposal. Democrats saw the admission as an opening in the litigation likely to follow enactment of the new map. What seemed clear was that if Florida's ban on partisan gerrymandering remained intact, the informal ban on copping to it was weakening.
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The King's Admirer in Chief

Trump's fondness for Charles at times appeared to tip over into envy.

by Matt Viser

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




Cannons fired. Fifes and drums played "Yankee Doodle." A quartet of F-35s flew overhead, and dozens of military service members held American and British flags. It was about as much pomp as the United States can muster. This 250th anniversary of America, for the Brits, can be ... a bit awkward. It's like celebrating a divorce with your ex, decades after the breakup. But here was King Charles III, ready to toast the land that his great-grandfather five times over allowed to get away. And here, too, was President Trump--who has long admired, complimented, and envied the Royal Family--doing little to tamp down suspicions that he strives to become a monarch in his own right.

Charles's visit to Washington was part of the celebrations for an anniversary Trump is eager to mark, and the president was keen to impress the King who'd come across the Atlantic. As Trump took the stage yesterday on a dreary morning filled with spitting rain ("What a beautiful British day this is!" he said), he also reveled in the unlikeliness of the onetime subjects welcoming the monarch. "In the shadows of monuments to George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, honoring the British king might seem an ironic beginning to our celebration of 250 years of American independence," Trump said. "But in fact, no tribute could be more appropriate."

He spoke of how far America had come since a ragtag crew of rebels threw off control by their imperial masters. All around him, however, was evidence of his desire to make the nation's capital a little more, well, regal. Gilded flourishes now predominate at the White House. Outside the gates, Lafayette Park remains a construction site. The Reflecting Pool on the National Mall is closed off as Trump has it painted a bright blue. During the welcoming ceremony, cranes swung back and forth above the site where Trump last year tore down the East Wing--and now hopes a monumental ballroom will rise.

Throughout the day it was clear how much Trump admired, and wanted to emulate, Charles. In Britain, when one monarch dies, they quickly update the currency with an image of the new king or queen. In America, a gold coin with Trump's image is in the works, as are National Park passes and passports that will bear his likeness. In Britain, there are elaborate shrines marking the history of an empire. In America, Trump plans a giant triumphal arch outside Arlington National Cemetery that's been dubbed the Arc de Trump.

Over the past year, Democrats and other Trump opponents have staged "No Kings" rallies throughout the country. On this day, Trump, however tongue in cheek, formally declared himself one. As Charles was giving a speech at the Capitol, delivering a none-too-subtle paean to the importance of checks and balances in constitutional government, the official White House social-media account blasted out a photo of the two men. "TWO KINGS," it read, with an emoji of a crown.

In mid-September, I arrived with President Trump for a two-day festival in the United Kingdom. A few days before arriving, other members of the press corps and I were invited to a special tour of Windsor Castle, the setting for a state banquet in Trump's honor. A small group of us were shuttled to the property. Television cameras from around the world were broadcasting from outside the walls. As our van drove through the lush grounds, the Red Arrows, the Royal Air Force display team, flew overhead with red, white, and blue streamers behind.

It's impossible to overstate how elaborate it all was, how meticulous the planning for it was, how grand--and, yes, over-the-top--it all appeared. Inside, each table setting featured five glasses. All told, 1,452 pieces of cutlery were spread around the table where more than 100 staff would be serving. The table itself took a week to lay together and assemble. We were instructed not to take photos, but people sneaked them anyway.

Read: What we learn about Trump in his rare moments of self-reflection

The dinner was held in St. George's Hall, with wooden arches and crests, pikes and shields. At one end of the room was an armored figure on horseback known as "The King's Champion." It references a historical figure who would ride into a banquet, throw his gauntlet down, and then challenge anyone to deny the authority of the new sovereign. At the time, it seemed a fitting metaphor for how Trump viewed himself, and his presidency. He was stretching the bounds of what it could do, and he was largely unrestrained.

The president was clearly giddy about the whole experience. "This is truly one of the highest honors of my life," he said. "Such respect for you and such respect for your country."

Trump has always had a soft spot for the Royal Family. He wrote to then-Prince Charles in 1994, offering him an honorary membership to Mar-a-Lago. He also received a letter from Princess Diana in 1997, just weeks before her death, in which she thanked him for sending flowers on her birthday. His mother was Scottish and, by his account, sat for an entire day in front of the television watching Queen Elizabeth II's coronation, in 1953. "She was just enthralled by the pomp and circumstance, the whole idea of royalty and glamour," he wrote in his book The Art of the Deal. His dad, he wrote, was less enthralled, pacing and telling her, "Enough is enough, turn it off. They're all a bunch of con artists."

Looking out onto the South Lawn yesterday, he recalled his mother's affection for the royals generally, and for Charles specifically. "She really did love the family, but I also remember her saying, very clearly, 'Charles--look, young Charles. He's so cute,'" he said. "My mother had a crush on Charles. Can you believe it?"

This visit came at a dicey moment, with the Epstein files lingering, British Prime Minister Keir Starmer's job in peril, and a war that the United States launched without British help or consultation still upending the global economy. British officials have said they hoped their king, who has tried to cozy up to Trump, would help shore up a "special relationship" that has seen better days. In his most high-profile remarks of the visit, the King was invited to address a joint session of Congress. The event had the feel of a State of the Union, with Charles walking down the center aisle and greeting politicians, the vice president and the House speaker sitting behind him as he spoke.

At moments it seemed like a stand-up routine. He joked that he was there to celebrate what transpired 250 years ago, then paused a beat. "Or, as we say in the United Kingdom, 'just the other day.'" He quoted from Oscar Wilde ("We have really everything in common with America nowadays except, of course, language"), and he mentioned a "tale of two Georges" ("the first president, George Washington, and my five-times great-grandfather, King George III"). In what wasn't meant as a joke but could be interpreted as one, he also called Congress, which has been mired in unusually severe bouts of dysfunction, a "renowned chamber of debate and deliberation."

He also said some things that, coming from anyone else, Trump might have interpreted as unforgivable slights. He talked about military cooperation in the world wars and in Afghanistan, adding that "that same unyielding resolve is needed for the defense of Ukraine"--a pointed reminder that Trump has been anything but steadfast in his support for Kyiv. He spoke of environmentalism and the need to "safeguard nature, our most precious and irreplaceable asset," at a moment when the Trump administration has been busy undoing one environmental protection after another. One of his most rousing lines came as he referenced the Magna Carta and the legal framework that both countries share, including "the principle that executive power is subject to checks and balances." Democrats were particularly enthusiastic, but Republicans also rose from their seats.

Read: Is the end of NATO near?

Rather than be offended, Trump appeared charmed, and more than a little envious. At a dinner that evening--ornate by White House standards, but nothing compared with the one in Windsor Castle last fall--Trump repeatedly complimented the King on his speech ("I was very jealous!" he said as he welcomed him outside). He marveled at how Charles was able to get the Democrats to stand and applaud him ("I couldn't believe it!").

As much as Trump craves the partisan combat that has been such a feature of his presidency, it was hard not to think that he'd be just fine with the near-universal adoration of a monarch.
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The YOLO Presidency

Trump is focused on becoming one of history's "great men."

by Ashley Parker, Michael Scherer

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




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

Had President Trump, we wondered, possibly been reading or at least thumbing through--just maybe--the works of ... Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel?

Impossible. And yet. Hegel's theory of "world-historical individuals," men who redirected the course of humanity, focused on three figures: Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, and Napoleon Bonaparte. Hegel described them as unlikely "heroes of an Epoch" for upending established orders that had previously seemed fixed. They were "practical, political men" who were each condemned in their age for smashing norms and for other conduct "obnoxious to moral reprehension"--as Trump has been accused of, centuries later.

And though Trump has long compared himself to America's two greatest presidents, we were recently told by two people who are in a position to know such things--a senior administration official and a longtime Trump confidant--that the president had, in private conversations, begun thinking about himself less as a peer of George Washington and Abraham Lincoln, and more as an addition to Hegel's immortal trifecta.

"He's been talking recently about how he is the most powerful person to ever live," the confidant told us. "He wants to be remembered as the one who did things that other people couldn't do, because of his sheer power and force of will."

The tendency to self-aggrandize is as fundamental a feature of Trump as his sculpted hair and overlong red ties. But it has become even more important in setting his priorities and steering his actions as he hurtles through his final term in office. He no longer has to worry about the judgment of voters and can instead focus on what he's decided really matters: ascending to become one of history's so-called great men and leaving an enduring--and, in many cases, physical--imprint. The result, at least so far, has cost many lives and billions of dollars, damaged the world economy, strained already fragile alliances, and cratered the president's standing with the public. But those around him cast his new focus as a liberation. "He is unburdened by political concerns and is able to do what is truly right rather than what is in his best political interests," the administration official told us. "Hence the decision to strike Iran."

What the American people think--and what near-term consequences they may face--has mattered less to Trump than his own designs to remake the world by bombing seven countries, toppling two world leaders in as many months, threatening to seize Greenland, and undermining the NATO alliance. Earlier this month, Trump described the conflagration with Iran in existential terms, writing on social media, "A whole civilization will die tonight, never to be brought back again." Even when he later agreed to a two-week cease-fire--which has since been extended--Trump portrayed his Middle East adventurism as "one of the most important moments in the long and complex history of the World." At home, he has focused his time and attention on unending tributes to his reign--building projects that recall ancient Rome, decorative gilding that evokes imperial France, banners with his visage draped across government buildings, and a gold coin set to be minted with his image for the nation's 250th birthday. "He is conscious, proud, and hopeful that some of the things that he does are resetting long-standing orders of things," a second senior official told us. "Not in a Socrates sort of way, just: The stuff I'm doing is very different, and it will reset things to some level, and that includes not just this country but the world."

Read: 'I run the country and the world'

When we asked several White House officials whether Trump had discovered and embraced Hegel's writings, they dismissed the hypothesis almost laughingly. The president does not have a reputation as a reader. He did recently learn about the powerful triumvirate in a brief passage that someone handed him, the senior official told us, although that person couldn't recall if it was a poem or an essay or something else. The second senior official suggested that Trump might be recalling a speech he heard at a golf-club event last year, where a speaker placed Trump in the frame of historical figures such as Alexander the Great and Genghis Khan. White House officials and allies have debated other reasons for the president's turn toward history, and some have dismissed it as typical Trumpian braggadocio--the greatest, the biggest, the best. They all spoke with us on the condition of anonymity to candidly detail their private conversations with the president.

Then, on Saturday night, following an assassination attempt at the annual White House Correspondents' Association Dinner, Trump turned briefly introspective, offering yet another glimpse of how he views his place in the scope of history. Speaking to reporters shortly after the alleged gunman had been apprehended, Trump said that he had "studied assassinations," mentioned Lincoln, and argued that "the people that make the biggest impact--they're the ones that they go after." "They don't go after the ones that don't do much," he continued, before musing that only "big names" face these threats to their life, and concluding: "I hate to say I'm honored by that, but I've done a lot."

Trump's heightened tendency to view himself as a world-historical figure--capable of brash, misunderstood greatness--has transformed his second term, and not necessarily in a good way. Republicans are in a panic about the political costs of the attack on Iran, which has increased prices and interest rates ahead of an election that will hinge on affordability. Democrats, meanwhile, delight in Trump's focus on building a ballroom and a memorial arch, which swing-voter focus groups regularly identify as a misplaced priority. And inside the administration, the excitement of his first year has given way to a more defensive mentality, as some of the president's most committed supporters splinter away and the political operation struggles to maintain the 2024 coalition.

But for Trump, the costs have been outweighed by what he views as the opportunity before him, a chance to transform the world in a manner that few historical figures have ever even approached. A second Trump confidant summarized bluntly: "He's clearly in his 'I don't give a fuck' mood."

Ever since moving back into the Oval Office, Trump has been adding accents to the room, cluttering the space with golden urns, military flags, rows of presidential portraits, and a 19th-century copy of the Declaration of Independence. The crowns of the doors have been gilded, as have the seal and stars on the ceiling. Like clip art in blank spots on the wall, he has affixed ornamental molding, coated in gold leaf. When we entered the Oval Office for an interview last April, one of the first questions he asked us was of decor: "Do I do a chandelier?" he inquired. "Beautiful crystal chandelier, top of the line." (Ultimately, he opted against it because the logistics were not ideal; one option included hanging it directly through the bald eagle's beak on the presidential seal.)

The doors, however, remained glaringly unadorned until Trump had an idea: He took his personally designed presidential challenge coin--such tokens are generally a palm-size souvenir that's popular in military and law-enforcement circles--and glued it to the center of the Oval Office door, at about eye level. "Everyone was impressed by how good it looked," a White House official told us. In the weeks that followed, Trump made his way through the West Wing, seeking out new places to affix his coins (golden and featuring the presidential seal). One by one, the president decorated the office doors of each of his deputies. His aides are convinced that he will eventually cover all of the doors.

Trump, a developer by trade, has always loved these sorts of details--to a point of distraction. Building and branding are "in his DNA; it's who he is," David Urban, a Trump ally, told us. And now, as president, Trump feels that he's deploying those skills for the common good. "He believes in his mind that he's making all of these things better, and you know what? At the end of the day, he is making all of these things better." The president's friends and advisers have told us story upon story of his obsession with the smallest minutiae, of his dedication to his monuments of self--the time he got down on all fours to help explain exactly how he wanted new tiling at Mar-a-Lago arranged; the time he glanced out of a window at one of his golf courses and then stopped a meeting, just cold stopped it, so he could amble out to instruct the gardeners.

His passion for his personal projects has begun bleeding into daily work as president. One month into the Iran war, for instance--as gas prices averaged near $4, mortgage rates were climbing, and inflation fears were eroding stock values--Trump came to the press cabin in the back of Air Force One to argue that the bombing campaign was working. Or, at least, that's what the reporters covering his trip home from Mar-a-Lago thought he was there to do. Then he suddenly switched from talking about the war to boasting about his plans for "hand-carved" Corinthian columns as part of his $400 million White House ballroom. The president presented six mounted, photo-realistic renderings of the project that he explained at length, like this was a miles-high slide show. He went on about the drone-resistant roof, the bulletproof windows, the multiple porches, and the basement military facility, before pausing near the end to explain his priorities.

"I'm so busy that I don't have time to do this--I'm fighting wars and other things," Trump told the assembled press. "But this is very important because this is gonna be with us for a long time."

A foreign leader visiting Washington today would find a city under reconstruction, with tower cranes over the White House, a spectacle that recalls Roman Emperor Augustus's claim that "I found Rome a city of bricks and left it a city of marbles." There's the planned remodeling (and recent renaming) of the Kennedy Center, the affixing of his name to the United States Institute of Peace, the attempted seizure of D.C.-municipal golf courses that Trump plans to renovate, the paving over of Jackie Kennedy's Rose Garden into a Mar-a-Lago-style patio, and the tearing down of the East Wing to make way for the massive ballroom. (That destruction prompted the largest outcry, perhaps because the symbolism was visual, physical, visceral--a wrecking ball laying waste to a cherished pillar of democracy.) The proposed "Arc de Trump," a 250-foot structure modeled after Paris's Arc de Triomphe, would be taller than any similar structure in world history, and more than twice the height of the Lincoln Memorial, across the river from where it would stand. "The GREATEST and MOST BEAUTIFUL Triumphal Arch, anywhere in the World," Trump declared three days after announcing the cease-fire with Iran.

Even the yearlong celebration of the nation's semiquincentennial has become as much about feting Trump as observing the nation's 250th birthday. Trump will mark his 80th birthday in June with a demonstration by modern-day gladiators--a UFC Freedom 250 fight on the White House South Lawn. The fighters will weigh in at the Lincoln Memorial. Later, they will emerge from the Oval Office to battle before a waiting Trump, the event complete with fireworks and a light show--a grandiose and very Trumpian tribute to himself.

Trump doesn't like to use the term legacy, advisers and allies told us, and some have wondered whether he really cares about his legacy at all. "The only legacy President Trump is concerned with is making America greater than ever before," the White House spokesperson Olivia Wales told us. As Trump searched for a running mate in 2024, the second Trump confidant recounted that they had tried to implore him to pick someone who could help continue his political movement. Trump retorted: "What the hell do I care? I'll be dead."

"I don't think he's sitting around musing about what people will think 100 or 200 years from now," one of the senior officials told us.

But there is no dispute that something has changed in his second term--a freeing of his ambition, and a newfound sense of power. "My own morality. My own mind. It's the only thing that can stop me," Trump told The New York Times after a successful operation in Venezuela to capture its leader, Nicolas Maduro. His top advisers now talk about him as the person with "the highest tolerance for risk in the world, and the best instinct for self-preservation," according to one of them. That has left everyone around him attempting to proceed as if this is a normal presidency--or, at least, a normal Trump presidency--but the president is different now, firmly in his second term with personal electoral victory no longer a driving force. The guardrails from the first term are gone, and Trump has all but abandoned the pretense of much caring about the Republican Party that he holds in an emperor-like grip.

Read: It's not just Iran. Trump is flailing on multiple fronts.

Top White House officials, political advisers, and Cabinet members gathered in mid-February at the Capitol Hill Club to lay out a midterm-election strategy that would focus on delivering a consistent message that's focused on the economy and cost of living, regardless of what Trump says or does. The group met again a month later, at Washington's Waldorf Astoria, which was previously the Trump International Hotel. The February plan had run headlong into the expensive war, so the message became blunter: There was no longer room for error.

Sarah Longwell, a former Republican and an anti-MAGA political strategist who regularly conducts focus groups with Biden-Trump swing voters, told us that Trump keeps acting in politically irrational ways. "So every time he's focused on the ballroom, every time he's focused on the Kennedy Center, voters are like, 'But you're not focused on Americans. You're not focused on me. You're not focused on the economy,'" she told us. "Most people are like, 'I don't care about the ballroom. Just be focused on the economy. That was the whole point of you.'"

One Trump ally told us that the president is not particularly worried whether he loses the House, and that he cares only slightly about holding the Senate. The reason: A Democratic Senate means "a six-month impeachment trial versus three hours," this person explained. But Trump has survived two impeachments, and he arguably returned more powerful. His focus now is on doing something more enduring with his influence. Trump worries about being perceived as a lame-duck president, several people told us, including this ally. He has--at least on one occassion--acknowledged his own mortality. Jimmy Carter died in late 2024, during the presidential transition, and when he lay in state in the Capitol Rotunda, Trump watched the proceedings for hours from Mar-a-Lago, transfixed by the coverage, a person close to the White House told us. One day, Trump mused, he would be inside a flag-draped coffin like that. (In a story about Trump's health, New York magazine also reported a version of these comments.)

The same ally told us that Trump now cares more about his successor, believing that a Republican president loyal to him will help ensure that his actions are not immediately reversed. After losing in 2020, he had four years out of power to watch President Biden try to return the nation to a pre-Trump status quo ante, and he now understands what lasting change requires. But even that is complicated. "There is a little bit of tension there, because I think there's a part of him who might also want to say, 'I'm the only one who can hold this coalition together,'" the first Trump confidant told us. (Trump has publicly mused about running again in 2028--a clear joke to troll his opponents, advisers insist--though other people in Trump's orbit, such as the MAGA influencer and former adviser Steve Bannon, are more seriously pushing the idea.)

Read: Doomsday-prepping for Trump's third term

In short, the president's incentive structure has changed. "The hallmark of his entire life has been: Solve the problem that's in front of my face, and I bet I'll be able to solve the next problem when I get to it, but I'm not going to worry about it right now. And it leads to this inherently short-term thinking," this confidant said. Now that Trump is no longer running for president, this person explained, "he's not thinking about What do my polling numbers say right now? or What are they for in the midterms I'm not running in, or for 2028 when I don't care?"

Still, Trump's team remains cautiously optimistic that it can refocus him on the coming midterms, which could act, perhaps, as the last guardrail to curb his influences in a term that, so far, has mainly been dictated by such whims. "He knows he is essentially on the ballot in the midterms," one of the senior White House officials told us, as if by saying it aloud they could will it into reality. But after those elections, this person mused, "God knows what the next two years will look like."

Hegel--whether or not Trump has actually read a word of his dense tracts--may offer some hints. Julius Caesar, Alexander the Great, and Napoleon Bonaparte, Hegel argued, operated with "an unconscious impulse that occasioned the accomplishment of that for which the time was ripe." They were not exactly intellectuals, he wrote, and they did not live particularly happy lives. Napoleon was exiled in his 40s to St. Helena; Alexander died at 32; and Caesar, after declaring himself dictator of Rome, was assassinated at 55 by nobles. As Hegel concluded: "So mighty a form must trample down many an innocent flower--crush to pieces many an object in its path." The German philosopher could just as well have been writing about Trump, some 200 years before the American president dubbed himself a great man of history and began trampling so many modern-day flowers.
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Calling Trump a Tyrant Is Not a Call to Violence

Conservatives want to police how we talk about Trump--while excusing how the president talks about everyone else.

by Jonathan Chait

Tue, 28 Apr 2026




To describe Donald Trump as a corrupt aspiring authoritarian is not to conclude that he should be murdered.

This ought to be a simple point to understand. Yet it is lost on a large swath of the American right, who insist that calling Trump what he is causes at least some of his opponents--among them, the accused shooter Cole Tomas Allen--to believe that violence is justified against the president.

In an interview with CBS following the White House Correspondents' Association Dinner, Trump blamed the most recent attempt on his life on "the hate speech of the Democrats," which he called "very dangerous."

The New York Post asked on Sunday, "Where did Allen get such ideas about Trump and the need to remove him, via murder?" It answered the question like so: "Almost certainly from the left, including from Democrats in positions of power. Barely a day goes by without some Dem calling Trump an autocrat, a king, a dictator, Hitler."

Also on Sunday, CNN's Dana Bash asked Representative Jamie Raskin to engage with the premise. "You and many of your fellow Democrats have used some heated rhetoric against the president," she said. "Do you think twice about that when something like this happens?" And yesterday, Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt charged, "Those who constantly falsely label and slander the president as a fascist, as a threat to democracy, and compare him to Hitler to score political points are fueling this kind of violence."

This claim suffers three serious defects. First, it assumes that violence is the only logical response to an attempt to undermine democracy. In reality, Trump's assault on democratic norms can be--and in fact, is being--successfully resisted through democratic means. In Hungary, Viktor Orban had carried out a more advanced version of the same power-consolidation strategy that Trump is attempting now, and voters defeated him through peaceful organizing.

From the September 2024 issue: American fury

The second problem with a moratorium on calling your opponents authoritarian is that Trump himself routinely violates it. The president has spent a decade calling his rivals communists and traitors, among other hyperbolic insults. He has specifically claimed that Democrats rig elections as a matter of course. Taking violent steps to stop undemocratic political leaders follows much more closely from Trump's rhetoric than from anything Democrats have said about him.

And third, the conservative principle would seem to rule out any criticism of authoritarian tendencies, however real they may be. If calling a politician an aspiring authoritarian is tantamount to inciting their murder, then doing so is irresponsible even if the charge is true. Republicans could nominate the reanimated corpse of Benito Mussolini for president, and Democrats couldn't question his commitment to democracy without being accused of ginning up violence.

Ideally, critics of Trump's threat to democracy would recognize that authoritarianism is on a dimmer switch, not an on-off switch, and that his opponents have ample space to oppose him through democratic channels. They would likewise acknowledge that even most dictators fall far short of the horrors of Hitlerism. That distinction is widely, if not universally, understood, which is why the rallies are called "No Kings," not "No Fuhrers."

The ruling as out of bounds any discussion of Trump's contempt for democracy is not merely some unfortunate by-product of the right's rhetorical gambit, but its central purpose. Trump has been glorifying and stoking violence since he entered politics. He has urged his rally-goers to "kick the crap out of" counterprotesters; has fantasized about unleashing the brute strength of his supporters ("I have the tough people, but they don't play it tough--until they go to a certain point, and then it would be very bad, very bad"); and, of course, mass-pardoned the insurrectionists who did precisely that on January 6, 2021.

It is true that, in addition to fomenting violence, Trump has been the target of it. Conservatives appear to be correct to attribute an ideological motive to the recent shooting attempt. The most chilling aspect of Allen's radicalization, judging from the information available so far, is that it did not spring from either a mental breakdown or some anarchist sectarian plot, but instead relatively banal Democratic partisanship. Allen seems to have posted on Bluesky and attended a No Kings rally.

Some progressives have cheered Luigi Mangione for murdering Brian Thompson, a health-care CEO. The prominence of Hasan Piker, an apologist for terrorism and a proponent of authoritarian regimes, has revealed a much broader comfort on the left with illiberal ideas and violent methods.

Resorting to violence merely strengthens the forces of illiberalism and sense of disorder upon which Trumpism feeds. The official Democratic Party has understood this, which is why not a single elected Democrat at any level has condoned murder attempts on the president or his allies. Allen apparently believes that if you conclude that Trump is an authoritarian, then violence against him is justified. By conflating antiauthoritarian arguments with incitement, conservatives are making the same error but following it to the opposite conclusion.

The norm that many Trump-supporting conservatives seek to enforce is not a prohibition on violent rhetoric or even limits on attacking politicians who are seen as threats to democracy, but a one-sided ban imposed on Trump's critics so that the president can do as he wishes. Defining political violence as something that is being wielded primarily or exclusively against Trump is to condone his behavior.

Trump's efforts to exploit the latest attempt on his life illuminate his motives. The comedian Jimmy Kimmel recently offended Trump and his family by joking on Thursday that Melania Trump has "a glow like an expectant widow." The premise of the bit was obviously that Melania is the younger trophy wife of a wealthy older man, not that Trump was likely to be murdered soon. (Kimmel made the joke before last weekend's shooting.) Still, Trump absurdly labeled Kimmel's gold-digger joke a "despicable call to violence" and revived his demands that ABC fire the comedian.

Trump and his allies perceive that the near-universal dismay at another attempt on the president's life has given them a supply of political capital that they can employ toward their desired ends, many of which involve suppressing criticism. This demonstrates how the gunmen who thought they were going to stop Trump have empowered him instead. It demonstrates as well that the Trumpian right's supposed abhorrence for violence and antiauthoritarian rhetoric is purely selective.
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What We Learn About Trump in His Rare Moments of Self-Reflection

For a brief moment this weekend, the president appeared introspective.

by Matt Viser, Jonathan Lemire

Mon, 27 Apr 2026




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

For a guy who had just been rushed out of a ballroom at the sound of gunfire, he seemed remarkably calm. For a president who regularly attacks the press, he seemed unusually gracious. For a fleeting period on Saturday night, Donald Trump appeared introspective, or at least as introspective as he's capable of being in public.

"It's always shocking when something like this happens," he told reporters in the White House briefing room, standing in his tux and appearing to speak without notes. He briefly seemed to consider how familiar he was with threats to his life, and how the shock doesn't fade: "Happened to me a little bit. And that never changes."

At least three times within the past two years, Trump has been perilously close to a gunman trying to harm him and has escaped death. When a bullet grazed his ear at a July 2024 campaign rally in Butler, Pennsylvania, he described it as a religious experience in which divine intervention saved him for a higher calling. "I'm not supposed to be here tonight," Trump said at the Republican National Convention shortly after the shooting. "I'll tell you, I stand before you in this arena only by the grace of Almighty God."

Such talk of the Almighty does not come easily to Trump, who has never been particularly religious, and on Saturday night, he turned to an equally unfamiliar topic: unity. This is a president who had frequently and harshly criticized many of the reporters in front of him, and had sued many of the news organizations that employ them. He had long boycotted the White House Correspondents' Association Dinner, calling members of the media the "enemy of the people" and the dinner "a very big, boring bust." But on Saturday night, he struck a different tone.

"This was an event dedicated to freedom of speech that was supposed to bring together members of both parties with members of the press," he said. "And in a certain way, it did--because the fact that they just unified, I saw a room that was just totally unified."

He added: "It was, in one way, very beautiful, a very beautiful thing to see."

Trump marveled at how the cavernous ballroom he had been looking out on two hours prior was a collection of divergent viewpoints. He called for those gathered "to resolve our differences," suggesting that perhaps the labels "Republicans, Democrats, independents, conservatives, liberals, and progressives" could become less divisive. But he soon began to slip back into character with a grandiose boast: "Everybody in that room, big crowd, record-setting crowd--there was a record-setting group of people."

Trump had privately remarked that he was impressed at how journalists continued to do their job after the incident, quickly turning from dinner participants into news gatherers, a person close to the president told us, speaking on the condition of anonymity to share the private details. Trump had fun on Saturday night, despite the dark turn, reveling in the black-tie, celebrity-filled party and delighting in answering questions from reporters that for once weren't confrontational. He had watched some of the coverage before walking into the briefing room, this person told us, and continued to the next day, marveling in particular at footage of tuxedoed photographers snapping pictures and reporters in formal attire craning to get iPhone shots.

Our colleagues were part of that scramble. We have both been in dozens of sessions in the White House briefing room, which is named after James Brady, the White House press secretary who was severely injured in a 1981 assassination attempt of Ronald Reagan at the Washington Hilton, the same hotel that hosted Saturday night's dinner. But none felt like this. Reporters were checking on one another, adrenaline pumping after experiencing a major news moment.

Read: A shooting at the White House Correspondents' Dinner

Trump gave the first question of the night to Weijia Jiang, a CBS News correspondent and the president of the WHCA, who had been sitting next to him onstage and then crawled to safety behind him. He announced that he wanted to reschedule the dinner within the next 30 days and to make it even bigger and better, as if it were his event to plan. (He and his allies have also suggested that future dinners should be held in the massive but controversial new ballroom that he's building at the White House.)




"I just want to say you did a fantastic job," he said to Jiang from the podium. "What a beautiful evening, and we're going to reschedule."

The room of journalists burst into applause. Trump chuckled at the response and said: "After that, it's very tough for her to ask a killer question, right?"

The warm feelings, predictably, didn't last long. The next day, CBS News's Norah O'Donnell visited the White House to interview the president for a segment that aired that night on 60 Minutes. It began with a recounting of the night before: Trump remarked on the Secret Service agents who had urged him to drop to the ground for his safety, on how well the first lady responded, and on the speed of the shooter. ("The NFL should sign him up. He was fast.") "I wasn't worried. I understand life," he said, tiptoeing toward the philosophical. "We live in a crazy world."

But then O'Donnell read from the text of a manifesto that the suspect allegedly wrote, stating that he was "no longer willing to permit a pedophile, rapist, and traitor to coat my hands with his crimes." She asked the president to respond to that. Trump grew testy, saying he knew she would read that line. "You're horrible people, horrible people," he said. "I'm not a rapist. I didn't rape anybody."

But the line she read from the manifesto did not explicitly name Trump. Was it his assumption, she asked, that those lines were a reference to him? "Excuse me. I'm not a pedophile. You read that crap from some sick person?" he said. "I was totally exonerated. Your friends on the other side of the plate are the ones that were involved with, let's say, Epstein or other things."

The president told the journalist that she "should be ashamed of yourself, reading that." O'Donnell pointed out that she was simply reading the words of the alleged gunman. "You're a disgrace," Trump said. "But go ahead. Let's finish the interview."

His temper, eventually, seemed to cool, and he appeared torn over whether to be angry at a press he's long lambasted or appreciative that reporters had lived through the same experience. "I don't know how long it will last--the relationship, the friendship, the spirit after a very bad event took place," he mused.

In the hours after the security breach, Trump told reporters that he has been studying past assassinations, especially that of Abraham Lincoln, and it was clear that political violence has been on his mind. He has pushed to make government records on the assassinations of John F. Kennedy, Robert F. Kennedy, and Martin Luther King Jr. available to the public. He's talked about William McKinley ("As you know, he was assassinated"), Charlie Kirk ("assassinated in the prime of his life for boldly speaking the truth"), and Shinzo Abe ("unfortunately assassinated").

"These assassins, they seem to be high-IQ people, but they're crazy," Trump said yesterday of those who are accused of trying to kill him. The suspect in Saturday night's attempt, Cole Tomas Allen, wrote in his manifesto, published by the New York Post, that his top targets were administration officials, ranked highest to lowest.

After the shooting in Butler, Trump would at times talk about the danger of the presidency. He returned to that idea on Saturday night, remarking that he's always thought of race-car drivers and bull riders as being in particularly risky professions. But statistics show that the presidency is even more so, he said, carrying a 5.8 percent chance of being killed and an 8 percent chance of being shot at. "I can't imagine that there's any profession more dangerous," he added.

About two months after the Butler shooting, a man with a gun was spotted by Secret Service agents outside Trump's golf course in West Palm Beach, Florida, while Trump was golfing. Agents fired at him, he fled, and he has since been sentenced to life in prison. There have also been threats of assassination from Iran, which became one element of Trump's decision to order a joint U.S.-Israel operation that killed Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. ("I got him before he got me," Trump later said. "I got him first.")

Read: How Trump lives with the threat of Iranian assassination

Though Saturday night was terrifying, the gunman never got close to the president or other officials. Some in Trump's orbit were happy to take the moment to talk about something other than the war with Iran or the struggling economy. Those close to him told us they were reminded of Butler, when a heroic Trump was celebrated for being unbowed by the specter of violence. Trump seemed upbeat, one person who briefly spoke with him yesterday told us, believing that the incident was, in a way, further proof that he was a consequential president.

Asked on Saturday if violence was simply the cost of modern-day politics, the president responded that he thought that was true. But he added that he tries to push such thoughts out of his mind, adding that he has "a pretty normal life, considering," and doesn't want threats to affect his mental state the way they could for others: "To be honest with you, I'm not a basket case."

Trump had wanted the dinner to resume Saturday night, and he suggested that he was planning to alter his jokes to capture the shifting mood of the room, and perhaps beyond. "I was going to get up and make an entirely different speech," he said in an interview with Fox News's Jacqui Heinrich yesterday morning. "I was going to really rip it last night. I was talking about everybody. And then they said, Well, my speech is going to be much different. It'll be a speech of love. But I didn't get a chance to do that. Probably I was better off if I didn't. I don't know."
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A Lesson for Guarding the Presidential Line of Succession

This weekend's failed attack highlighted a risk that often goes unspoken.

by Vivian Salama

Mon, 27 Apr 2026




In the chaotic swirl of events after President John F. Kennedy's assassination, doctors feared that Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson had suffered a heart attack upon arrival at Parkland Memorial Hospital in Dallas. The signs were ominous: Johnson's face was ashen, and he was clutching his chest. "There was the real possibility that the No. 3 in the line of succession would become president," the historian Michael Beschloss told me. Johnson was reportedly examined and a heart attack ruled out--but not before then-House Speaker John McCormack was told that he might be the next president. The declaration prompted a severe bout of vertigo in the 71-year-old.

Few moments in history have so starkly exposed the vulnerabilities of the presidential line of succession--or the lack of clarity about how it is protected. Last night provided another illustration of them. If events at the White House Correspondents' Association Dinner had gone differently, a gunman who breached security at the Washington Hilton could have reached a ballroom containing an unusually dense cluster of American power. The president and the vice president were seated a few feet apart. Congressional leadership and many Cabinet secretaries were also on hand. In other words, much of the presidential line of succession was in the same spot--and subject to the same vulnerabilities.

Senator Chuck Grassley, 92 and third in line as president pro tempore of the Senate, was home in Iowa--his absence briefly making him one of the most important people in the country. The Correspondents' Dinner is built for symbolism: the press, the presidency, and Washington's political elite gathered in a single room, putting their differences aside in celebration of the First Amendment. But the failed attack highlighted the typically unspoken peril of such a gathering, with so many figures in the line of succession crammed into a ballroom packed so tightly with tables, chairs, and people that it was hard to move around--much less duck for cover.

Jonathan Wackrow, a former Secret Service agent who served on the presidential detail, told me that the system for protecting the president--and those who might replace him in the event of incapacity--is far more fragmented than it appears. Responsibility for protecting senior officials is divided across multiple agencies: the Secret Service, the Capitol Police, and departmental security teams, each operating with different mandates and chains of command. That system functions best when those requiring protection are dispersed. When they converge, it runs the risk of lapses.

"These acute shock moments make it reasonable to reintroduce a conversation," Wackrow told me. "Should we have all of these political leaders--especially those who are in the line of succession--crammed together in one location?"

Read: A dark new litmus test for power in Washington 

A 2003 report by the Continuity of Government Commission warned that in the event of a catastrophic strike on Washington, a large portion of the presidential line of succession could be killed at once. It also noted a deeper constitutional ambiguity: The inclusion of congressional leaders in the line of succession raises both separation-of-powers concerns and the possibility of abrupt partisan shifts in control of the executive branch. The presidential historian Tim Naftali told me that gathering the president, vice president, and speaker in the same space when the United States is at war with Iran--a country previously linked to plots against Trump and other U.S. officials--was ill-advised. "This is not the right time to have all hands on deck," he said.

That vulnerability is magnified in settings like Saturday's dinner--which, unlike inaugurations or the State of the Union address, was not designated a National Special Security Event, the Secret Service told me. That designation, granted by the Department of Homeland Security, triggers a full federal-security architecture, Wackrow explained: integrated command structures, airspace restrictions, counter-chemical and biological monitoring, and coordinated intelligence fusion across agencies. Without it, planning is thinner, less centralized, and more dependent on venue-specific security, he said. (DHS and the White House did not immediately respond to my request for comment.)

Wackrow pointed to what he calls "consequence management"--the often overlooked challenge of what happens after prevention fails. A crowded ballroom that can hold more than 2,000 people is, by design, difficult to evacuate quickly. Exits can funnel into choke points. Movement could become dangerous amid panic. Even a contained incident can cascade into chaos simply because the geometry of the space works against rapid response.

The modern system of succession was designed to anticipate worst-case scenarios--but only in fragments. The Presidential Succession Act of 1947 reordered the line of succession to place elected officials--the speaker of the House and the president pro tempore of the Senate--ahead of Cabinet officers. (The secretary of state and secretary of the Treasury are next to follow.) The Twenty-Fifth Amendment, ratified in 1967, filled another gap, creating a formal process for presidential incapacitation and vice-presidential replacement. But both were reactive fixes, assembled after earlier crises exposed what the system had failed to imagine.

During the Cold War, officials confronted one version of the problem more directly. The concept of a "designated survivor"--a Cabinet member excluded from major events like the State of the Union address--emerged from fears of nuclear war. In the late '50s, the U.S. government quietly built a massive fallout shelter beneath the Greenbrier Resort in West Virginia. Code-named "Project Greek Island," it was designed to shelter the entire Congress if Washington were wiped out in an attack, complete with dormitories, committee rooms, and temporary House and Senate chambers carved into the mountains.

For decades, it sat in plain sight, beneath the luxury hotel--hidden in a space built for the sole objective of government continuity in the event of catastrophe. The bunker was taken out of service soon after its existence was revealed by The Washington Post in 1992; it's now a Cold War relic of how seriously Washington once planned for the continuity of constitutional government. What those plans did not fully solve was a more ambiguous modern risk: mass vulnerability, without warning, in civilian settings.

That gap persists, though there have been attempts to close it. The 1968 assassination of Robert F. Kennedy in the kitchen of the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles led to Secret Service protection for presidential candidates. In 1975, President Gerald Ford survived two attempts on his life in California. Six years later, the shooting of President Ronald Reagan outside the Washington Hilton--the same hotel that hosted last night's dinner--led to the elimination of its exposed VIP entrance in favor of a stone-enclosed driveway. "We have learned from history," Naftali told me.

But that accumulated wisdom is undermined, he suggested, by a basic lapse. Gathering so many leaders in the same place, at the same time--particularly during wartime--"is not a good idea," he said. Beschloss put it bluntly: Elected officials are reluctant to highlight their own vulnerability. "They are afraid it will make them look afraid or too distant from other Americans," he said. But, he added, "we can't allow national tragedies to become more likely"--a tension that becomes sharper as political violence becomes more routine.

After the January 6 attack on the Capitol, the 2021 inauguration of President Biden took place behind fortified perimeters, lined with thousands of National Guard troops. Beschloss argued that if ever there were a time to hold an inauguration indoors, that was it. But Biden sought to demonstrate the importance of a peaceful transfer of power, even if it was conducted under conditions that resembled a security operation more than a civic celebration.

Read: Biden's inauguration is the most militarized since 1861

The lesson, continuity experts argue, is not that public events should disappear. It is that the system still struggles to reconcile two competing imperatives: visibility and survivability.

Some officials have begun to say so explicitly. Representative Michael McCaul questioned earlier today whether it makes sense for the president and vice president to appear together at events like the Correspondents' Dinner, noting that a single explosion could have killed multiple officials in the line of succession. Senator John Fetterman, who attended the dinner, argued on social media that the venue was not designed to safely accommodate so many senior officials, suggesting the need for more secure, purpose-built spaces--like the White House ballroom the president is currently fighting to build. (The Correspondents' Dinner is organized by the White House Correspondents' Association, not the White House.)

But in the short term, it's not clear how much will actually change. Acting Attorney General Todd Blanche insisted on ABC News that "the system worked," emphasizing that law enforcement prevented catastrophe and that democratic leaders must continue to appear in public spaces.

He said on CBS's Face the Nation: "We will not stop doing things like we did last night in this administration."
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A Dark New Litmus Test for Power in Washington

The shooting at the Correspondents' Dinner made clear who gets saved first.

by Michael Scherer, Ashley Parker

Sun, 26 Apr 2026




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

On one level, the system worked. The perimeter held. A would-be assassin was tackled in the hallway outside the White House Correspondents' Association's annual dinner. The one bullet that found a human target--a U.S. Secret Service agent--was halted, in part, by the officer's phone and bulletproof vest, according to a law-enforcement summary report that we reviewed. A counterassault team promptly swarmed the stage with assault rifles and night-vision equipment in case the lights were cut. The government's top leaders--president, vice president, Cabinet officials, speaker of the House--were ushered to secure locations in a matter of minutes. No one died in the attack.

But the collective sigh of relief and rounds of "I am fine" text messages last night belied a heaviness that administration officials and other dinner attendees were still processing this morning, even as Sunday brunches proceeded apace, albeit with more security and a newly somber sheen. This attack was different from the two prior assassination attempts on Donald Trump because the president was not the only apparent target. The alleged attacker wrote in a manifesto obtained by the New York Post that he was after "administration officials (not including Mr. Patel): they are targets, prioritized from highest-ranking to lowest."

As the evening's adrenaline faded this morning, this reality began setting in among Trump advisers, someone close to the White House told us. Had things gone differently, the nation's top officials would have been in real danger. Personal security details are designed to protect the principals at all expense. If a presidential motorcade is attacked, there are contingency plans to have it split, leaving behind the junior staff and traveling press. The priority is clear: Get the president to safety. When the shots rang out last night at the Washington Hilton, multiple teams flooded into the rooms to find their protectees and get them out, climbing over chairs--in some cases with guns drawn or hand on holster--and sometimes leaving spouses, colleagues, and others to fend for themselves.

Health and Human Services Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. was body-blocked by three agents as he walked from the ballroom. His wife, Cheryl Hines, was left to follow alone a few feet behind, climbing over barriers in a ball gown. Speaker Mike Johnson, who was away from his table when the shooting started, had to send armed officers to retrieve his wife, according to a journalist sitting near him. For the other Trump-administration officials and advisers who lack personal security details, no special consideration was given. They were left behind.

"I noted a new litmus for status among the gov't elite--whether you were whisked away by secret service, or left to fend," the former Goldman Sachs CEO Lloyd Blankfein wrote on social media today after attending the event.

This situation is not novel. These sorts of attempted attacks on high-profile leaders happen with some frequency. Trump was targeted twice during the 2024 campaign, narrowly escaping death when he was shot at during a campaign rally in Butler, Pennsylvania. Months later, UnitedHealthcare CEO Brian Thompson was assassinated in broad daylight on a Manhattan street, a crime that was celebrated in some corners of the internet. OpenAI CEO Sam Altman's home was attacked earlier this month, allegedly by a man who warned of humanity's "impending extinction" from AI. The conservative activist Charlie Kirk, who was close to Trump and his aides, was gunned down last year at a political event. His widow, Erika Kirk, was at this weekend's dinner, visibly distraught as she was escorted out in her sequined cream dress. "I just want to go home," she sobbed.

White House spokesperson Davis Ingle told us in a statement that the president was "thankful for the brave men and women in law enforcement who took swift action to quickly neutralize the perpetrator" and ensure the safety of everyone in attendance.

Some senior White House officials have been given extra protections. As we first reported in October, Deputy Chief of Staff Stephen Miller moved to a military base after protesters began appearing outside his Northern Virginia home. Other Cabinet secretaries--including Secretary of State Marco Rubio and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth--had already moved to bases, and at least one other senior administration official followed them because of a foreign threat.

Read: A shooting at the White House Correspondents' Dinner

The question now is what, if anything, needs to change. Already some are criticizing the decision to have so many senior levels of government in a single hall. Mike Pence would not even ride the White House elevator to the residence with Trump in the first term, wary of his responsibility as vice president if something went wrong. But at last night's dinner, the president was joined by the next two people in the line of succession, J. D. Vance and Johnson. If catastrophe had struck, control of the U.S. nuclear codes would have passed to Senator Chuck Grassley, the 92-year-old president pro tempore.

"Had an explosive device gone off, you would have knocked out the president, vice president, speaker--the three in line of succession," Representative Michael McCaul, the chair emeritus of the House Foreign Affairs committee, told CNN today. "I think the Secret Service needs to reconsider having both the president and vice president together."

Even last night, before any shots rang out, some light gallows humor settled over the cavernous ballroom. Some administration officials were surprised to see Vance on the dais alongside Trump--not to mention much of the Cabinet scattered throughout the more than 100 tables--and, referring to the line of succession, quipped that they hoped the night wouldn't conclude with a President Grassley.
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A Shooting at the White House Correspondents' Dinner

The president is safe after chaos at the Washington Hilton, and a suspect is reportedly in custody.

by Missy Ryan, Matt Viser, Michael Scherer

Sun, 26 Apr 2026




Updated at 1:29 a.m. ET on Sunday, April 26, 2026

We were under the table before we knew what was happening. One moment, a military band was parading out of the Washington Hilton's cavernous ballroom; hundreds of government officials, diplomats, and journalists, including more than a dozen of us from The Atlantic, dressed in our best or borrowed black tie, had turned to our spring-pea-and-burrata salads.

The next moment, armed agents--maybe Secret Service, maybe police, maybe hotel guards; it was hard to tell from where we were huddled under a tablecloth--were pushing their way through mounds of people, climbing over chairs, rushing to the stage, where President Trump and First Lady Melania Trump had shortly before been seated.

Trays of plates and tableware fell to the floor with a crash. "Get down! Get down! Get under the table! !Abajo! !Abajo!" we heard security and waitstaff shout. There was at least one popping sound from the north end of the ballroom. People by the doors started to duck. Then plainclothes security rushed in.

One attendee sitting in the upper level of the ballroom right by the doors said that he heard five or six hollow shots close by, and--before diving under the table--saw a Secret Service agent with his gun drawn backing down toward the ballroom. Andrew Kolvet, a Turning Point USA spokesperson who was seated at a table near the dais, said he heard a "pop pop."

Trump sat onstage for several seconds after the shots, watching people hit the floor before he was swarmed by his heavily armed security. President Ronald Reagan was shot and injured outside the same hotel in 1981. From then on, Washingtonians have known the sprawling building as the "Hinckley Hilton," after the shooter, John Hinckley Jr.

Secret Service rushed the president and Vice President Vance, seated several spots down the dais from Trump, out of the massive room. Cabinet members, lawmakers, and senior government officials were dotted throughout the crowd of more than 2,000 people. Those who attended the dinner, in addition to Trump and Vance, included House Speaker Mike Johnson, Secretary of State Marco Rubio, Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent, and Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth. (That made five out of the first six officials who would follow Trump in the line of succession; No. 3, Senator Chuck Grassley, doesn't appear to have attended.)

Under the tables, we were piled on top of one another, squished together between table legs and high heels. Colleagues texted loved ones and tried to understand what was happening around them. Two men in suits dragged a woman in a green sequined gown toward the door, each pulling an arm. As guests crouched down for safety, security agents hustled senior officials out of the ballroom, at least a couple of whom appeared to have been lightly injured amid the frenzy.

Attendees had passed through security gates before entering the ballroom. But that screening site was deep within the hotel and was relatively cursory in its execution. Overall, the security seemed lighter than at an airport. The priority appeared to be moving guests quickly through the process and on to the dinner.

When we emerged from under our tables, we and other guests asked one another what had happened. Journalists, lawmakers, and various officials all looked dazed; many panned the room with their cellphone cameras. At 8:55 p.m., about 15 minutes after the initial panic, hotel staff appeared and ordered all attendees to depart, waving their hands and shouting, "Let's go! Go!"

As the press was escorted out, Kash Patel was in a basement hallway, on his phone and surrounded by a small security detail. Erika Kirk was standing near him, visibly emotional. Soon after, the Secret Service said that a shooting had occurred near a security-screening station, in a lower lobby outside the ballroom. (Footage released later showed the suspect, who police said was a guest at the hotel, sprinting through a detector as agents scrambled to apprehend him.) The suspect was in custody, the agency said in a statement. Trump, in a Truth Social post, said that he, the first lady, and Cabinet members were "in perfect condition" and would reschedule the dinner within 30 days.

Outside, in the chilly April evening, helicopters circled; ambulances with their lights flashing idled nearby. Reporters scrambled to reach the White House for a hastily scheduled presidential press conference. Some took scooters. Others hailed Ubers. Men in tuxedos and women in ballgowns arrived gasping, passed through security, and raced to where Trump stood behind a podium surrounded by the most senior members of his administration. Like him, they were in black tie. The first lady made a rare press-briefing-room appearance.

Trump had initially mistaken the sounds in the ballroom for a dropped serving tray, he recounted. And after he was escorted out, he said that he "fought like hell" to continue with the program. But his security personnel convinced him that it wasn't safe, and his staff told him that his jokes might not land in the aftermath of the shooting.

Trump lavished praise on the Secret Service, saying he had spoken with one agent who was shot but survived because of a bulletproof vest. More unusual, the president also commended the roomful of reporters who covered the event. (He had been attending his first White House Correspondents' Association dinner as president, having skipped previous years.) His plan, he said, had been to be rough with the press tonight, but he said he might not be able to be so rough at the do-over.

Trump described the Hilton as "not a particularly secure building," then pivoted to make the case that the White House ballroom that he wants to build would be safer. When asked if he believed he was the target, Trump responded, "I guess," but said that he didn't know if the suspect, whom he called a "sick person," was politically motivated. He then conjectured that would-be assassins seek out high achievers. "I must tell you, the most impactful people," he said, "are the ones they go after," and added: "I hate to say I'm honored by that, but I've done a lot." Having experienced two previous assassination attempts, he said that he considers being president the most dangerous profession, asserting that the death rate for presidents far exceeds that of bull riders or race-car drivers.

The area around the Hilton, in the meantime, remained sealed off by a wide police cordon, snarling traffic for blocks in downtown Washington as hundreds of journalists filled nearby bars and sidewalks, phones in hand, to read a breaking-news story that had just happened to them.

Yvonne Wingett Sanchez, Ashley Parker, and Vivian Salama contributed reporting. 
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The Republican Who Outsmarted Trump

Thomas Massie is one of the few Republicans who is unafraid of President Trump.

by Russell Berman

Sat, 25 Apr 2026




Representative Thomas Massie, the renegade Kentucky Republican who fiercely guards his political independence, doesn't love being on President Trump's bad side. He would prefer not to have the president's allies spend millions to defeat him in a primary. In fact, if Massie had his way, he'd be working for Trump right now.

In his telling, in the weeks after the 2024 presidential election, the two men talked about Massie, a farmer who champions raw milk, becoming Trump's agriculture secretary. Massie had formally endorsed Trump late in the campaign, offering to help him win over libertarians who might be tempted to stay home or vote third party in key battlegrounds. Trump had been appreciative, and the two had chatted by phone to hash out the timing of the endorsement announcement. "Just tweet it. I'll retweet you," Trump had told him.

The rollout went smoothly, but Massie's endorsement didn't get him the job in Trump's Cabinet.  He was recounting this to me in, of all places, a bridal suite inside a converted barn in his northern-Kentucky district. Massie had just delivered remarks to a friendly crowd in the wedding hall downstairs, part of an acrimonious campaign that, if Trump gets his way, will be Massie's last. The president's allies are spending big to defeat Massie in a May 19 primary and prop up Ed Gallrein, a Navy SEAL and a political novice whom Trump personally recruited as a challenger. Massie first won election to the House during the pre-Trump Tea Party era and has handily prevailed in competitive primaries before. But he is also aware of Trump's unique hold on the GOP: When the president decides he wants a Republican out of Congress, he usually gets his wish. Polls have given Massie a lead over Gallrein, who is not well known in the district, but his advantage is far smaller than in his previous reelection bids.

Trump attacks Massie anywhere and everywhere, whether it's on Truth Social ("A totally ineffective LOSER"), at an event in Massie's district ("He's the worst!"), or at the National Prayer Breakfast ("Moron"). He's even impugned Massie's new wife, accusing her of being "Radical Left" (Massie says that she voted thrice for Trump) and suggesting that Massie remarried too quickly after the death of his first wife.

Massie, by contrast, often talks about Trump less like he's a sworn enemy and more like he's a jilted ex who's still a bit obsessed with him. "I don't feel like I'm fighting with him," Massie said. What Trump sees as betrayal--Massie's drive to release the Epstein files and his opposition to core parts of the president's agenda--Massie merely described as an occasional "policy disagreement."

As he campaigns in a district that backed the president in 2024 by nearly 36 points, he's urging voters to keep some perspective on his breaks with Trump. He insists that, far from being a Never Trumper, he's a Mostly Trumper. In one ad, Massie points out their previous endorsements of each other and says, "I agree with President Trump nearly all of the time." Another spot highlights his support for the Save America Act, an election bill and Trump's top legislative priority. "This is going to be a referendum on whether it's okay to vote with your party 90 percent of the time or whether you have to do it 100 percent," Massie told members of the Grant County Republican Party inside the converted barn.

Read: A serious Senate debate about an unserious bill

In Washington, Massie is known for his ideological consistency during his seven terms in the House--Trump is just one of several GOP leaders he's crossed in the name of principle--and for relishing the attention that his squabbles with the president have attracted. But Massie takes pride in his willingness to defy Trump when so many in his party will not. He predicts that if he can survive Trump's bid to defeat him, his victory will embolden more Republicans in Congress to stand up to the president. "There would be six to a dozen congressmen who are more liable to vote with their constituents instead of the party line," Massie told me, saying that he had spoken with some of them directly but declining to name them.

Needless to say, this does not sound like a Republican who would have lasted long in Trump's Cabinet. Massie admitted to some ambivalence about the prospect. He said that he used to joke about placing an important condition on an administration job. "I need a small jet capable of reaching Argentina on the tarmac, with enough fuel in it to get out of the country, if I work in his Cabinet," as Massie told it, "because everybody's going to get impeached or fired or go to jail."

Massie came to Congress as a spending hawk, and more than a decade later, that remains his signature issue and the source of many of his disagreements with GOP leaders. "They say I vote 'no' a lot. But I really vote 'Don't spend,'" Massie told the gathering of approximately 100 Republicans in Grant County, which is about 45 minutes south of Cincinnati. He opposes foreign aid and voted against Trump's One Big Beautiful Bill Act last year because of projections that its tax cuts would explode already ballooning deficits. Massie built a clip-on debt clock that he wears on his lapel--one of a few dozen inventions for which the former robotics engineer has or is seeking a patent. "You just spent like $100 million talking to me," he noted to me, a taxpayer, nearly a half hour into our interview.


Left: Representative Thomas Massie wears a U.S. national-debt counter on his jacket. Right: A framed copy of the Epstein Files Transparency Act on display in Massie's congressional office, in Washington, D.C., on April 21, 2026. (Caroline Gutman for The Atlantic)



Barely 40 when he was first elected to the House, Massie was pudgy and rosy-cheeked, with the kind of youthful appearance that often gets newly elected lawmakers confused for staffers inside the Capitol. "He looked like a teenager," recalls Phil Moffett, a former GOP candidate for Kentucky governor who encouraged Massie to run and then chaired his campaign. Massie, 55, is a grandfather now. He appears slimmer and more weathered, with a short gray beard--a physical transformation that he jokes about in one of his ads.

Massie speaks with less of an obvious filter than most congressional Republicans. His impersonation of Trump, which he deploys frequently, more closely resembles the cartoonish, lip-puckering Alec Baldwin bit on Saturday Night Live during the president's first term than it does James Austin Johnson's more recent interpretation.

Within his district, Massie loves to tell voters how cheap he is. The first story he shared during his speech in Grant County was an elaborate yarn about the time he'd spent as judge-executive--essentially the mayor--of Lewis County in the years before he ran for Congress. The water heater at the county jail had broken down, leading the jailer to complain to Massie because the inmates were refusing to shower and "were getting kind of rank," Massie said. Massie didn't want to bill taxpayers the $12,000 quoted as the cost of a replacement, so he found a water heater on eBay for $5,500. To save more money, he installed it himself and then invited the inmates to strip the old water heater "for everything it's worth" so that the county could sell the parts. "I know you were in here for stealing copper and whatever," Massie said he told them, "so you probably know everything that's worth anything on that hot-water heater." For good measure, they peeled the green inspection sticker off the old heater and slapped it on the new one. "They said, 'Judge, you could go to jail for this,'" Massie said. To which he replied, "I'll have a hot shower, though, won't I?"

The prison tale reminds voters about the fiscally prudent conservative they first sent to Washington in 2012. Kentucky's fourth district covers a chunk of the triangle between Cincinnati, Louisville, and Lexington in the northwest corner of the state and then stretches east through several rural counties close to the West Virginia border. Massie rode the tail end of the Tea Party wave, dominating a seven-way primary and a special election to replace a retiring Republican who was more closely aligned with the party establishment. Massie won over the same voters who, two years earlier, had elected Rand Paul to the Senate over a candidate championed by Kentucky's longtime GOP powerbroker Mitch McConnell.

Ideologically, Massie resembled the dozens of Republicans who had recently arrived in the House; many were relative newcomers to politics who had run on pledges to cut taxes and spending, and to aggressively oppose the Obama administration. But few of them figured out Congress as quickly as Massie, who had grown up in rural Kentucky but earned two degrees in engineering from MIT. "It was obvious every time we were in a setting, regardless of who the audience was, that Thomas was the smartest person in the room," Moffett told me. "He picked up on concepts so fast." The appreciation for Massie's intellect crosses party lines. "He's brilliant," says Representative Ro Khanna of California, a progressive Democrat who worked with Massie for months last year to pass legislation forcing the Trump administration to release the Epstein files. Khanna told me that Massie was "an incredible strategist" during the Epstein fight.

Read: The "crazy" plot to release the Epstein files 

During his first House campaign, Massie told The Cincinnati Enquirer: "I'm ready to be unpopular." It's a common refrain for a candidate running against an entrenched system, but Massie made good on his promise. Among his initial votes were a thumbs-down on a bipartisan deal to extend George W. Bush-era tax cuts and aid for states slammed by Hurricane Sandy. He joined 11 other Republicans in opposing John Boehner's reelection as speaker. And lest Democrats think they might have a new ally, Massie made one of his first bills a proposal to lift a ban on guns in school zones, which he introduced just weeks after 20 children and six adults were murdered at Sandy Hook Elementary School, in Connecticut.

Massie would play a key behind-the-scenes role in ousting Boehner less than two years later, although he spoke of the episode with some regret. "We ended up with Paul Ryan, and things got worse," he said. When dissident Republicans held up Kevin McCarthy's election as speaker in early 2023, Massie--who for once was not among the rebels--pushed them to seek changes to House rules rather than merely a new leader. The ordeal ended with McCarthy winning on the 15th vote and Massie landing a seat--somewhat reluctantly, he said--on the powerful House Rules Committee. That perch offered Massie an even deeper education on the arcana of congressional procedure, which he then put to use during the fight over the Epstein files. Working with Khanna, he devised a discharge petition designed not only to evade the opposition of Speaker Mike Johnson and the Trump White House but also to make it over to the Senate, where it eventually passed. "They obviously underestimated me," Massie said. "If in 2012, when I was running, they knew what I was capable of, they would have spent infinite money to keep me from ever getting to Washington, D.C."


Caroline Gutman for The Atlantic



Trump and Massie clashed during the president's first term. During the first weeks of the coronavirus pandemic, in March 2020, Massie forced every member of the House to defy stay-at-home orders and return to Washington for a vote on a $2 trillion relief package that both Republican and Democratic leaders had hoped to pass without a full vote. Trump called Massie "a third rate Grandstander" and urged Republicans to kick him out of the party. Massie ended up winning his primary in a rout.

The two men patched things up in 2024, but their truce collapsed soon after Trump took office. Massie might claim that he agrees with Trump "on nearly everything," but he opposed the president's biggest domestic priorities--the debt-ballooning tax bill and his tariff policy--and denounced as "not constitutional" Trump's increased appetite for launching military strikes overseas without authorization from Congress. The Trump-Massie feud has proved awkward for the many northern Kentuckians who are die-hard supporters of both. None, however, can say that they are surprised by Massie's positions. "Trump, I support him, but I never know what he's going to do or say," Gex Williams, a Kentucky state senator and close Massie ally, told me. "But Massie says or does the same thing today that he did when he got elected. I wish I could be as consistent as Thomas."

To the extent that Massie has changed over the years, Williams said, he has become more comfortable in his political standing. "He was a little more reserved" earlier in his career, Williams said. "Now he seems to be more relaxed." Massie is not shy about speaking out against Trump when he feels like it. He also shares with the president a taste for provocation; days after a deadly 2021 shooting at a Michigan high school, he posted a photo of his Christmas card, in which he and his family are holding rifles. "Ps. Santa, please bring ammo," Massie wrote. (Khanna, an ardent supporter of gun control, told me that he'd received the Christmas card in the mail; although appreciative, he keeps it in a drawer.)


Caroline Gutman for The Atlantic



Trump and his allies began casting about for a primary challenger to Massie more than a year ago. To soften him up, a super PAC led by Chris LaCivita, Trump's former campaign co-manager, started running attack ads against him last summer. Massie said that the president reneged on a deal to call off the ads in exchange for his support for a procedural vote advancing the tax-cut bill. In response to questions about Trump's interactions with Massie over the past two years, the White House sent me a statement attacking him. Massie had opposed key parts of the president's agenda, including border-wall funding and tax cuts for the middle class, the White House spokesperson Davis Ingle told me, "because Thomas Massie cares more about peacocking for his radical Democrat friends and liberal media allies than delivering for the men and women of Kentucky's 4th district."

In their search for a primary challenger to Massie, the president's allies eventually settled on Gallrein, who had not previously run for political office. Gallrein has told voters that Trump summoned him to the Oval Office and personally asked him to run, appealing to his sense of patriotism. At a rally last month, Trump described the recruitment this way: "I wanted just--give me somebody with a warm body to beat Massie. And I got somebody with a warm body, but a big, beautiful brain and a great patriot."

In Grant County, the "warm body" who showed up to counter Massie wasn't Gallrein. He had been scheduled to attend the event, a fundraising dinner for the local party, but his campaign informed organizers earlier in the day that he had to attend funerals instead, Eldon Maddox, the county GOP chair, told me. Although the party is officially neutral, Maddox is a strong Massie backer and hinted that Gallrein had pulled out of the event after he was told that he'd have to answer questions from the crowd. "It doesn't play very well," Maddox said. Gallrein's absence fit neatly into the narrative that Massie's campaign has put out about him: that the first-time candidate is ducking debates and other opportunities to interact with voters, content to let Trump's allies drown Massie with attack ads on TV. (Gallrein's campaign did not respond to interview requests.)

In place of the candidate, Gallrein's deputy campaign manager, Jennifer O'Connor, nervously read a speech off her phone while Massie sat at a table directly in front of her. When she said that Massie had "voted against President Trump's plan to secure the border," he interrupted her. "False," he said, loudly enough for the room to hear. "Please. I did not interrupt you," O'Connor told him. "I didn't lie about you," Massie replied.

Massie seemed to have much of the crowd in his corner, but not everyone. Pamela Mann, a retired teacher and a tobacco farmer, told me that she had supported Massie in the past but was backing Gallrein this time. "I just don't understand why he won't support the president," Mann said of Massie. She said that when she sees an important vote in which only a few Republicans have broken with the party, "I automatically know one of them is going to be Massie. That's not why we send people like him to Washington." A former chair of the county party, Mann had some doubts about Gallrein's chances, however. "Running for office requires experience," she said, "and Mr. Gallrein is obviously new to campaigning."

Most of the Republicans I spoke with shrugged off the beef between Massie and Trump. "That's a personal thing," Leo Fell, a retired driving instructor, told me. "They'll get back together." He said that he's voting for Massie despite occasionally disagreeing with him. "I understand everybody's not going to be perfect," Fell said.

Massie is banking on voters like Fell to carry him through next month: Republicans who know and trust him, and who haven't seen much of Gallrein. He believes that his supporters are far more motivated to vote than his critics within Trump's base. The president, too, doesn't seem to have the political juice he once did; Republican turnout has sagged in special elections over the past year, and Massie has said that in his internal polling, Trump's approval rating in the district has dipped to the low 70s; late in the president's first term, that number was in the mid-90s.

Still, Massie isn't projecting the same bring-it-on confidence that he did when I spoke with him last year. He insists that he's okay with the possibility of losing. I asked whether this is fun for him. "I like a challenge," he said. Then he paused for a moment. "It can be fun and stressful at the same time," he said. Massie said that when people tell him they're praying for him, he asks what specifically they are praying for: "If you're praying for me to stay in the fight, and God answers your prayer, I'll win my reelection." If, however, "you're praying for my soul, I'll be on my farm next year and out of politics."
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The Posting Will Continue Until Morale Improves

Trump's Iran messaging seems desperate.

by Jonathan Chait

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




On Monday morning, CNN reported that the United States and Iran had been on the verge of striking a deal to end the war when Donald Trump made a series of comments to reporters and on social media that undermined the talks. "The Iranians didn't appreciate POTUS negotiating through social media and making it appear as if they had signed off on issues they hadn't yet agreed to, and ones that aren't popular with their people back home," complained one source, who apparently pleaded with his boss to stop.

This was Trump's signal to begin binge-posting about the Iran negotiations. The Iranians may not have appreciated Trump's stream-of-consciousness messaging, and apparently their American counterparts did not either. But one very important person did.

Trump can't seem to refrain from touting his genius, especially when the subject is dealmaking, his professed speciality. And so, in a torrent of commentary, the president made the case that he is winning very greatly.

Already, despite the president's surface bravado, an undercurrent of nervousness had emerged. Trump was favorably comparing his prospective deal with the Obama administration's in 2015. "The DEAL that we are making with Iran will be FAR BETTER than the JCPOA, commonly referred to as 'The Iran Nuclear Deal,' penned by Barack Hussein Obama and Sleepy Joe Biden, one of the Worst Deals ever made having to do with the Security of our Country," he wrote on Monday. Simultaneously touting your prospective deal while comparing it to the worst deal ever is a bit like saying, I'm a fantastic basketball player, much better than my late grandmother, who never played the game.

Tom Nichols: Maybe Trump should not have given this speech

In a follow-up post, five minutes later, Trump addressed concerns that the war had gone beyond his promised six-week deadline. His technique, once again, was to reframe expectations. "Despite World War I lasting 4 years, 3 months, and 14 days, World War II lasting 6 years and 1 day, the Korean War lasting 3 years, 1 month, and 2 days, the Vietnam War lasting 19 years, 5 months, and 29 days, and Iraq lasting 8 years, 8 months, and 28 days, they like to say that I promised 6 weeks to defeat Iran, and actually, from the Military standpoint, it was far faster than that, but I'm not going to let them rush the United States into making a Deal that is not as good as it could have been." (Luckily, he seems unfamiliar with the Hundred Years' War.)

In the same post, he proceeded to assert, "I read the Fake News saying that I am under 'pressure' to make a Deal. THIS IS NOT TRUE! I am under no pressure whatsoever, although, it will all happen, relatively quickly!"

Generally speaking, people who are not under pressure rarely have to (1) issue frantic, all-caps claims that they are not under pressure, or (2) promise that they will quickly deliver a deal that will cause them tremendous embarrassment if it fails.

Thirty-six minutes later, the president posted again. "I'm winning a War, BY A LOT, things are going very well," he wrote, before attacking the "Fake News" for suggesting otherwise. The president also claimed that the American naval blockade of the Strait of Hormuz is costing Iran $500 million a day. He would repeat this point three more times over the course of several hours, as if pleading with his counterparties to see fiscal reason. (Religious fanatics, alas, do not always respond to the same incentives as New York developers.)

The next morning, Trump posted, "Iran has Violated the Cease Fire numerous times!" By afternoon, however, all was forgiven: The president announced, non-desperately, that he was extending the cease-fire despite Iran's repeated violations, "based on the fact that the Government of Iran is seriously fractured."

Read: One of these Trump threats is not like the others

Iran's internal fractures, which are very real and deepened by the decapitation strikes by the U.S. and Israel, have indeed made negotiations complex. By yesterday, the administration had decided to give the country through the weekend to resolve its regime schism. "Trump is willing to give another three to five days of ceasefire to allow the Iranians to get their shit together," a source told Axios.

It is hard to believe that the Iranians could quickly resolve their deep-seated divisions even under optimal conditions. It is even harder to believe that a vague deadline of three to five days would meaningfully accelerate the timeline in which they could do so, given that Trump has relaxed his previous deadline despite Iran flouting the truce terms.

Yesterday, The Washington Post reported that Trump "has authorized U.S. negotiators to consider a bargain that involves many of the same trade-offs one of his predecessors confronted." Somehow, the great dealmaker, operating under no pressure whatsoever, might end up striking a pact similar to one of history's worst deals ever. Can the terms be improved with a few more social-media posts?

Trump returned to Truth Social this morning to narrate the war. "Iran is having a very hard time figuring out who their leader is!" he wrote. However, he continued, the strait "is 'Sealed up Tight,' until such time as Iran is able to make a DEAL!!!"

According to the president, we are holding the world economy hostage until such time as Iran can resolve its internal struggle. Perhaps the problem here is not just Trump's live commentary about his negotiating strategy, but the strategy itself.
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Trump Voters Like Marco Rubio More and More

And J. D. Vance less and less

by Sarah Longwell

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




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

President Trump reportedly likes to go around asking aides about who his successor should be: J. D. Vance or Marco Rubio. If Trump were to ask his own voters the same question, he would, at least based on my recent experience, come away with a pretty clear answer.

I run weekly focus groups, and the moderators regularly ask Trump voters whom they would like to see inherit the party in 2028 and beyond. More and more, what we're hearing in response is a strange new respect for Rubio. Although Vance might seem like a more natural MAGA heir, many Trump voters see Rubio as a stabilizing force who comes off a lot better than many of his peers inside the administration, including the vice president.

"Marco Rubio, I think, is an amazing dude," said Ken, a Biden 2020/Trump 2024 voter from Georgia. "If anybody is left that we can see on the TV or C-SPAN that's just genuine," he said, "it's Marco Rubio." Ken called Rubio "a family man and still a stand-up politician," and said, "He also is about putting America first, which I agree with." (To protect participants' privacy, we disclose only their first name.)

In a recent group of Republican Jewish voters, Boris from Texas called Rubio "a real statesman in my eyes." Steve from Florida said, "Marco Rubio, my former senator, is doing great as secretary of state. He will be a great president too." And Andrea from Georgia said, "Marco Rubio's been, like, killing it from an international-policy perspective."

Read: Trump voters are over it

This is not what I would have expected, based on all my years of listening to Republican voters, who tend to abhor politicians of the pre-Trump vintage. Rubio was the driving Republican force behind the last serious push for comprehensive immigration reform, in 2013. He stood as the avatar for the new wave of moderate, sunny-dispositioned conservatism that was supposed to inherit the party after Mitt Romney's 2012 loss. He was a staunch defender of NATO and of America's role as a force for global stability. His 2016 campaign slogan was "A New American Century." (He was, I admit, my preferred candidate for much of the Republican primary that year.)

All of this is repellent to today's Republican base, and anyone who has observed the past decade of American politics might have assumed that Rubio's future political aspirations were DOA. Vance, who has spent the past several years reinventing himself as an isolationist, "America First" nationalist, seems more in step with the current iteration of the Republican Party. But that's not what I'm hearing in the groups.

The first line of thinking among Rubio's fans goes something like this: Because he has so many different jobs, he must be competent. Rubio currently serves as secretary of state and national security adviser, and until recently he served as acting USAID administrator and acting archivist of the United States. Voters see the memes tweaking Rubio for having such a laughable number of important titles and think he must be doing something right.

"He's wearing multiple hats right now," said Dave, a two-time Trump voter from West Virginia. "I think he's doing a good job in his role. I think he speaks well." He went on: "I'd prefer to see him continue to stay in one of these State Department roles. Or if Trump makes him the new ayatollah or something, maybe he can do that as well."

Another reason voters seem to like Rubio: They see him as the "adult in the room." This is understandable. Looking smart and sober is relatively easy when you're surrounded by the likes of Pete Hegseth, Kash Patel, and Robert F. Kennedy Jr. Even Trump himself--with his garbled speech and incoherent ramblings--makes his underlings seem more credible by comparison. All of that accrues to Rubio's benefit.

"Marco Rubio, when you look at the totality of who surrounds Trump, and particularly as it relates to defense and international policy--he seems the most normal," said Adam, a two-time Trump voter from California.

"He seems more human than a lot of the other characters," Lateefah, a Biden 2020/Trump 2024 voter from Texas said. "Like Hegseth--I am not a fan of him, as well as Kennedy."

Vance, by contrast, is getting more and more criticism from the voters who elected him. They've picked up on the fact that the vice president has had a bad month: squabbling with the pope, getting heckled at a Turning Point USA event, campaigning with Viktor Orban just days before his historic defeat.

And then there's the war in Iran. On the campaign trail, Vance positioned himself as the high priest of "America First" isolationism. But he has tied himself in knots to avoid criticizing the conflict. Not only that, Trump designated him to lead the peace talks, which collapsed in less than a full day, while the president attended a UFC fight with Rubio.

Inauthenticity is a kiss of death with today's voters, and Vance's future prospects appear to be dimming as Americans watch him shape-shift in real time.

"I loved his backstory. I read and liked Hillbilly Elegy," Andrew, a Biden 2020/Trump 2024 voter from Pennsylvania, said in an April 8 focus group. "Since he's entered politics, I don't have a clear sense of what he personally stands for."

Adam, the two-time Trump voter from California, told us in an April 2 group that Vance, in his Hillbilly Elegy days, "seemed like an interesting figure." But, Adam said, "I think the well is poisoned. I think that he sold his soul in a way, and he's adopting the divisive, dismissive stance that his boss does, to curry favor, secure his position. So unfortunately, he revealed a part of himself that there's no returning from." (Adam likewise has lost faith in the president.)

When we asked Ken, the Georgia voter who supported Biden in 2020 and Trump in 2024, about his preferred candidate for 2028, he said, "If you're giving me a choice outside of Rubio, I would've said Vance, until it just seems like he lost his backbone."

Rubio, too, has compromised his principles and remade himself as a Trump acolyte. But while Vance flails, Rubio is presenting himself as a ruthless executor of Trump's will--most notably through his involvement with the successful capture of Nicolas Maduro in Venezuela. It also helps Rubio that voters' memories just aren't that long. Many young voters in our groups don't remember Rubio from the Before Times. They see only the Rubio of today, and view him as a staunch and unapologetic Trump ally.

Sam from Minnesota, a Gen Z Trump 2024 voter, captured a common feeling that I hear among this cohort: " I just don't like Vance a lot. I think he has flip-flopped on issues. If you look at what he was about in 2018, 2019, or 2020, and you look at what he's about now, it's very, very different." Asked who he'd like to see run in 2028, Sam said, "I'd love to see Marco Rubio."

What I'm hearing in these groups, it's worth noting, reflects the views of people inside Trump's coalition who are mostly still riding with him. The hardcore "America First" crowd--followers of Tucker Carlson, Candace Owens, and Nick Fuentes--are in a different place entirely. They are in open rebellion against Trump for the Iran war and its economic consequences, and they regard Rubio as complicit in those sins.

Sarah Longwell: The disappointment of young Trump voters

It's way too soon to say whether Rubio is going to be the Republican heir apparent, but he might be the candidate who has leveraged the second Trump administration to his advantage the most. He has juggled his multiple high-level posts, and presented himself to the party faithful as a competent operator who is seen as, if not entirely honest and upright, then less of a disappointment than Vance. And he appears to enjoy Trump's confidence, at least for now.

It can be tempting to read all of this and think that, in 2028, the GOP might be due for a reset--that maybe Rubio's ascension will get the party back to its pre-Trump norm. Certainly a lot of the president's defenders in the anti-anti-Trump camp would like to believe so.

They're wrong. The party isn't reverting back to Rubio; it's Rubio who's changed to meet the party. All it took for Rubio to get into the position he's in was to sell out his principles, betray America's leadership role in the world, and deliver on his boss's authoritarian demands. He even reportedly put on oversize shoes to please Trump.

In 2016, Rubio called Trump a "con artist" and a "third-world strongman" who is running the "biggest scam in American political history." He was right. He also said Trump "will never get control of this party." He was wrong.
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Big Sky Crack-Up

Montana Democrats thought they found a novel way to win control of the U.S. Senate--until the party faithful started fighting back.

by Michael Scherer

Tue, 21 Apr 2026




Updated at 10:50 a.m. ET on April 22, 2026.

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

Jason Boeshore, a grain-elevator manager on the eastern plains of Montana, fired off a rocket this month to the private Signal chat he shares with the 23 other members of the state Democratic Party executive board. He demanded that leaders make clear in newspapers across the state that the Democratic Party would support only Democratic candidates in the fall elections. The response was swift and not to his liking. Shannon O'Brien, the chair of the party, wrote that her staff, not the board, would set the messaging strategy. Then she addressed the unspoken concerns at the heart of Boeshore's request. "Listen if ANY of you EVER find yourselves questioning my intentions, please call me," O'Brien wrote. "I will continue to move forward to get Democrats elected. There's no hidden agenda."

The problem for O'Brien is the belief among Boeshore and many other party stalwarts in Montana that exactly such a hidden agenda exists, pitting national, big-money Democrats--and maybe even some state party leaders--against the state Democratic apparatus. This internecine feud, full of rumors, speculation, and skepticism over the role of outsiders in state races, threatens to spoil one of the last best places for Democrats to pull a Senate majority from a difficult midterm map.

At issue is Seth Bodnar, a former University of Montana president who is running as an independent for the Senate seat being vacated by Republican Steve Daines. Bodnar, 47, is young, moderate, a veteran, a Rhodes Scholar, and all in all the sort of person Montanans might elect in a year when Republicans are facing the prospect of steep losses amid President Trump's declining popularity. Democratic mega-donors such as one of LinkedIn co-founders, Reid Hoffman; the cryptocurrency investor Michael Novogratz; and the Microsoft heir Rory Gates are all supporting Bodnar's campaign, hoping he can yank the seat away from the GOP. Because Bodnar is running as an independent, it means part of his campaign in Montana is based on criticizing Democrats whose voters he needs to support him.

Even the candidates running for the Democratic nomination have been drawn into the drama. They, too, are criticizing their own party leaders just weeks before the June 2 primary and seeking to make sure that party bigwigs don't try to clear a path for Bodnar to face the GOP nominee in November.

"There is clearly manipulation trying to happen there," Alani Bankhead, a former Air Force intelligence officer and Senate hopeful who lives in Helena, told me. Reilly Neill, the front-runner for the nomination, told me that the state party needs to commit to not changing its bylaws that require it to back Democratic candidates, "because the chatter is that they are going to because the money is too good to pass up." Both have sworn to run hard against Bodnar if they win the nomination.

Bodnar's Democratic backers say he stands the best chance of winning in November, so even without a party label, he is worth supporting on the wink-and-nod assumption that he will help Democrats seal a majority, like Angus King of Maine and Bernie Sanders of Vermont, both independents who caucus with Democrats. In other words, the handwringers in the Montana Democratic Party need to get real. "For Democrats, Seth is the only viable alternative," Matt McKenna, a Bozeman-based Democratic strategist who has worked for the Clinton family and four Democrats who have won statewide in Montana, told me in a statement. "Seth wins with a large majority of Democrats, a majority of Independents, and the Republicans who actually do show up and are sick of the partisan shitshow."

That works only if rank-and-file Democrats swallow their pride and throw their support Bodnar's way--a tough ask of a gossipy party in a frontier state where some current and former Democratic operatives call their regular Zoom meetings the "Giddy Up Club." Former Governor Brian Schweitzer, a Giddy Up founder, told me that he'd had three phone calls with Bodnar before Bodnar announced, imploring him to run inside the party. When Bodnar declined, Schweitzer went on the attack. No independent can win in Montana, the former governor insists, given the significant share of Democrats who are going to vote the party line. The danger is that Bodnar splits the Democratic vote and the Republican sails through. Republicans have circulated an April internal poll, before much campaigning, that shows Neill pulling ahead of Bodnar in a hypothetical four-way general election.

"Seth Bodnar is a pretty good guy, and I understand that he is a Rhodes Scholar," Schweitzer told me. "But he ain't been on a lot of dirt roads in Montana, and that's what it takes to get elected."

Montana is a big state with a tiny population and big personalities--fewer people vote across its 147,000 square miles than live in Louisville or El Paso. But an anti-corporate, libertarian streak has long given the state an outsize role in federal elections, sometimes attracting hundreds of millions of dollars in out-of-state funding. Daines's sudden retirement got Democrats salivating about the possibility of a win. There was also the party crack-up, which became public in January after former Democratic Senator Jon Tester sent around his own prickly text message suggesting his support for Bodnar if he ran as an independent. Tester was a loyal Democrat during his three terms. But the seven-fingered former dirt farmer with a flat-top haircut cast his party affiliation as a liability.

"You can send this around because I don't care," he wrote in the message, which was reported by the Montana press. "During my last two races the democratic Party was poison in my attempts to get re-elected."

Days later, Bodnar stepped down as president of the University of Montana. Weeks later, he announced his campaign; Tester's former pollster, his former political director, and the state party's former spokesperson all signed on. Bodnar joined Act Blue, the Democratic grassroots tech platform, to raise money, hauling in $1.4 million in about a month. "I'm running as an independent because that's who I am," Bodnar told NBC Montana. His campaign, so far, has largely focused on the damage that Trump's economic policies are doing to the state, with some jabs at the political status quo: "We don't believe that here in Montana we have to settle for a broken political system."

The Democratic whisper network went into overdrive. Some former Tester and Schweitzer aides speculated about secret plans to persuade whoever wins the Democratic nomination to then drop out of the race to consolidate support behind Bodnar. One story making the rounds involves a purported plot to have a state party convention in the summer, after the primary, to find a way to avoid an endorsement of the nominee or to leave the Democrats' ballot line empty if the nominee were to be persuaded to step aside. "It's becoming clear the chair of the Montana Democratic Party isn't acting in conjunction with her board and answers to dark-money special interests," Erik Nylund, a former regional director for Tester, told me.

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

Other members of the state party executive board denied any such intrigue and told me that the party has clearly communicated its commitment to the Democratic nominee. "Somebody has a fever dream that that is going to happen," state Senate Minority Leader Pat Flowers told me. "I think there is a lot of hand-wringing and there is not any reality there."

O'Brien, the party chair, sees the drama as self-defeating when Democrats should be united in seizing the chance to regain power. The party also has a shot at the congressional district covering western Montana this year following the retirement of Republican Representative Ryan Zinke. O'Brien pointed to the huge turnout for "No Kings" rallies in the state. A recent annual fundraising dinner for the state party was oversubscribed. "As chair, I will support the Democratic nominee," O'Brien told me. "To my knowledge there is no intention to change the rules to allow for support of anyone else."

Bodnar has the never-failed resume of a future senator: first in his class at West Point; former Army Ranger-qualified Green Beret with deployments in Iraq; and onetime corporate executive at General Electric. As president of the University of Montana, he reversed a six-year enrollment decline. His wife, also a Rhodes Scholar, befriended the former first daughter Chelsea Clinton at Oxford, and the Bodnars attended her 2010 wedding. They sat next to then-First Lady Michelle Obama at a 2012 presidential debate. Last year, before a University of Montana basketball game, Bodnar showed off his Ranger skills by rappelling to the court from the rafters.

He supports abortion rights, rails against tariffs, and says that Trump needs to seek congressional authorization for the use of force in Iran. His critiques of the Democrats echo those from inside the party itself: The culture wars are a distraction; transgender athletes should not have unfair advantages in competitive sports; and "Defund the police" is a dumb slogan and worse policy. Bodnar has called for a strong border. And, as a hunter, he opposes an assault-weapons ban, but he backs new red-flag laws to take weapons away from people who threaten their communities. "Seth saw his share of dirt roads in Iraq, putting his life on the line for our country," his spokesperson, Roy Loewenstein, a former state party spokesperson, told me when I read Schweitzer's zinger about Bodnar's lack of familiarity with the byways of Montana. (Loewenstein declined to make Bodnar available for an interview.)

Listen: Will 2026 be a fair fight?

Bodnar's advisers point to support from former Governor Marc Racicot and the strategist Reed Galen, who both left the GOP over their opposition to Trump, as a sign of the candidate's bipartisan credibility. But the candidate demurs when asked about the most important decision he would likely make if he wins. The Senate operates as a two-party body; the party with the most votes appoints a majority leader who sets committee assignments and oversees legislative action. "I think we need new leadership in the U.S. Senate," Bodnar said in a recent podcast appearance, a reference to both Republican and Democratic leaders. But he will not say which party's new leaders he would support if elected. His advisers told me that Bodnar would go to Washington, negotiate the best deal for Montana, and not join either the Democratic or Republican caucuses. "I reject the notion that we have to accept a political system where you have to submit to a leader of a Party, vote the way you're told, and engage in endless political warfare with the other side," Bodnar told me in a written statement.

Republicans in Washington have attacked Bodnar, and Senate Democratic leaders have stayed silent. Bodnar's Democratic supporters act as if he is a certain vote for their side. As soon as Bodnar entered the race, a Republican group cut an ad attacking him for running the university when a transgender track athlete competed in meets with other women, in accordance with NCAA rules at the time. Alex Latcham, who runs the super PAC aligned with Republican Majority Leader John Thune, described Bodnar as a registered Democrat--an affiliation that dates to when he was living in Connecticut in 2012. (There is no party registration in Montana, and Bodnar did not claim a party in 2014 when he lived in Florida.) "It is laughable to suggest Seth Bodnar would not vote for Chuck Schumer to be majority leader," Latcham told me. Loewenstein, Bodnar's spokesperson, responded: "Laughing at Montanans who are fighting the broken politics of Washington is exactly what we'd expect."

One bright spot for Bodnar and the Democratic Party is that Republicans in the state are in their own mess. Daines surprised everyone by announcing that he would not stand for reelection minutes before the filing deadline and hours after Bodnar filed as an independent. Daines's handpicked successor, the former U.S. Attorney Kurt Alme, who has never before run for office, was the only candidate who had time to enter the race, confirming to many Montanans the stereotype of national party grandees being dismissive of local democracy.

"That stunt threw everything on both sides of the equation," Nancy Keenan, the former executive director of the state Democratic Party, told me. "Not only are Democrats in a snit, but Republicans are also in a snit."

In a state more libertarian than partisan--abortion, recreational marijuana, permitless concealed carry are all legal--Democrats have had success here before. They claimed at least one, and often both, of Montana's U.S. Senate seats from 1912 to 2024, and pulled off a 16-year run in the governor's mansion from 2005 to 2021. In 2008, Obama came within 11,000 votes of winning. Then came the disruptions of Trump. Democratic presidential nominee Kamala Harris got about 38 percent of the vote in 2024, dooming Tester, who ran seven points ahead of her and seven points behind his Republican opponent.

Tester's defeat led some strategists in the state to de-emphasize party affiliation. Some Democrats backed failed ballot measures in 2024 that would have shifted to an Alaska-style ranked-choice voting program. Others explored adopting a model where lawmakers organize around issues rather than parties. A Democratic consulting firm, Fireweed Campaigns, founded by a former state Democratic Party official, recently began working to elect moderate Republican lawmakers in the hopes of building a post-partisan governing majority in the state legislature, earning rebukes from the state GOP.

In the summer of 2025, Fireweed convened Democratic leaders in Anaconda, Montana, for a pitch on why an independent would have a better chance of winning the state's western U.S. House district in 2026 than a Democrat. That plan, according to two people familiar with the presentation who asked to remain anonymous, was contingent on finding a way to persuade the Democratic nominee to back out once an independent entered the race--a similar scenario to the one that some Democrats suspect is now at play in the Senate race. Tully Olson, a former Tester campaign staffer who now works for Bodnar, was employed by Fireweed at the time and was on the list of those invited to the meeting, according to a document I reviewed. Bodnar's campaign said that Olson did not ultimately attend the meeting. (Lauren Caldwell, the founder of Fireweed, did not respond to a request for comment.)

In mid-April, Democratic activists began circulating a resolution among the state party's executive board that would require the party to appoint a replacement within 72 hours for a Democratic candidate who drops out--one way to ensure that the party doesn't just switch to backing an independent. Current rules are unclear on how quickly the appointment must be made, but it is also not clear that the state party could logistically arrange a nominating convention on such a short timeline. Some of the party faithful fear that national Democratic strategists and donors are throwing their money behind Bodnar to attract more money into the state, rather than help the party rebuild and take advantage of Republicans' vulnerability.

"The tradition in Montana is that the top-of-the-ticket Senate races really do have coattails, and it matters for the overall organization of the party in the state. Seth Bodnar just completely screwed that up," Ken Toole, a former Democratic lawmaker and state party officer, told me. "It's a lot like burning down the barn to get rid of a few mice. The damage to the party is going to take a while to get over."

Read: Trump voters are over it

Boeshore and others have pledged to keep raising the alarm. His frustration is such that he asked me to tell Montana voters to reach out to him directly so he can tell everyone in the state that the Democratic Party does not support independent candidates. "My email is on the website," he told me. For him, the Bodnar independent experiment was being driven by "the revenants" of the old Democratic party. But there was a new party, "a new energy," in the grassroots, waiting to emerge. So the fight would go on. And the fate of the Senate could hang on the result.



This article originally stated that California has a ranked-choice voting system. In fact, Alaska has such a system, not California.
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All the Sad Young Chinese Professionals

China's urbanites are learning the price of prosperity.

by Michael Schuman

Thu, 30 Apr 2026




Earlier this year, one of the most popular apps in China was called Are You Dead?. This was not a game, but a handy way for the many young people who live alone across the country, mostly in cities, to keep tabs on one another. Users needed to check in with the app every 48 hours by pressing a big green button. If a user did not check in, the app promptly notified a designated contact. Designed as a source of comfort to those who worry about dying alone, the app became the top paid download for the iPhone in China in January.

Then it vanished. Apple said in a statement that China's cyberspace watchdog ordered the company to remove it from its Chinese store. The app seemed to challenge the Communist Party's insistence that the Chinese people are content beneficiaries of economic and social progress. Instead, Are You Dead? exposed the unease felt by many Chinese urbanites, and it highlighted the depths of a major social problem facing China today: loneliness. In suppressing the app, China's authorities have made plain that they are watching the public mood and not liking what they see.

From the February 2025 issue: The anti-social century

In a country of 1.4 billion people, many of them crammed into densely packed cities, loneliness may seem like an unlikely concern. But China's rapid economic progress and adoption of new technologies have transformed the country from an agrarian, family-based society to an urban, industrial one, and many young workers live far from the small villages and provincial towns where they grew up. The alienating pressures of city life--the overall urban population has swelled by about 400 million people over the past two decades--together with a culture that often encourages competition and status obsession has created a prevailing sense of uncertainty, insecurity, and isolation.

Newcomers to big cities anywhere feel lonely, but "the fact that Chinese people used to have much more traditional and much more tightly knit family structure is contributing to the feeling much more strongly," Xuemei Bai, a professor who specializes in urbanization at the Australian National University, in Canberra, told me.

Hang Nan's story is typical. Originally from the city of Linfen in Shanxi province in north China, the 29-year-old relocated to Beijing in 2021 for a job at an advertising agency. She hardly knew anyone in the capital when she arrived, and she has struggled to make friends ever since. Ten-hour days at work leave her little time or energy to socialize. "When you choose life in a big city, you're choosing more possibilities and more opportunities," Hang said. "But you also have to accept loneliness as part of the price."

Hang tried finding friends by posting on the social-media platform Xiaohongshu, or RedNote, saying she was seeking people to join her for talks over coffee or walks in parks, which helped a bit. Last year she also began attending something called "blind-box dinners," which involves paying a fee to dine among strangers. The Beijing-based entrepreneur Lu Ming organizes these evenings for groups of about six people, who then split the bill. Lu said he began planning the events in late 2024 and now arranges them regularly in big Chinese cities, including Shanghai and Guangzhou. People "feel isolated and they desperately want to break out of their own circles," Lu said, "but they simply lack the channels and resources to do it."

In many ways, the loneliness problem in China looks like the loneliness problem everywhere else. Going out in pricey Beijing or Shanghai can quickly pinch tight budgets, especially for young people on starting salaries. The sagging economy and sluggish job market has made nearly everyone more cautious about spending. Social media has also changed how people interact, creating a semblance of connection and relationships in the absence of actual connecting. After a long day at work, many Chinese are perfectly happy to gaze at their phone on their couch, but then wonder why they sometimes feel desolate.

One Shanghai resident, who asked to be identified by his online persona A Ze, told The Atlantic that, beyond occasional after-work outings with colleagues, he rarely meets people socially. He can't afford many nights out on the $1,000 he earns monthly as a warehouse manager for a sportswear store, after paying rent and sending a portion to family back in his hometown. So he spends much of his free time on his phone at home instead. "In real life, relationships only become interesting when they reach a certain level where you can really communicate," A Ze said. "Being online is better, because you can speak freely and there's less pressure." He does, however, admit to bouts of loneliness.

A Ze is not alone in shying away from intimacy in China. Overwhelmed by work and the pressure to succeed, many young people seem wary of taking on additional burdens, emotional and otherwise. A 2023 online survey by the networking app Soul found that nearly 60 percent of respondents said they had no more than two close friends. Many young people are finding ways to alleviate their loneliness through superficial and temporary relationships. One solution that has emerged in recent years is something called a dazi, a no-strings companion for various activities, such as playing video games and going to the gym. In a dazi relationship, there are no expectations that the person will turn into a true, long-term friend.

From the May 2014 issue: A Chekhov from China

Yadan, a 23-year-old who asked to be identified by her given name, moved to Beijing two years ago for a job in finance. She said that seeking new friends beyond her limited social circle is "exhausting," so she sometimes posts requests for a dazi on RedNote. A dazi is "free from the expectations that come with a regular friend or a partner," she said.

The rise of dazi culture makes sense in a country where finding a romantic partner feels out of reach for many. Chinese women tend to prefer partners with higher education, income, and social status, and they can afford to be picky. The Communist Party's policies to contain population growth, which restricted most couples to a single child for 35 years, contributed to a skewed balance in which men well outnumber women--largely because families were quicker to abort girls. This has condemned many men to solitude. "Large numbers of lower-income or lower-status Chinese men feel that they want a relationship but simply can't find one," Zheng Ying, the brand director of Taqu, a Chinese dating app with 200 million registered users, told The Atlantic.

Another inhibition to intimacy in China may be the way social interactions tend to be motivated by a transactional pragmatism. "There is a very strong emphasis on payoff," Zheng said. "People are constantly encouraged to think in terms of returns: What am I going to get out of this? But loneliness or companionship isn't really something that can be measured in purely numerical or visible terms."The costs of marriage can also be prohibitively high, especially for young people not yet established in their career. Some families still expect men to buy a home and car ahead of marriage, which renders quite a few suitors ineligible in China's big cities, even as property prices have slumped. And with the country's economic outlook looking more uncertain, owing to deflation, trade tensions, and the looming threat of AI, couples have become even more reluctant to commit. In 2010, 22 million people in China got married for the first time; in 2024, only 9.2 million did.

"Before, people just thought that they had a good future--the economy, everything was good--so they had the confidence to get married," Fuxian Yi, a senior scientist at the University of Wisconsin at Madison who studies China's demographic trends, told me. "But right now they are very pessimistic about the future, so they are scared to get married and have children."

Yet marriage is no panacea for loneliness. Lionel, who asked to be identified only by his first name, grew up in a small town in the southern province of Guizhou, and now works as a video-game developer in the eastern tech hub of Hangzhou, where he lives with his wife. But he admitted that regular bouts of loneliness still often reduce him to tears. He attributed these feelings to his sense of insecurity in an economy in which professional success determines social status. "Conversation often turns to income prospects, to assumptions about future earnings," Lionel said. This makes him reluctant to socialize, because he feels that he's being judged. "In the past, being a programmer at a big firm was a glory," he said. "But now, with layoffs and AI, your social identity can collapse so easily." His fear of being perceived as a failure has made him cut off "links with others to avoid the pain when that identity eventually breaks," he said. Lionel is so ashamed of these feelings that he doesn't share them even with his wife.

Some Chinese people find it easier to simply pay for companionship. Salome, as she calls herself in English, is a 30-year-old who works as an English translator for a trading company in Beijing. On the side, she is a cosplayer, or "coser," who dresses up as male characters from anime, manga, and video games, then hires herself out for private meetings for about $35 an hour. Her clients are mostly women in their 20s who hope to chat with a favorite character and in some cases practice their English. Some prospective clients plainly hope to engage in romantic role-play, which Salome tries to avoid because it makes her uncomfortable. But she understands the impulse, suggesting that these meetings are safer substitutes for more complicated--and often disappointing--relationships with actual men. These women are "very resistant to real-life men, and very unwilling to let real men enter their fantasy space," she said.

Faith Hill: The bots that women use in a world of unsatisfying men

In this way, China's young professionals resemble their similarly isolated, commitment-phobic peers in other developed countries. Perhaps widespread feelings of loneliness can therefore be seen as a sign and price of progress--but one that the Chinese people may wonder about paying. This is why the Communist Party saw the Are You Dead? app as such a threat. The party's implicit promise to the Chinese people in recent decades has been that as long as they give up their rights, they will be rewarded with prosperity. If citizens are learning that this wealth is, in fact, a mixed bag--mentally, socially, even economically--then this bargain doesn't work.

Cao Li in Hong Kong contributed reporting to this story.
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Israel Could Have What It Most Wants in Lebanon

It just has to give up territorial ambitions and work with the Lebanese government to disarm Hezbollah.

by Hussein Ibish

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




Parallel to the shaky truce between the United States and Iran, a cease-fire between Israel and Hezbollah has temporarily stopped the fighting in Lebanon, but without settling any of the important questions behind it. That's a shame, because prospects for a lasting resolution in Lebanon are better than ever--if only Israel would embrace the Lebanese government as the indispensable partner it could be.

Both Israel and the Lebanese government seek to free Lebanon from the excessive influence of Hezbollah and Tehran. When the latest conflict began on March 1, many Lebanese I spoke with across the country were horrified to be yet again plunged into a conflict with Israel that serves no Lebanese national interest whatsoever. Hezbollah had sent a barrage of projectiles into Israel as a show of solidarity with Tehran after an Israeli air strike killed Iran's supreme leader, and Israel responded with predictably aggressive military action.

The previous round of fighting between Israel and Hezbollah, in 2023-24, devastated the militia, destroyed much of its missile and drone arsenal, and killed most of its senior battlefield commanders and political leaders. It also left the Lebanese government with the task of disarming the group in the south of the country, which it did not do very effectively. Indeed, the most recent exchanges of fire have demonstrated just how disturbingly successful Hezbollah has been in rebuilding its capabilities. The result is that Lebanon, against the will of its government and most of its society, is now suffering through yet another war with Israel.

Read: Israel is missing its big chance in Lebanon

The day after Hezbollah's barrage, Lebanon's prime minister, Nawaf Salam, made a historic announcement: Hezbollah's arsenal and paramilitary activities were officially designated illegal, by a near-unanimous decision of the government. Lebanese President Joseph Aoun reiterated this policy to foreign diplomats, adding that it was permanent and irrevocable. The military was duly instructed to disarm the organization, but General Rudolph Haykal, the commander of the Lebanese Armed Forces, has not yet issued a general order to confront and disarm Hezbollah fighters throughout the country. That's because Lebanon's political and military leaders are divided. Civil authorities believe that the overwhelming public backlash against Hezbollah presents a unique opportunity to defang and control the group; the country's military brass fears that an order to disarm the militia could split their troops and even lead to civil conflict.

Israel would be advised to be patient with this delicate situation. But ever since the October 7, 2023, Hamas-led attack on southern Israel, the country has taken a hyperaggressive approach toward armed nonstate actors on its borders. Israel's latest military operation in Lebanon appears to be modeled on the one it undertook in Gaza. As soon as the fighting began, Israel ordered the evacuation of most of southern Lebanon, and within days, more than 1 million refugees poured into Beirut and other parts of the country from the south and the southern suburbs of the capital. Much of southern Lebanon has been both devastated by military strikes and depopulated.

In recent days, refugees have begun returning to wrecked villages and towns. Over the weekend, the Israeli military released a map delineating an area that runs deep into Lebanon--a so-called yellow line where five Israeli divisions will continue to operate during the cease-fire. Israel may well hope to control this territory for the foreseeable future, as a buffer to protect northern Israel from Hezbollah. And it may prefer for much of this region to remain essentially uninhabited. Indeed, the Israeli military reportedly told Christian and Druze villagers in southern Lebanon that they could remain there only if they declined to harbor refugees from Shiite villages (the latter are apparently presumed to support Hezbollah).

The map also outlines a new maritime buffer zone that conflicts with the borders that the two countries agreed on with the United States in 2022. Enforcing Israeli control of this zone would cut Lebanon off from its Qana gas field. The map also opens the possibility that Israel might divert waters from the Litani and Wazzani Rivers, which flow down from the Golan Heights.

History strongly suggests that any Israeli attempt to occupy Lebanese territory in the name of security will backfire. In 1982, Israel launched a war to drive the fighters and political leadership of the Palestine Liberation Organization out of Lebanon. The ensuing occupation, which lasted until May 2000, led directly to the creation of Hezbollah, a far more dangerous and entrenched enemy on Israel's northern border. Today Hezbollah's best shot at rebuilding its forces, along with its popularity and political viability within Lebanon, is to return to its origins fighting Israeli occupation in southern Lebanon.

Jonathan Chait: Israel moderates are losing the Democratic Party

The Lebanese government sincerely wants to take control of the south and disarm and contain Hezbollah. To do that, it will have to persuade the army to move systematically through the region, ridding each targeted area of militia fighters until the job is done. That's a long, slow, risky endeavor. Under a peace agreement, Lebanon might consider allowing Israel to do the heavy lifting in pulling it off.

For its part, Israel would have to accept that the only alternative to a Hezbollah-dominated Lebanon is a strengthened and sovereign Lebanese state, which cannot emerge in the context of a new Israeli occupation in the south or an effort to force Lebanon into an Israeli sphere of influence in the Levant. That sort of overreach could give Hezbollah new life by lending credence to the political rationale behind its paramilitary activities.

The Israeli and Lebanese governments don't want to admit this, but they need each other. Both would like to subdue Hezbollah and transform it into a relatively normal Lebanese political party. To make that happen, both will need to take risks. They will also have to avoid undermining each other--and to even work together, tacitly and delicately, toward their common goal.
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Sam Altman and Elon Musk Sure Dislike Each Other

The trial between the CEOs<em> </em>makes the AI boom seem sordid and small.

by Matteo Wong

Tue, 28 Apr 2026




Elon Musk and Sam Altman are two of the most influential people in Silicon Valley, if not the world. Between the two of them, Musk and Altman run technology companies worth many trillions of dollars that promise to reshape civilization. But this morning, both sat under fluorescent lights in a courthouse in downtown Oakland, suffering through all manner of technical glitches as their respective attorneys kicked off the long-awaited trial in Musk v. Altman.



As Steven Molo, a lawyer for Musk, began his opening argument, confused looks swept the courtroom. "We can't hear you," Judge Yvonne Gonzalez Rogers said. Someone fixed his microphone. Later, as Molo began to call into question Altman's integrity, his microphone cut out again, and his presentation disappeared from screens in the room. ("We are funded by the federal government," Gonzalez Rogers joked. "The judiciary is happy to take more funds.")



Musk is suing Altman and OpenAI, among others, demanding legal and financial remedies that would effectively destroy OpenAI as we know it. The fight stretches back to 2015, when Musk partnered with Altman to create OpenAI out of concern, as they told it, that Google DeepMind could not be trusted to create artificial general intelligence. Corporate greed would get in the way of societal progress, they claimed, so OpenAI would be a nonprofit. After a falling out with Altman and other co-founders, Musk left in 2018. All of this was before OpenAI added a for-profit entity, and before ChatGPT became the fastest-growing consumer app in history. In 2024, Musk sued, alleging that by putting profits above its founding mission, OpenAI had violated its founding charter and misused Musk's initial charitable donations. "It's very simple," Musk testified today. "It's not okay to steal a charity." Also named in his complaint are the OpenAI co-founder Greg Brockman and Microsoft, a major investor in the company.



Musk is asking that Altman be removed from OpenAI's board, that the company convert back to a nonprofit, and for the return of allegedly "ill-gotten gains"--some $150 billion--which Musk says would go to OpenAI's charitable trust. Outside legal experts say that Musk is unlikely to win all or even much of this. His argument is confusing: OpenAI has certainly evolved from a nonprofit lab to a revenue-chasing, consumer behemoth, and a chorus of critics has alleged that it has deviated from its original mission of ensuring that AGI benefits humanity. But Musk himself appears to have insisted that OpenAI couldn't keep up as a nonprofit--for instance, in early 2018, he wrote an email to OpenAI leadership saying that merging the firm with Tesla "is the only path that could even hope to hold a candle to Google." And even before he sued, Musk launched a rival for-profit company, xAI. "Mr. Musk's lawsuit is a pageant of hypocrisy," William Savitt, a lawyer for OpenAI, told the jury today, later adding that Musk had "sour grapes." (OpenAI, which declined to comment, wrote yesterday that the lawsuit is "a baseless and jealous bid to derail a competitor." Musk's legal team did not respond to a request for comment.)



The substance of these claims is important to the AI industry as a whole. The ramifications of this lawsuit go beyond any company or executive: The conflict between Musk and Altman has itself directly shaped the course of the AI industry. It is, in effect, the AI boom's founding feud. The next few weeks of the trial will illuminate tensions about the development of AI that have grown only more urgent--between profit and social good, and over who can be trusted with this technology.



Already, the pretrial process produced no shortage of drama. Both sides published internal communication between Musk and OpenAI leadership. OpenAI shared texts suggesting that Musk had used a former member of OpenAI's board to keep tabs on the company. (That board member, Shivon Zilis, has multiple children with Musk, and in her deposition said that she is in a romantic relationship with him; asked about Zilis today, Musk said she was "my chief of staff and uh, well, yeah," smirking.) Musk's alleged ketamine use during important OpenAI negotiations, which he has said he does not recall, became a key issue until, in a recent pretrial hearing, Gonzalez Rogers deemed this line of inquiry irrelevant.



The trial makes the AI boom seem sordid and small. In his sworn deposition, Altman wrote that Musk used to message him complaints that he wanted more credit for the success of OpenAI and took offense at not being included in an anniversary photo. Altman has also said, of Musk and his lawsuit, "Probably his whole life is from a position of insecurity. I feel for the guy." In the courtroom, Altman sat stone-faced next to Brockman and departed right before Musk took to the witness stand.



Musk, for his part, has said that he would drop his lawsuit if OpenAI changed its name to "ClosedAI." Yesterday, as jury selection began, Musk began furiously posting on X and repeatedly called his co-founder "Scam Altman." Before the start of opening arguments today, Gonzalez Rogers admonished Musk and Altman for their social-media use, asking them to limit their "propensity" to post about the trial; both meekly assented, "Yes."



Now we are all living in the fallout of Musk and Altman's vendetta. Disagreements over the direction of Google DeepMind led to the creation of OpenAI, and then more disagreements led Musk to found xAI. Similarly, a few years ago, Dario Amodei and six other OpenAI employees split off to form a competing AI company, Anthropic, themselves trusting neither OpenAI's structure nor its leadership to prioritize the benefit of humanity over financial gain. And there's Mark Zuckerberg, whom Musk asked about joining forces to purchase OpenAI in 2025, according to texts released in pretrial discovery. (Meta previously declined to comment.) Zuckerberg has since spent tens or even hundreds of billions of dollars overhauling the AI team at Meta in a bid to catch up in the AI race. The very sort of AI schism that started with Musk and Altman keeps recurring.



A more cynical description of this dynamic is that the AI boom is shaped by a very small group of men, nearly all of whom claim to be the best steward of humanity while being largely dismissive of their competition. At the same time, the goal of creating an organizational structure, whether nonprofit or corporate, to provide a check on a CEO has all but withered away. An independent board was supposed to govern OpenAI, but the company has basically been Altman's fiefdom--just as Anthropic is Amodei's and xAI is Musk's. Grok has at times explicitly aligned its responses with Musk's political views by mimicking his social-media posts.



Both sides have made the issue of concentration of power--that no one company or person should control such a transformative technology--central to their arguments. "If you have someone that's not trustworthy in charge of AI," Musk testified, "I think that's very dangerous to the whole world." The defense, meanwhile, said that "one person having control wasn't consistent with OpenAI's core mission." Apparently, the irony was lost on everyone.



This trial will offer the clearest glimpse into an elite circle whose bickering is shaping the most expensive infrastructure buildout in human history in the name of a technology that could upend the labor market, spell the end of education as we know it, and reshape the geopolitical order. That is, as long as the microphones keep working.
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The Ballroom Truthers Have a Theory

The fake-assassination-attempt conspiracy keeps growing.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Tue, 28 Apr 2026




Updated at 11:25 a.m. ET on April 29, 2026

Within hours of the gunfire at the White House Correspondents' Dinner on Saturday night--and initial, erroneous reports that the shooter had been killed--the usual swirl of misinformation and rumor was swirling in a particular direction. The event was staged, people said.

More than 300,000 posts containing the word staged were shared on X before midday on Sunday, according to an analysis cited by The New York Times. Some of those were probably saying that, actually, the event was not staged, but still: People with substantial social-media followings (including some celebrities) were raising questions. They drew attention to a clip of White House Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt from just before the dinner, laughing as she previewed her boss's speech: "There will be some shots fired tonight in the room." Others, in the style of pop-music stan accounts, grabbed photos of President Trump and other members of the administration, taken just before the shooting, in which one might find evidence of knowing smirks or other telling body language. Some of these posts were viewed millions of times.

The conspiracy theorists also latched on to a video pulled from Fox News's live broadcast, in which the reporter Aishah Hasnie, calling from inside the Hilton hotel that hosted the event, told the anchor that she had been speaking with Leavitt's husband right before the shooting started. "You need to be very safe," she said he'd told her. "And he was very serious when he said that to me, and he kind of looked around the room and he said there are some--" Then the call dropped. Hasnie clarified in a post on X that cell service had been spotty in the ballroom, but her explanation, delivered at 1:30 in the morning, was not as widely viewed as posts suggesting that Fox had cut her feed before she could reveal what her source had gone on to say. ("There are some ... people in here who are going to fake an attempt on the president's life but with live ammunition"?)

A potential motive for a staged assassination attempt was quickly floated too. Less than two weeks earlier, a federal judge had ruled that Trump could not justify his plan to build a ballroom by saying it was necessary for security reasons. Now he had a perfect counterpoint: "This event would never have happened with the Militarily Top Secret Ballroom currently under construction at the White House," he posted on Truth Social, his social-media platform, on Sunday. Some of the last large #Resistance Twitter accounts started circulating collages of all the posts from Trump allies who were arguing the same point, in suspiciously similar ways. Yesterday, three GOP senators pressed again for funding for the ballroom, and the Justice Department filed a bizarre motion backing the project with Trumpian rhetoric (asserting that any opponents must have "TRUMP DERANGEMENT SYNDROME").

Among the highly online left, some stated as fact that the whole event had been a ploy to get the ballroom. To some MAGA influencers, it was equally clear that Trump's enemies had been pushing back on the ballroom plans all along, with the intention of causing his death. "The Democrat judges who stopped the construction of a White House ballroom did so to enable an assassination of Trump," the far-right internet personality Mike Cernovich wrote, apparently in earnest. I also saw one person with almost 300,000 followers try to tie the shooting to a recent, roundly debunked story about a bunch of scientists who were supposedly mysteriously "missing."

All of this has echoes of the many conspiracy theories that surrounded an earlier attempt on Trump's life in Butler, Pennsylvania, in July 2024. That incident left behind a long trail of speculation and rumor, including a debate over whether the president was lying about the fact that a bullet struck his right ear. (Some still post photos of the president and insist that his cartilage appears to be intact.) Then, as now, a contingent of observers claimed that the whole thing had been invented to help Trump--in that case, to make his polling numbers go up, which they didn't. Now, apparently, the Trump administration was going back to the same playbook. Or maybe Saturday's attempt was staged and the one in Butler wasn't? Or vice versa? It was "highly possible" that the Butler shooting had been staged, the author Joyce Carol Oates said in a post on Sunday afternoon, but the previous night's shooting seemed legit. Later that day, her perception had shifted: "He knew the script," she wrote, in reference to one Cabinet official who was in attendance at the dinner.

Reached for comment, the White House spokesperson Davis Ingle said in an email, "Anyone who thinks President Trump staged his own assassination attempts is a complete moron." But how many people fit into this category? Do a meaningful number of Americans actually believe that the president was part of a (successful) plot to fake one or more attempted murders in order to consolidate his power (and build a ballroom)?

Mark Fenster, a professor at the University of Florida's law school who writes about government transparency and conspiracy theories, told me this would be hard to know. Social media makes conspiracy theories more visible, he said, but may not reflect their actual popularity. Public-opinion polls would provide a better view, but these can fail to capture how committed people are to the positions they claim to hold. "If you ask someone who isn't particularly well informed or doesn't care that much but doesn't like or trust Trump, they might say, Yeah, it's staged," Fenster told me. "That doesn't mean they're a conspiracy theorist who really believes it."

The historian Kathryn Olmsted, who surveyed the history of American paranoia in her 2009 book, Real Enemies: Conspiracy Theories and American Democracy, World War I to 9/11, told me that prior assassination plots have not all produced the same quantity of disbelief. (As Fenster noted to me, successful ones generally produce more.) In 1975, a time of notable distrust of government and widespread concern about the secret machinations of the state, two attempts were made on Gerald Ford's life in the space of three weeks. "There was abundant media coverage of both attempts, but I don't think I've seen evidence of anyone thinking he was responsible for the plots himself," Olmsted said. In 1981, John Hinckley Jr. shot Ronald Reagan outside the same Hilton hotel that hosted Saturday's dinner, but that incident didn't produce many conspiracy theories either. People seemed to take Hinckley at face value when he said he'd acted to impress the young actor Jodie Foster.

Olmsted also pointed out that political assassinations used to be far more common in America than they are today, and that the Secret Service greatly improved its security measures in the 1980s. Given the frequency of these events in earlier eras, she said, people may have been less inclined to invest any one of them with secret meaning. "I think most Americans just assumed there were plenty of mentally ill people who wanted to kill someone famous."

But that's not all that's different. Trump is different, too. He's a prolific liar with a well-established love for spectacle, and from the day he entered the political sphere, he has repeated and encouraged conspiracy theories of many stripes. It comes as no surprise that he's at the center of one.



This article originally stated that Aishah Hasnie had been speaking with President Trump right before the shooting started. In fact, the quote provided was from Karoline Leavitt's husband.
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Anthropic's Little Brother

OpenAI is racing to catch up to its greatest rival.

by Matteo Wong

Tue, 28 Apr 2026




OpenAI does not like to be left out. The week after Anthropic announced Claude Mythos Preview--an AI model that has put governments around the world on edge because of its potential ability to hack into banks, energy grids, and military systems--OpenAI shared a program that is uncannily similar. And just like Anthropic did with its model, OpenAI has, for cybersecurity purposes, restricted access to this new bot, called GPT-5.4-Cyber, to a small group of trusted users.



This sequence has become something of a pattern: First Anthropic will make an announcement, and then OpenAI will follow suit. Last year, Anthropic launched Claude Code, an AI coding tool. A couple of months later, OpenAI came out with its own version, Codex. When Claude Code had a breakout moment in January, OpenAI responded with two major updates to Codex alongside a press blitz for the product. And earlier this month, OpenAI released a version of Codex that allows it to use other apps on your desktop--similar to an existing Anthropic tool called Claude Cowork.



Until recently, Anthropic--founded by a group of former OpenAI employees in 2021--played the role of younger brother. OpenAI kicked off the entire AI boom with the release of ChatGPT, and has had more users, funding, and name recognition ever since. But Anthropic has been riding high on the explosive popularity of Claude Code and booming sales of its AI models to large corporations. The firm's showdown with the Pentagon has also helped vault it into the public eye. In early April, Anthropic said its revenue rate had hit $30 billion a year--appearing to surpass OpenAI's.



Read: Claude Mythos Is Everyone's Problem



In its public messaging, OpenAI has been indifferent or even somewhat derogatory toward Anthropic. Last week, when OpenAI released its newest model, GPT-5.5, the announcement was paired with direct and veiled references to how it beat out Anthropic's latest, Claude Opus 4.7. But internally, the firm is seemingly on edge. In a recent leaked company-wide memo, Denise Dresser, OpenAI's chief revenue officer, felt the need to address one particular competitor: "Here are a few things worth keeping in mind, especially on Anthropic." The rival firm's product offerings are narrow, Dresser wrote, and "their story is built on fear," referencing Anthropic's loud messaging about the dangers of AI. "Our positive message will win over time." (OpenAI, which has a business partnership with The Atlantic, did not respond to a request for comment. Anthropic also did not respond to a request for comment.)



If imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, OpenAI's actions are especially telling. At every turn, OpenAI has appeared eager to copy the success of its rival. For starters, as Anthropic's explicit focus on mitigating the risks of AI has apparently won the trust of many consumers, OpenAI has imitated many of its rival's safety initiatives. In early 2026, after Anthropic published a major update to Claude's "Constitution," a document that tells the AI model how to behave, OpenAI launched a major campaign around its equivalent document.



But OpenAI's most important, Anthropic-esque pivot has been in its business model. Early on, these two companies made fundamentally different bets on how they would eventually make money. OpenAI positioned itself as a consumer behemoth, hoping to capitalize on ChatGPT's hundreds of millions of users. Last fall, the company launched the AI-video app Sora and an AI-powered web browser. OpenAI has made forays into e-commerce and is testing ads in ChatGPT. Every now and then, the company teases the AI device that it is developing with the former Apple designer Jony Ive. Anthropic, meanwhile, has focused on the less flashy goal of selling its AI tools to businesses and software engineers.



Despite OpenAI's numerous advantages, Anthropic's focus on code and business customers seems to be winning. Although OpenAI is worth more based on the most recent fundraising rounds, Anthropic now has a higher valuation--more than $1 trillion--in some private markets. Anthropic's explosive growth is particularly important as the two companies both race to go public, in turn accessing a huge pool of new investors, and try to prove they will eventually be profitable. (Both companies still have a long way to go in that regard.)



OpenAI is now eager to catch up. In December, OpenAI hired Dresser, a former CEO of Slack, to pursue more business customers. In late January, Altman gathered several major executives for a lavish dinner in San Francisco to preview all of the business offerings his company was planning, according to The Information. The company has since made a blitz of announcements around coding tools and enterprise AI offerings, including a new set of "Frontier Alliances": partnerships with several of the world's premier consulting firms, including McKinsey & Company and Boston Consulting Group, to accelerate enterprise adoption of ChatGPT. In mid-March, another internal OpenAI memo reportedly stated that the company needed to eliminate "side quests" and focus on the enterprise and coding markets. Anthropic's success in those areas, the memo stated, should be a "wake-up call" for OpenAI. The firm also scrapped Sora and has been aggressively advertising and messaging about Codex for months now. "I am happy everyone is switching to Codex," Altman wrote on X earlier this month.

Read: OpenAI is doing everything ... poorly

OpenAI's pivot to its enterprise business has not been total. It did, for instance, recently shell out reportedly hundreds of millions of dollars to acquire a niche tech podcast. And Anthropic, for its part, has had to take some cues from OpenAI--notably by making big and expensive data-center deals, such as an expansion in its partnership with Amazon Web Services. Anthropic's CEO, Dario Amodei, has previously insinuated that OpenAI has made such deals "because it sounds cool."



Which company will win the AI race is anybody's guess. Regardless, OpenAI's embrace of the Anthropic business model makes one thing abundantly clear: For all the wonder and change that generative AI brings as a technology, there hasn't been any real innovation in the business models of Silicon Valley. For decades, most tech companies have succeeded by either selling ads (the route of Meta and Google) or selling enterprise tools (like Salesforce and Slack). One day OpenAI or Anthropic might cure cancer and remake the world, but for now they still have to pay the bills.
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What Happens if Trump Seizes AI Companies

The administration could exert much greater control over the industry--but just how far would it go?

by Matteo Wong, Lila Shroff

Mon, 27 Apr 2026




AI companies are beginning to entertain the possibility that they could cease to exist. This notion was, until recently, more theoretical: A couple of years ago, an ex-OpenAI employee named Leopold Aschenbrenner wrote a lengthy memo speculating that the U.S. government might soon take control of the industry. By 2026 or 2027, Aschenbrenner wrote, an "obvious question" will be circling through the Pentagon and Congress: Do we need a government-led program for artificial general intelligence--an AGI Manhattan Project? He predicted that Washington would decide to go all in on such an effort.

Aschenbrenner may have been prescient. Earlier this year, at the height of the Pentagon's ugly contract dispute with Anthropic, Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth warned that he could invoke the Defense Production Act (DPA), a Cold War-era law that he reportedly suggested would allow him to force the AI company to hand over its technology on whatever terms the Pentagon desired. The act is one of numerous levers the Trump administration can pull to direct, or even commandeer, AI companies. And the companies have been giving the administration plenty of reason to consider doing so.

Future bots could help design and carry out biological, nuclear, and chemical warfare. They could be weaponized to take down power grids, monitor congressional emails, and black out major media outlets. These aren't purely hypothetical concerns: Earlier this month, Anthropic announced it had developed a new AI model, Claude Mythos Preview, capable of orchestrating cyberattacks on the level of elite, state-sponsored hacking cells, potentially putting a private company's cyber offense on par with that of the CIA and NSA. In an example of Mythos's power, Anthropic researchers described how the model used a "moderately sophisticated multi-step exploit" to work around restrictions and gain broad internet access, then emailed a researcher--much to his surprise--while he was eating a sandwich in the park.

Washington is getting antsy about the power imbalance. Over the past year, multiple senators have proposed legislation that would order federal agencies to explore "potential nationalization" of AI. Murmurs of possible tactics abound--including more talk within the administration of the DPA after Anthropic's Mythos announcement, one person with knowledge of such discussions told us. Meanwhile, Silicon Valley is watching carefully. In recent weeks, Elon Musk, OpenAI's CEO Sam Altman, and Palantir's CEO Alex Karp have publicly spoken about the possibility of nationalization. Lawyers who represent Silicon Valley's biggest AI firms are paying attention.

So what if nationalization actually happens?

In the most extreme scenario, top researchers from across the AI companies would be forced to work out of SCIFs in the basement of the Pentagon and report to Hegseth. Computational capacity, too, would be centralized under one nationalized mega-operation. The work would be locked down, and the focus would be primarily on defense applications, as opposed to the products made for businesses and individuals--ChatGPT and the like--that dominate the market today.

All of this would constitute full nationalization, an absolute takeover of the industry that would hollow out the commercial businesses of its three leading players: OpenAI, Anthropic, and Google DeepMind. Based on a dozen conversations we've had with former Pentagon and Trump-administration officials, AI-policy experts, and legal scholars, such a situation is, in all likelihood, not going to happen.

For starters, it's probably illegal, according to Charlie Bullock, a senior research fellow at the Institute for Law & AI: The Constitution generally prevents the government from seizing private property without paying, and the government is unlikely to easily produce the trillions of dollars that the industry is collectively worth. The top American AI labs might immediately lose a fair portion of their research staff as well, because of restrictions on foreigners who can work on the most crucial defense-related technologies.

If AI firms were forced to focus primarily on defense applications, there would be the inevitable question of what to do with the massive consumer businesses these companies run. Would people use ChatGPT.gov, like buying a sundae from Cuba's state-run ice-cream parlor? And if the goal of nationalization is to keep a competitive edge over China, it's hard to imagine that Hegseth's Pentagon could run an AI company more efficiently than Altman or Dario Amodei, the CEO of Anthropic.

But consider another possibility--slightly less extreme, though still capable of remaking the industry as we know it. The government could regulate AI companies like it does utilities. In the 1900s, as electricity went from a luxury good to a necessity, state and federal governments saw a need to regulate how much energy companies charge and to impose requirements around service reliability. In much the same way, the government could pass new laws regulating AI firms' commercial activities. The companies could be prevented from charging more than it costs to generate images and text, for instance, or required to provide a basic level of model speed and capabilities to all customers, a sort of AI net neutrality.

A hard pivot to government control would likely entail both new state and federal laws, as well as heavy cooperation from tech companies--which, given the nation's sclerotic politics and Silicon Valley's libertarian leanings, could pose insurmountable barriers. But the notion is not so far-fetched. Some corners of Silicon Valley itself seem to be at least partially open to it. Altman has described a future in which "intelligence is a utility like electricity or water and people buy it from us on a meter." Jensen Huang, the CEO of Nvidia, recently said that just as "every country has its electricity, you have your roads, you should have AI as part of your infrastructure."

Such talk serves AI companies' own interests--in part because being classified as a service provider can be, as the era of social media has demonstrated, an excellent way for companies to avoid liability for harmful or inaccurate information on their platforms--but it's certainly possible that AI could become so entrenched that elected officials come to see it as an essential resource. Already, just as the federal government uses regulatory incentives and investment to spur the construction of new power plants and transmission lines, both the Biden and Trump administrations have undertaken initiatives that are essentially industrial policy for AI, using federal dollars and regulatory authority to accelerate the construction of AI infrastructure on American soil.

OpenAI has already flirted with the notion of a "Right to AI," suggesting in a recent policy document that the government should consider making a "baseline level of capability broadly available, including through free or low-cost access points." Similar regulations already govern many aspects of digital communication. "Your internet-service provider, cable, telephone services, these things are considered so essential that the government basically says how the providers" can do business, Dean Ball, a former AI adviser to the Trump administration, told us. AI could be next.

For years, AI companies have insisted they need to be regulated--but only as they see fit. Should the federal government ever take AI regulation seriously, the utility route would be among the most aggressive approaches available. But, really, the AI industry would be getting what it asked for.




Before we get into other conceivable futures, an important caveat. A full-blown nationalization effort may be unlikely, but that changes if a major global war breaks out or the economy collapses. During an emergency of historical scale, Ball reminded us--especially an emergency under the Trump administration--anything is possible. Drastic measures become easier to justify, both legally and politically.

Imagine that over the next year President Trump continues his game of imperialist roulette: America is further eroding the trust of its international partners, NATO keeps crumbling, and a new geopolitical reality continues to take shape. Say that in the midst of this, China decides to invade Taiwan. The conflict escalates fast, drawing in the U.S. and reluctant allies. The ensuing war is a major one. The Pentagon, already drastically short on munitions after its forays in Iran, wants to apply the latest AI capabilities to its wartime efforts, and Hegseth demands that Anthropic allow the Pentagon unrestricted access to Claude, reigniting the dispute first set in motion earlier this year.

Because there is active conflict, Anthropic is more willing to engage with the government's demands than they were previously, but the firm asserts that it requires continuous oversight into how the Pentagon is using Claude. The company fears that in an effort to crack down on espionage, the Defense Department might create monitoring capabilities that supersede even the Chinese Communist Party's, sliding America into an autocratic AI regime. Lest this sound speculative, it's merely a restatement of Anthropic's own position: Amodei has warned of a near future where "a powerful AI" scans "billions of conversations from millions of people" to "gauge public sentiment, detect pockets of disloyalty forming, and stamp them out before they grow."

The spat from earlier this year looks mild by comparison. Amodei remains stubbornly principled despite repeated requests from the Defense Department made under emergency laws. Hegseth responds by sending his troops to descend upon the company's headquarters in San Francisco. Amodei is forcibly removed and replaced with a deferential Army general. The situation is exceedingly unlikely, but not without precedent: Soldiers once carried the chair of one of America's largest retailers out from his Chicago office after he failed to comply with federal demands during World War II.

Throughout American history, efforts to take control of industry have been rare, and limited mostly to times of crisis: President Woodrow Wilson nationalized the railroads during World War I, and Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac were placed under conservatorship during the financial crisis. Today, there are all kinds of possible emergencies. If a global financial crash leads AI companies to insolvency, the administration might swoop in to provide life support, as it did for many banks and car companies during the Great Recession. On the flip side, should AI models displace large swaths of the labor market, such that a handful of companies run most of the economy, "then some kind of nationalization becomes potentially imperative," Samuel Hammond, the acting director of AI policy and chief economist at the Foundation for American Innovation, told us--to distribute wealth and simply ensure the proper functioning of society. Both Anthropic and OpenAI have already suggested possible versions of such redistributive measures.

Advances in AI could be their own kind of disrupter: Imagine a Sputnik 2.0 moment where the White House decides that American companies need to consolidate resources if the U.S. wants to win the AI race against China. By exerting more control, America becomes more like China in the very race to beat it.

The thing about nationalization, though, is that it need not be all or nothing. Nationalization "has layers," Hammond said. "Like an onion." Perhaps the most likely fate for American AI companies is a future of soft nationalization--a world in which the government doesn't fully control AI labs and their models, but instead enacts an escalating series of policies and established close partnerships with private companies to shape the technology.

By some measures, soft nationalization has already begun. The Trump administration has already taken a 10 percent stake in Intel, a major semiconductor manufacturer, providing the White House with (some) direct financial leverage over the company. OpenAI has appointed the retired general and former NSA director Paul Nakasone to its board. Meanwhile, the Army recently established a new detachment for senior tech leaders, and its first four recruits included executives from Meta, Palantir, and OpenAI.

The top AI companies are coordinating with government officials as their products' military and intelligence implications advance. OpenAI, which scooped up a contract with the Pentagon after Anthropic's fell apart, has said it will deploy its own engineers to work alongside the military. The firm has also been briefing governments--at the state, federal, and international levels--on the capabilities of a new OpenAI cybersecurity model. Google is reportedly negotiating its own Pentagon contract to allow Gemini to be used in classified settings. And even Anthropic is coming back around. The company is fighting the Pentagon in court over a "supply-chain risk" designation that Hegseth slapped on them amid their dispute. But after Anthropic announced its Mythos model, a group of tech executives including Amodei spoke with Vice President Vance and others to discuss the risks, and Amodei took a trip to the White House. Last week, President Trump said a possible Pentagon deal with Anthropic might still be on the table.

The White House, OpenAI, and Anthropic all paid lip service to the value of cooperation when we reached out to them. The Trump administration is "working with frontier AI labs to discuss opportunities for collaboration," a White House official told us. A spokesperson for OpenAI said: "As AI systems become more capable, it is only going to become more important for industry to work with governments." And an Anthropic spokesperson told us that Amodei's recent visit to the White House was "productive" and that the firm believes that governments must play a central role in addressing the technology's national-security implications. (Google DeepMind and the Pentagon did not return repeated requests for comment.)

This campfire ethos could easily fall apart. And clearly, tensions exist. But so long as it's in both the AI firms' and Trump's interests to please each other, we may see the leading AI companies partnering even more closely with the U.S. military to accelerate the development of defense applications, analogous to what contractors including Palantir, Boeing, and Lockheed Martin have done for years. As a protective measure, the White House might ask AI companies to increase their security practices to prevent espionage and exfiltration of the most capable versions of the technology (consider that a handful of unauthorized users have reportedly gained access to Mythos). The government could even designate certain research as classified and subject technologies to export controls, and federal employees could embed inside the companies to oversee various safety measures and run their own, independent evaluations. Every nuclear power plant in America has at least two on-site government inspectors who check daily to confirm compliance with federal safety requirements. So why not AI companies too?

If such partnerships persist, one could imagine private companies resisting certain government demands. But even without new legislation, the White House can easily exert greater authority over industry. "There's quite a lot of power that the federal government can wield," Paul Scharre, an executive at the Center for a New American Security who previously did policy work at the Department of Defense, told us. "And even more so if you have an administration that's willing to stretch the bounds of executive power." Anthropic's supply-chain-risk designation--a label that effectively bars the military from doing business with the company, and that is typically reserved for companies with ties to foreign adversaries--was a clear example of the government flexing its muscles. So was the Biden administration's decision to block Nvidia from selling its most advanced AI chips to China in 2022. (The Trump administration has since relaxed restrictions, claiming that selling to China was the better strategy for winning the AI race.)

One of the most salient tools available remains the Defense Production Act, the law that Hegseth threatened Anthropic with before pursuing the supply-chain-risk designation. The act has been used over the decades to support the manufacture of military equipment such as bombers and tanks, though in recent years, it has been used more expansively. Both the first Trump and the Biden administrations used it to accelerate pandemic safety measures, and Biden relied on the law in a since-repealed executive order to compel AI companies to share certain information about model training and evaluations with the government. Last week, Trump invoked the act to fund new energy projects. Actually pursuing the DPA as a general tool for controlling AI companies would raise a host of thorny legal issues, but that hasn't exactly stopped the Trump administration in the past.

Such reins on an industry that has billed itself as capable of extinguishing humankind are, theoretically, in everyone's interest. It would seem to clearly benefit the American people to have democratically elected institutions--rather than corporate executives--overseeing a set of technologies with huge implications for the nation's security and well-being. It's also historically anomalous for a private industry to dictate the deployment of such a powerful, general-purpose technology. With the announcement of Mythos, Anthropic has been effectively functioning as a geopolitical actor, briefing ally governments on the model's capabilities. The European Commission, for instance, has met with Anthropic thrice since Mythos was announced--although as of Wednesday, the company had not yet given European Union officials access.

The government should play a role in dictating the terms of how AI transforms the world. But the ongoing fracturing of American politics, and especially the capricious and authoritarian-leaning tendencies of the current administration, complicates everything. Entrusting the future of generative AI entirely to Altman and Amodei or Trump and Hegseth seem like two very different and similarly disastrous outcomes--a "Scylla and Charybdis" dynamic, as Bullock put it, between the tremendous concentration of power in government or in a small cadre of companies.

The impossible truth is that no private company should be trusted to unilaterally steer the future of AI development, but Americans should also have serious questions about whether government control is in their best interest--not least of all under an erratic and norm-shattering Trump administration. The Manhattan Project coordinated the efforts of scientists, private companies, and America's leaders. What if instead, Boeing and DuPont had been racing against each other to develop the atomic bomb while Hegseth and Trump led the military? We are diving headfirst into the 21st-century equivalent of such a situation. Our political dysfunction is about to ram into Silicon Valley's immeasurable power.
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The Flip-Phone Cleanse

I spent a month with a group of people who aspire to a state of offline bliss.

by Kaitlyn Tiffany

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




In March, I put my iPhone into a yellow cardboard box with MO stamped on top--the M looked like a riff on the Motorola logo; the O looked like a flower. Over the next several weeks, I left my phone there for roughly 23.5 hours out of every day.


I did so as a participant in "Month Offline," which started last year in Washington, D.C., as a kind of Dry January challenge, but for smartphones. Now it is a fledgling business with a footprint in New York City. Members of each monthlong "cohort" pay $75 for the experience, during which they swap their iPhones for a lower-tech device and participate in weekly meetups. I joined the cohort that began on March 2 and received an email just before the first meeting: "Excited 2 see u soon," it said.


My month offline began with the MO pledge--a document with curious capitalization that declared us all "Free and Independent Human Beings" who were "Absolved from all dependence on big tech and their attention-grabbing algorithms." By signing at the bottom, I agreed to "forego" the use of my smartphone for 30 days and thereby "trade dopamine for daylight, doomscrolls for detours, pixels for paper maps."


The other members of my cohort, who would meet on Monday nights in a still-semi-industrial corner of Brooklyn's Bushwick neighborhood (near a soup factory), were mostly women, mostly in their late 20s or early 30s. They had heard about Month Offline from a friend, or they had seen a wheat-paste flyer (Flip Off!) on the street, or, in at least one case, they had come across a post about MO on the party-planning app Partiful, which is where this person did their scrolling after having deleted all other forms of social media from their phone. Several people in our group had full-time jobs in technology, and nobody I spoke with considered themselves to be "anti-tech." But they all felt like smartphone use was costing them hours of free time every day, access to stores of creativity, and opportunities for adventure and friendship in the great city of New York.


One salve for these anxieties could be a different kind of phone. Month Offline has spun off a tiny start-up, dumb.co, that sells the sort of flip phones that you might want to use when your iPhone has been hidden in a cardboard box. Their design is more than just a relic from the aughts. It's a relic from the aughts that has been kitted out with a custom operating system designed by a former Washington Post software engineer named Jack Nugent. You can pair a dumb.co flip phone with your smartphone through an app called Dumb Down, such that your normal calls and text messages are forwarded to your dumb.co number. (Many of the numbers in my cohort had the Atlanta area code 404, as a joke about going offline.) Nugent's system also comes with scaled-down versions of Uber, WhatsApp, Google Maps, and Microsoft Authenticator. "Before this device, a lot of people would say something like, I wish I could use a dumbphone, but I need X, Y, Z," he told me. So he started adding X and Y and Z. The next version of the flip phone will allow for music streaming and include the retro phone game Snake. Nugent said he drew a hard line at email, though--the dumb.co flip phone will never have email.


For several weeks I took my dumbphone everywhere I went, and for several weeks strangers asked about it. Even people who did not seem like they would hang out in semi-industrial Bushwick were intrigued. One evening in Lower Manhattan, a polished-looking man who had just been talking with someone else about his job in finance turned and saw my flip phone sitting on the bar. His face lit up. He wanted to know where I'd gotten it, and said that he'd been thinking about getting one too. A spirit of dumbphone curiosity seemed to be all around me.





Clearly, one of the flip phone's thrills is that it flips. It flips, and the feeling of its flipping is neat and familiar. For people of my cohort's age (and mine), it's a reminder of our first phones, which were amazing devices that conferred agency, independence, and the possibility of receiving secret messages from a crush. It's nice to have a flip phone again.


Month Offline leans into this feeling of nostalgia. At my second weekly meeting, my fellow travelers and I had the thrill of our lives decorating our new flip phones with stickers, just as we might have done in 2007. I added one baseball sticker to the front of my phone and one to the back, but some others created intricate patterns with rhinestones. The get-togethers were heavy on crafts; we often expressed ourselves through crayon. At the end of each meeting, we received a gift to help us get through the next week in an ever more analog fashion--a disposable camera, a book of crossword puzzles, a compass on a carabiner.


A key concept, discussed every week, was that of "friction"--or the specific discomfort we were feeling whenever we ran up against our reliance on our boxed-up smartphones. One week, we used the crayons to draw a "moment of friction," and most people drew themselves getting lost. The flip phone's tiny version of Google Maps is hard to use, and some people were trying not to use it all, preferring to navigate the city as their parents and grandparents once did, going only by their memory and directions from strangers.


I embraced the frictions of my month offline, except for when they made me extremely annoyed. Once, I settled down at a coffee shop to do some work and realized I was locked out of my computer; I had to call my fiance and ask him to bring my iPhone to me so that I could two-factor in. (My job requires a specific authenticator app that is not available for dumbphones.) I stewed while I waited. A couple of days before, I'd missed a text from my sister telling our family that she'd gotten into a medical residency. (Group chats sometimes glitched on my flip phone; other people in my cohort also reported having scattered problems with text-forwarding.) And because I had not received that text, or any of my family's responses to the biggest news of my sibling's life, my contribution to the chat was to blithely inform everyone a few minutes later that Seiya Suzuki would not be a good draft pick for our family's fantasy-baseball league, because he'd injured his knee in the World Baseball Classic.


At times like these, I felt as though this experiment in freeing myself was doing just the opposite. After all, I was paying for a second phone plan on top of the one I had for my iPhone--dumb.co service costs $25 a month for Month Offline participants--and then all this other annoying stuff was happening to me too. But the Month Offline program has a protocol for such moments of weakness: Between meetings, we were encouraged to text or call a couple of assigned "Flipmates," who were similar to Alcoholics Anonymous sponsors, and also to leave voicemails in a centralized mailbox for the group called the "Dumbphone Diary." The diary entries, which we sometimes listened to together at meetings, were brief, palpably sincere stories of the teller's struggles without a smartphone, or else their pride at having reconnected with art, nature, their friends, and their own mind.


Our group had three facilitators who would lead each week's activities and offer guidance. One of them, Lydia Peabody, explained that she had left her job as a therapist while participating in a previous Month Offline. The experiment had been a revelation, she told me. A few days into using the flip phone, she'd noticed that her mood was worsening. "I was like, Holy shit, why do I feel so awful?" Eventually, she deduced that her mindless smartphone scrolling had been a way to distract herself from her unhappiness. Without that option, she was forced to face reality. So she quit, and shortly after that she went to a Grateful Dead-cover-band show with the CEO of dumb.co, who hired her to run Month Offline because of her experience leading group therapy.


Her expertise has certainly been germane. Though the meetups weren't set up to be group therapy, people seemed to want to talk (and talk, and talk) about the ways their lives had changed without smartphones, and the discussions sometimes took on a therapeutic tone. I found this all a bit grating and repetitive, but as the month went on, I began to see the same results as everyone else. I read more, talked with strangers more, worried less, and forgot about Instagram almost entirely. I felt worse, and then I felt better.





At the final meetup for my month offline, we participated in a graduation ceremony, complete with Vitamin C's "Graduation (Friends Forever)" playing on a portable speaker. Cards on which we had written our average daily smartphone screen time at the beginning of the month were redistributed, and we wrote down our new totals. Mine went from nearly 4 hours to 19 minutes.


Peabody asked if there was anyone in the room who had not touched their smartphones at all, for the whole month, and two people raised their hands. The rest of us ooh-ed and clapped. I left with a feeling of genuine camaraderie. I also left having turned over my credit-card information to sign up for another month of dumb.co's dumbphone-service plan. My experiment was over, but I wasn't ready to give up on my little flip (which I'd started calling "my little flip").


Read: Get your kid a watch

The following week, our cohort came back together for a show of the creative projects we'd made with all of our offline free time. Those without artistic talents were encouraged to interpret the prompt liberally, and so one Month Offliner presented cookies she'd made from a favorite recipe, and another just sat at a table with a simple crossword puzzle she'd made.


At least 100 people came out for the event. Some were friends of Month Offliners who were there solely out of the goodness of their heart. When I asked one such woman what her level of interest was in participating in a Month Offline herself, she said it was "medium to mild." Other attendees were part of the city's broader, burgeoning subculture of "attention activism." I ran into Dan Fox, who works for the minimalist phone company Light, as well as Nick Plante, a community organizer who is one of the scene's best-known voices.


In his writing, Plante can come off as a zealot. He recently described social-media platforms as "prisons of the mind" and speculated that we may one day "see these companies burn and smolder." But when I spoke with him by phone after the Offline art show, he presented his stance in less fiery terms. Phone-free parties and club nights are already taking off, he said, and he guessed that New York will soon have an assortment of phone-free bars, restaurants, and co-working spaces. A culture shift away from smartphones is already under way, he said. "They're perceived as being so central to our society right now," he said. But what if they weren't?


My cohort mate Alana Kupke, a 30-year-old freelance stylist, had been thinking along the same lines. She'd signed up for the group because she works in the fashion industry and has felt obligated to be online all the time, just to keep her finger on the pulse. She'd been wondering whether she could do the same just by observing her physical surroundings and talking with people. At first, when friends saw her on the flip phone, they would freak out, she said. They would say "Oh my God" and swear that they could never get through the day with such a thing. "It kind of is a problem if people are scared to not have iPhones," Kupke told me. By the end of the month, though, she'd persuaded her roommate, several of her friends, and four people she'd met during gigs to make the switch to flip phones.


Read: Can Gen Z get rid of its iPhones?

Jenine Marquez, 26, another member of my cohort, told me that ever since our month offline she keeps her iPhone in a zippered pocket in her bag, where she can still reach it for emergencies and to answer video calls from her dad. Also, she can feel it buzzing if she gets a bunch of Microsoft Teams messages. Otherwise she doesn't touch it. Krupke said she's been switching out her iPhone for the dumbphone whenever she goes out with friends, so she can be more present. As for me, after signing up for another month of service, I haven't picked up my little flip even once.


A few days after the art show, when I met Peabody for tea, she acknowledged that not everyone who goes to Month Offline continues with the flip phones. Some treat the month like a detox. Others want to stay offline but struggle to stay on the wagon. "When you stop going to something each week that holds you accountable, it becomes harder for anybody to face this alone," Peabody said. She encourages people not to think about it as all-or-nothing. Her iPhone usually stays at her desk in her apartment, plugged in like a computer, she said. But she'll take it out to use it for something specific. "I don't make my life a living hell trying to use only this," she said, holding up her flip phone. "I use it most of the time because I feel better."


Only a few hundred people have participated in Month Offline so far, and participation may be limited to those whose lifestyles allow for voluntary inconvenience. But Peabody said she thinks the early flip-phone readopters will create a snowball effect. Each one will normalize the dumbphone's use a little more, even if it's just within their social circle or in the bars and coffee shops through which they pass. "Most people can do this, or a lot of people can do it," she said. "If you and I meet in a year, we'll be having different conversations."
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Elon Musk's SpaceX Endgame

The world's richest man is accruing more power than ever before.

by Quinn Slobodian, Ben Tarnoff

Tue, 21 Apr 2026




If Elon Musk gets his way, space will soon look very different. Through his ownership of SpaceX, the world's richest man already operates most of the roughly 14,000 active satellites that are orbiting Earth. Now his rocket company is asking the government for permission to launch up to 1 million more. It's part of Musk's plan to build data centers in space that can harness the power of the sun for AI. "You're power-constrained on Earth," Musk said last month. "Space has the advantage that it's always sunny."



Musk has a lot riding on these orbital data centers. To help finance them, he is set to take SpaceX public as early as June, at a reported valuation of $2 trillion. Musk has claimed that data centers in space can "enable self-growing bases on the moon, an entire civilization on Mars, and ultimately expansion to the universe." It's all classic Musk, who has a habit of making big promises that he can't always keep. Data centers in space are an untested technology, and it's not clear if they'd actually work. (Neither Musk nor SpaceX responded to a request for comment.)



Even if Musk falls short of his lofty space dreams, his venture may still pay him considerable dividends. That's because it could help him secure regulatory approval to accelerate a land grab in space. There are only so many satellites that can circle Earth's low orbit before the risk of collision becomes unacceptably high. By flooding space with his own satellites, Musk can make it impossible for other companies to gain entry while dramatically expanding one of the most important and valuable parts of his empire: Starlink.



The world's largest satellite-internet provider, Starlink already boasts more than 10 million active customers in at least 150 countries. Subscribers set up a flat antenna that looks a bit like a pizza box to connect their devices to the internet anywhere they are in the world. (Even if you aren't someone who pays for Starlink, you might have used the service without knowing it. The company's satellites now power in-plane Wi-Fi for several airlines, including United Airlines and Qatar Airways.)



Musk's control over Starlink has vested him with a degree of power traditionally reserved for a head of state. He has restricted access for both Ukrainian and Russian forces at various points during the ongoing conflict between the two countries, potentially altering the course of the war. In other cases, he has made Starlink service free--such as in Venezuela after the U.S. raid and capture of Nicolas Maduro, in January.



Read: Elon Musk moves against the Russians in Ukraine



The new frontier for Starlink is delivering satellite connectivity directly to people's smartphones without specialized hardware. In other words, no more pizza boxes. Musk already provides this service through partnerships with more than a dozen mobile carriers to serve "dead zones" beyond the range of cell towers, but the bandwidth is limited. T-Mobile's Starlink partnership, T-Satellite, allows customers to use Musk's satellite internet for messaging, location sharing, and low-speed data for a handful of apps.



Musk wants to go bigger, possibly even operating Starlink as its own stand-alone mobile carrier. "You should be able to have a Starlink--like you have an AT&T or a T-Mobile or a Verizon or whatever," he said last September. Unlike traditional mobile carriers, Starlink could operate on any cellphone anywhere in the world, due to the reach of its satellites. Imagine a future in which Musk owns not only a major social network, but a large chunk of the infrastructure through which the world's information flows. To pull that off, he will need more satellites. Musk has already said that the ones that he's looking to send to space for data centers are essentially souped-up versions of Starlink's next-generation satellite, set to launch later this year, which promise to increase mobile speeds by more than 3,000 percent.



Starlink isn't the only company trying to ramp up satellite-to-smartphone service. The prospect of offering high-speed connectivity anywhere in the world is tantalizing enough to justify major capital investment. Last week, Amazon bought the satellite company GlobalStar for more than $11 billion in one of its largest-ever acquisitions. As part of the announcement of the deal, Amazon also struck an agreement with Apple to operate the satellite internet on iPhones and Apple Watches. These moves position Amazon as Starlink's leading competitor--and make it all the more urgent for Musk to launch as many satellites as possible, locking up the sky before anyone else can gain a foothold.



If Musk makes good on his vision to create his own Starlink mobile carrier, he will accrue more power than ever before. Not only would Musk have the capacity to cut or enable service as desired, he would also have a greater ability to push people onto more of his own products and platforms. A relatively obscure technique called "zero-rating" allows telecom providers to let users visit certain websites without having it count toward their data caps. Free Basics, for instance, is a program initiated more than a decade ago by Facebook in which the company partners with local mobile carriers in developing countries to provide free access to Meta's family of apps. This allows poorer users to still surf the web, but at the cost of locking them into Meta's walled garden.



Starlink has already experimented with this approach. The select collection of apps that can be used through T-Satellite include both X and Grok, but not competitors such as Instagram and ChatGPT. Musk could go further by letting Starlink subscribers use X and Grok for free. Particularly in low-income countries, this subsidy would be a major inducement to using those services. And considering the breadth of Musk's empire, there are endless opportunities for cross-promotion. He could make Starlink's mobile service a free perk for Tesla drivers, X Premium members, and xAI customers. For now, all of this is a hypothetical--but it is not far-fetched. Although 1 million satellites is the headline-grabbing number, these pursuits can happen below that ceiling. As so often is the case, Musk promises Mars but satisfies investors with low Earth orbit.



Starlink could also be the logical next step in Musk's campaign against what he calls the "woke mind virus." Take his treatment of Twitter. Since purchasing the social-media site in 2022 and renaming it X, Musk has turned it into a megaphone for his political viewpoints. He has restored hundreds of banned far-right accounts, eliminated virtually all content-moderation rules, and tweaked the algorithm to promote accounts that align with his politics. Musk attempts to further reinforce his worldview through Grok, the proudly politically incorrect chatbot, and now Grokipedia, his competitor to Wikipedia.



Read: What Elon Musk's version of Wikipedia thinks about Hitler, Putin, and apartheid



While Musk has never had any problem winning investor confidence, he has sometimes stumbled at winning broad-based popularity. A common reflex is to blame the messengers: As he told CNBC last spring, "What I've learned is that legacy-media propaganda is very effective at making you believe things that aren't true." Launching even more satellites into space presents the opportunity to close the loop and cut out the "legacy media" altogether. The logic of Musk's empire is total. X shapes the discourse. Grok automates it. Grokipedia rewrites the historical record. Starlink can deliver it all, everywhere, to everyone. Each layer reinforces the others. It's not about winning arguments in the public sphere. It's about building a replacement. If Musk gets his way, the echo chamber of tomorrow will reach to space and back.
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How Trump Voters Are Reacting to the Economy

Panelists joined to discuss the president's recent polling numbers, and more.

by The Editors

Sat, 25 Apr 2026




President Trump's approval rating on his handling of the economy seems to be dropping, according to a recent poll from The New York Times. Panelists on Washington Week With The Atlantic joined to examine how voters' perception of the president may be shifting, and more.

Amid rising costs, some Trump voters have begun cutting back on spending, Yvonne Wingett Sanchez, a staff writer at The Atlantic, said last night, referencing the voters she has spoken with while reporting in Arizona. "It is the sacrifices that they are having to make within their homes and within their own households to be able to afford this environment," she added. To these voters, "psychologically, they feel like they are in a really bad spot."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Annie Linskey, a White House reporter at The Wall Street Journal; Seung Min Kim, a White House reporter at the Associated Press; Tyler Pager, a White House correspondent at The New York Times; and Sanchez.

Watch the full episode here.
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Is It the Shoes?

The marathon's impossible barrier was broken.

by Alex Hutchinson

Tue, 28 Apr 2026




Updated at 11:05 p.m. ET on April 27, 2026

To understand the significance of someone running a marathon in less than two hours, you also need to understand that, until recently, the notion of this actually happening was truly, utterly absurd. Sure, a physiologist named Michael Joyner had floated the idea that such a feat might be humanly possible in a journal paper way back in 1991. But his peers laughed off the idea, and not much changed over the succeeding decades. In Runner's World in 2014, I predicted that it would happen in 2075. Frankly, even that forecast seemed overly optimistic to me, but I figured I'd be dead by then, so no one would be able to call me on it.

Well, I was wrong. Yesterday morning, the two-hour marathon barrier finally went down. A relatively unheralded 31-year-old Kenyan named Sabastian Sawe won the London Marathon with a time of 1:59:30. That is, for reference, 26.2 miles run at an average of 4:34 a mile--or, put another way, a pace that most recreational runners would struggle to sustain for more than a few seconds, if they could hit it at all. Perhaps even more arresting was the fact that the man who took second place, Ethiopia's Yomif Kejelcha, also ran under two hours, finishing just 11 seconds behind Sawe.

The feat was the culmination of a shift--or, perhaps more aptly, a total disruption--in marathoning over the past few years, in which the eventual breaking of the mythical two-hour mark went from an impossibility to a guarantee. When sports are young, they progress by leaps and bounds. The first marathon over the now-standard distance of 26 miles, 385 yards, contested at the 1908 London Olympics, was won in 2:55:19. Progress in the succeeding decades was rapid, but by 1991 the sport was mature, professionalized, and lucrative. When Joyner made his prediction, the world record was 2:06:50 and had advanced by less than two minutes since the 1960s. Logic dictated that future decades would see even slower progress, as runners approached insurmountable limits in factors such as how much training they could handle and how much fuel their muscles could store.

The turning point came in 2016, when Nike announced its Breaking2 project. The famous Kenyan runner Eliud Kipchoge and two others were chosen as the centerpieces of a multimillion-dollar attempt to engineer every detail of a sub-two-hour marathon: nutrition, hydration, training, shoes, weather, drafting, pacing, and so on. On a Formula 1 track in Monza, Italy, in May 2017, Kipchoge ended up running 2:00:25, astonishingly and unexpectedly close to the barrier. He ran virtually the entire race behind an arrowhead formation of six pacers who blocked the wind for him; the pacers swapped in and out throughout the race, intentionally violating the rule that all competitors must start at the same time, which meant it didn't count as a world record. But at that moment, the conversation shifted from if to when.

What remained unclear after Breaking2 was how Kipchoge had run so fast. Was he simply a generational talent? Was it the drafting, which aerodynamics experts argued could shave several minutes off his time all by itself? Or was it the shoes? Nike had unveiled a radically new design for Breaking2, incorporating a curved carbon-fiber plate into a thick wedge of springy midsole foam, which external lab data suggested would make runners several percent faster. Two years later, when Kipchoge ran 1:59:41 under similar non-record-eligible conditions at Ineos's 1:59 Challenge in Vienna, those questions still lingered. But it was clear that the shoes really worked. National and international records at every distance were falling, and every major shoe company had come up with its own version of Nike's plate-and-foam supershoe design.

Now that everyone has supershoes, you might think the playing field is level. In reality, the innovation arms race has continued. The exact workings of the plate-and-foam architecture still aren't fully understood, so shoe companies keep tinkering and producing better shoes. For yesterday's record-setting marathon, Adidas launched a new shoe featuring an ultralight midsole foam that reduced the overall weight of the shoe to just 3.4 ounces. Sawe was wearing the shoe; four of the top five men's finishers, including Sawe, are sponsored by Adidas.

It's hard to overstate how strange this situation is for the running world, which used to pride itself on being the simplest and most gear-agnostic sport. Every year since time immemorial, shoe companies have launched new shoes with the promise that they will be game changers. Until 2017, this was never actually true. But now the record books keep being rewritten. Kipchoge brought the official record down to 2:01:39 in 2018, then 2:01:09 in 2022. The following year, another Kenyan, Kelvin Kiptum, ran 2:00:35 at the Chicago Marathon. This was proof that Kipchoge wasn't an irreplaceable freak of nature--and invited only more questions about the shoes and what it means to compare runners year by year. Could Sawe have broken two hours in different shoes? Could he even have done it in last year's shoes? Head-to-head comparisons are difficult: Kipchoge, now 41, is past his competitive peak, and Kiptum was killed in a car accident at age 24, just a few months after setting his world record.

Then there's the question of drugs. If sprinters on steroids was the cliche of the 1980s, blood-doping endurance athletes has become a similarly familiar trope. Kenya, in particular, has been singled out as a serial offender: More than 140 runners from the country are currently serving doping suspensions, including the women's marathon world-record holder, Ruth Chepngetich, who tested positive for drugs in the summer of 2025. (Kipchoge and Kiptum have not faced any formal doping accusations.) In this respect, Sawe and Adidas have been prescient. In the two months prior to last fall's Berlin Marathon, Adidas ponied up a reported $50,000 to have World Athletics' Athletics Integrity Unit test Sawe 25 times. Berlin turned out to be too warm for a fast time, but Adidas and Sawe continued the arrangement this year. "I wanted people to know that whatever happened in the race, I was not to be doubted," Sawe told the running website LetsRun.

Sawe's extraordinary performance justified the extraordinary precautions. In London, a pack of six runners broke away early, tucked behind three pacemakers until the halfway mark, reached in 1:00:29--which, you'll note, is considerably slower than two-hour pace. Sawe looked barely conscious, conserving his energy, his eyes locked onto the back of the pacemaker in front of him. One of the pacemakers continued until just after the 25-kilometer mark, by which time the pack had been reduced to three. Once that final pacemaker dropped out, Sawe came alive and began to turn the screws.

If the magic of Kipchoge's unofficial sub-two-hour race was in the drafting, then Sawe having to lead for more than 10 miles should have doomed him. Instead, he got steadily faster. Only in the final few miles did the BBC's race commentators suddenly realize that history might be beckoning. You can't blame them: Nobody could have foreseen how much Sawe would accelerate. He ran the second half in 59:01--a time that, on its own, would be a national record in all but a handful of countries. And glued to Sawe's shoulder until the final mile was Kejelcha, the Ethiopian runner, waiting for him to falter. Sometimes top runners prefer to minimize competition when they're chasing world records so that they don't need to worry about getting passed if they misjudge the pace. But in this case, it seems likely that Sawe's acceleration was fueled at least in part by the desperate desire to shake off his persistent shadow.

All told, Sawe's breakthrough--the head-to-head throwdown, the drug-testing program, the dramatic finale--was exactly how you'd script an all-time performance. He did everything right--which is why I feel bad about the lingering hint of anticlimax I feel in myself and sense in my running friends. The truth is, Sawe's performance was only the second-most-surprising marathon result of the weekend. At a marathon in Toledo, Ohio, an unheralded local 25-year-old named Vincent Mauri won in 2:05:55, beating the previous course record by more than 13 minutes. This makes him the fourth-fastest American in history. These are both, in their own way, performances for the ages, unless next year's shoes turn out to be even better.



This story originally misstated Sawe's time at the halfway point of his record-setting marathon as 1:00:26.
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MAHA's Perfect Villain

Glyphosate highlights the movement's horseshoe politics and has nothing to do with vaccines.

by Nancy Walecki

Mon, 27 Apr 2026




This morning, a crowd gathered near the Supreme Court to protest the weed-killer Roundup. Inside, justices heard arguments for Monsanto v. Durnell, weighing whether to exempt the company that created Roundup from lawsuits alleging that it failed to warn users that its herbicide causes cancer. Outside, the protesters rehearsed long-running grievances against Monsanto: One man was passing out flyers about "the hidden truth" of genetically modified food, and one speaker railed against "Mon-Satan."
 
 Developed by Monsanto and now owned by the German conglomerate Bayer, Roundup and its active ingredient, glyphosate, have long been concerns for left-leaning environmentalists; now the MAHA coalition has taken up the cause with enthusiasm. The headliners of "The People vs. Poison" rally were a who's who of MAHA: The HighWire's Del Bigtree; the host of the Turning Point USA podcast, Culture Apothecary, Alex Clark; the founder of Moms Across America, Zen Honeycutt; and the "Food Babe" and the rally's organizer, Vani Hari.



In this way, the event was a very public demonstration of MAHA's horseshoe politics. The rally's roughly 30 speakers included environmental activists and politicians from both parties. "This is not a left or right issue," Democratic Senator Cory Booker, a surprise guest speaker and potential 2028 presidential candidate, told the crowd. "This is a right or wrong issue." If Democrats have balked at MAHA's rejection of vaccines, battling glyphosate has a chance of locking in the movement's wider base of support.



The safety of glyphosate is still contested. Bayer continues to emphasize that scientific assessments have not definitively linked glyphosate to cancer. It says that because pesticides are federally regulated and the EPA has deemed glyphosate safe, the company should not be subject to state-level lawsuits such as Durnell. The U.S. government, meanwhile, as Booker would tell it, has been on the "wrong" side of the issue. In February, President Trump passed an executive order to boost domestic glyphosate production; later this week, the House is expected to vote on the Farm Bill, which contains provisions that would also limit pesticide manufacturers' legal liability. Earlier this month, the White House invited MAHA leaders, including Clark, for a roundtable to discuss their views on the issue. "We gave them ideas of things that they could do that would be an olive branch for moms that are upset about the glyphosate executive order," Clark told me. She is hopeful, but said "it's up to them if they're going to do something or not."



For the moment, MAHA is still waiting, although the White House spokesperson Kush Desai told me that the administration has "more announcements on sustainable agriculture practices and other policies in store to build on MAHA victories from the past year." He also stood behind Trump's glyphosate order, which he said "simply seeks to strengthen our national security and end America's decades-long reliance on foreign imports and supply chains," adding, "This is 'America First' in action." (HHS did not respond to a request for comment.)



In theory, today's MAHA rally was another nudge for the administration. Clark told me that she truly believes that MAHA won the presidency for Republicans in 2024, so for the administration to do anything to "jeopardize that or let it slip through your fingers is just moronic." (The back of her jacket read: I Turn Into Erin Brockovich When I'm Angry.)



As my colleagues have reported, Trump does seem to believe that HHS Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and his followers will be an important electoral force in the midterms, whether or not that's true. Hari had previously told Politico that she expected more than 1,000 people at the protest, and judging by the number of babies in strollers and children holding handmade signs, the so-called MAHA Moms were out in full force. But by my count, the crowd capped out at a couple hundred. "I wish more people were here," Sharon Juraszek, who'd traveled from Florida for the rally, told me. She owns an organic-food company and has been speaking against glyphosate for years because her mother died of cancer that she believes was brought on by Roundup. She is a fan of Kennedy and hoped he would be one of the day's surprise guest speakers. (He was not.)



Still, Clark thought that the crowd should show the administration that "this is extremely serious," she said. "I mean, you've got moms and babies out here." And despite MAHA's frustrations with Trump's recent actions, the rally today ultimately aligned with the administration's goals before the midterms. The White House has reportedly encouraged Kennedy to focus more on the healthy-food aspects of his MAHA agenda this year instead of his divisive anti-vaccine policies. The rally basically did the same. Besides Hari, Bigtree seemed to be the unofficial headliner of the protest; several people told me they'd come to see him. His organization, Informed Consent Action Network, is known for opposing vaccines, but today, his speech didn't mention any of that. Instead, he talked about "the food that sits on the table before us." That, he said, is "an issue that is bringing America back together."
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MAHA Swing Voters Are an Illusion

Politicians are fooling themselves about the political power of health-conscious moms.

by Nicholas Florko, Tom Bartlett

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




Updated at 7:11 a.m. ET on April 23, 2026

Earlier this month, MAHA moms went to the White House. Several key figures in the "Make America Healthy Again" movement gathered around a table in the Roosevelt Room to speak with Health Secretary Robert F. Kennedy Jr. and other top administration officials. The invitees--who included the health activist Kelly Ryerson, the wellness podcaster Alex Clark, and the nutritionist Courtney Swan--were all women. They're influential among the loose coalition of Kennedy supporters known as MAHA moms, many of whom are worried about their children's health. This was a chance for them to air their grievances with the Trump administration--which have grown in recent months. Afterward, they were ushered into the Oval Office to see President Trump, who, according to Ryerson, welcomed them as "my MAHA leaders."



The alliance between MAHA and MAGA was always an unlikely one. Kennedy was a Democrat before his independent presidential run in 2023, and many of his priorities--such as encouraging healthy eating--have traditionally been the domain of the left. Lately, the partnership has started to fray. Core MAHA supporters were infuriated when Trump signed an executive order in February that could give liability protection to manufacturers of glyphosate, the weed killer used in Roundup that studies have linked to cancer. (Ryerson is so against the chemical that she goes by "Glyphosate Girl" on Instagram.) The movement has also been frustrated by the stalled nomination of perhaps the most famous MAHA mom, Casey Means, Trump's pick for surgeon general, who has yet to receive a Senate confirmation vote. Means was also at the recent White House gathering, which appeared to be an attempt to smooth things over with MAHA before the midterms.

Read: Well, that didn't sound like Casey Means

Not unlike the "silent majority" that pushed Richard Nixon to victory in 1972 or the Tea Party movement that ushered in the red wave during the 2010 midterms, MAHA moms have been billed as a significant factor in the upcoming election. MAHA is "central to our coalition," Steve Bannon, Trump's former chief strategist, told us. Without the movement's support, he believes, there's no chance that Republicans can prevail in November. The president seems to be on the same page: "I read an article today where they think Bobby is going to be really great for the Republican Party in the midterms," Trump said during a Cabinet meeting in January, referring to the health secretary. "So, I have to be very careful that Bobby likes us." In an email, the White House senior deputy press secretary Kush Desai told us that the administration is dedicated to delivering on the MAHA agenda. The gathering at the White House "was one of many productive engagements that the Administration has had and continues to have with the MAHA community," he wrote.



These voters are politically desirable across party lines. Some of MAHA's priorities--such as getting rid of petroleum-based food dyes or limiting pesticide use--are widely popular. About a third of independent parents, along with one in six Democratic parents, identify as supporters of the MAHA movement, according to a poll from last year. Many Democrats are also trying to win over disaffected MAHA moms.



The most prominent MAHA moms tend to be swing voters rather than Trump loyalists. Vani Hari, an activist known as the "Food Babe," was a delegate at the Democratic National Convention in 2012 but is now a prominent MAHA influencer (she was invited to the White House meeting but couldn't attend). Ryerson voted for Trump because of Kennedy. "I probably wouldn't have voted otherwise," she told us.



But Hari and Ryerson--both of whom were health activists long before MAHA came along--may not be representative of rank-and-file voters. For this story, we spoke with several MAHA supporters, including a documentarian who had worked on anti-vaccine films, moms with a parenting podcast, and an Instagram influencer who told us about her four-ingredient recipe for homemade Goldfish crackers. One of us chatted with more than a dozen attendees at CPAC, the annual Republican conference. Many were MAGA before they were MAHA, and said their midterm votes don't hinge on health issues. Virtually none said they would realistically consider voting blue in November.

And then there is the question of numbers. To hear MAHA leaders tell it, their supporters constitute a small army. Tony Lyons, who runs MAHA PAC, the movement's political arm, has said that there are millions of MAHA moms and, in a memo to GOP leaders, argued that embracing the movement is the way to "win big in the midterms." Hari claimed on X in January that thousands of MAHA supporters have been calling state legislatures in recent months over concerns about legislation that would give pesticide makers immunity from lawsuits. (When we asked about that, she conceded that the number was more likely in the hundreds. After publication of this article, she said that she had responded too quickly and meant to say thousands--though she declined to produce any evidence for that number.)

In Tennessee, which considered a pesticide bill earlier this year, a lawmaker told us that she received "about 150 emails and around 50 calls to my office." But in our reporting, we were unable to track down evidence suggesting that moms who will cast their votes based on their MAHA beliefs exist in such numbers that they could swing the midterms. MAHA "is not going to affect the aggregate, but it could affect various districts which are very close," Bob Blendon, a Harvard professor who studies public opinion on health, told us.

Read: The man holding MAHA together

The most prominent contest where MAHA has come into play so far isn't even a seat that is realistically at odds of flipping from red to blue. MAHA PAC has pledged to spend $1 million to unseat Senator Bill Cassidy of Louisiana, who was the pivotal vote to advance RFK Jr.'s nomination as health secretary but has since publicly called him out on occasion. The group has endorsed another Republican, Julia Letlow, and health hasn't been a defining issue in the race. Instead, both candidates have competed to prove that they are more loyal to Trump. (Trump has endorsed Letlow over Cassidy.)



Of course, a lot can change from now until November. American elections have been upended before by groups of voters who seemed elusive and seemingly came out of nowhere. The Tea Party, for example, was seen initially as diffuse--much like the modern MAHA movement--but the effort was actually well funded and well planned, Patrick Rafail, a professor at Tulane University who wrote a book on the movement, told us. "I don't see a parallel for MAHA," he said.



MAHA seems to be one of the few causes that unites people across the political spectrum. But broad appeal doesn't necessarily translate at the ballot box.
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A Mediocre Public-School Education for Just $40,000 a Pupil

How New York City's education budget became an untouchable money pit

by Marc Novicoff

Tue, 28 Apr 2026




New York City's new mayor, Zohran Mamdani, will soon confront an ordeal that might finally knock that trademark smile off his face: balancing the budget. The city is projected to have a $5 billion deficit this year and is required by law to make up for that shortfall by raising revenue, cutting spending, or both. Mamdani has proposed large tax increases paired with modest cuts to city programs. But getting to $5 billion won't be easy, in part because the biggest portion of the city's budget is considered untouchable.

I refer not to the police department or the transit system, but to the department of education. It costs about $40 billion a year, making up a third of the city's gargantuan budget. New York City spends more money per pupil--north of $40,000, according to one recent estimate--than any of the other 100 largest public-school districts in the country, and more than twice as much as the median district. Meanwhile, it generates educational outcomes that are average at best. According to federal data, its per-pupil spending is nearly 50 percent higher than Los Angeles's and Chicago's (the second- and fourth-largest districts), and 150 percent higher than Miami's (the third-largest). Per pupil is the key phrase here. New York City's public-school system is the largest in the country, but that's not the problem. The problem, actually, is that the student body is small relative to the resources devoted to it, and shrinking fast--but the city and state governments won't cut education spending accordingly. As long as that's the case, the city's financial situation will grow only harder to manage.

Where does all the money go? The simple answer is that it goes to the teachers. According to a cross-district analysis by the National Center for Education Statistics, New York City spent 61 percent of its education budget on instructor compensation in 2023. Los Angeles spent 52 percent on teachers; Miami, 43 percent.

From the October 2019 issue: When the culture war comes for the kids

Surprisingly, given those figures, New York City teachers are far from the highest paid in the country. A starting New York City teacher makes about $69,000 a year, whereas a new teacher in Seattle makes $74,730. A first-year Dallas teacher makes $65,000, but the cost of living in that city is significantly lower than in New York. And unlike the New York teacher, the Dallas teacher will not be required to get a master's degree within five years of starting. Closer to home: The median teacher in the New York suburbs of Long Island and the Hudson Valley earns 14 percent more money than their counterpart in the city.

New York manages to spend so much on its teachers without paying them all that much by having so many of them. New York City's pupil-to-teacher ratio is lower than that of each of the next 80 largest school districts. According to the New York City Independent Budget Office, that number stands at one instructor for every nine pupils. (This includes all pedagogic staff, including specialists, guidance counselors, and speech pathologists--not just the classroom teachers.) Melissa Arnold Lyon, a public-policy professor at SUNY Albany, told me that small class sizes are often the natural result of a dance between teachers' unions and school districts. "The teachers' union is coming in asking for higher salaries," she said. "The city will say, 'We don't have enough money for that salary ask. What else would you take?'" Small class sizes, which make a teacher's job easier, are one answer.

Another factor contributing to the city's high teacher-to-student ratio is the surging special-education population. In 2000, 11 percent of New York City students were classified as disabled. Today, that figure is up to 22 percent. The national average, by contrast, is 15 percent; in Los Angeles, 16 percent; and in Chicago, 17 percent. That increase has been driven by rising diagnoses for ADHD, speech and language issues, learning disabilities such as dyslexia, and autism. Boys in New York City schools are twice as likely to be classified as disabled as girls are. Christopher Cleveland, a Brown professor who studies special education, told me that growth in these categories typically reflects not an underlying change in the student population, but a change in the way they're treated. "The higher the percent goes in the U.S., the more it means that we likely have this changing social definition of disability relative to biological definitions of disability."

Although poor students are disproportionately likely to receive special education in New York City, well-off disabled kids are the ones most acutely driving up the budget. In 1993, the Supreme Court ruled that parents who prove that their school district does not adequately accommodate their child's disability are entitled to reimbursement for private school or private tutoring services. Under Mayor Bill de Blasio, the city initiated a policy of rarely contesting such claims, meaning that, in most cases, all a family had to do to get reimbursed--to the tune of $102,000 a student on average last year--was hire a lawyer. These publicly funded private services accounted for $200 million in department spending in 2015. The preliminary budget for next year allots $1.5 billion to pay for them.

Even more than disability accommodations, the school district's fundamental issue is that overall enrollment is shrinking. The number of children in New York City is declining rapidly, even faster than in most big cities. From 2020 to 2024, the population of under-5-year-olds declined by 17 percent or more in Manhattan, Brooklyn, and Queens.

In the 2019-20 school year, just over 1 million kids were enrolled in New York City public schools. Preliminary enrollment figures for the 2025-26 school year have that number at 884,000. The future looks even dimmer. Statistical Forecasting, the consulting firm that the city hires to model enrollment for school capital investment, projects that enrollment will drop another 11 percent in the next five years in the city's traditional public schools.

A shrinking student body mechanically pushes up per-pupil spending unless the education budget is cut--and the budget is never cut. Under a policy known as "hold harmless," the city government does not reduce a school's budget as its enrollment declines. Instead, the funding keeps flowing even as it is spent on fewer and fewer students. "It's not fun to go to schools and say, 'Hey, remember the money we said we were gonna give you? We're gonna give you less,'" Jonathan Collins, a professor at Columbia University's Teachers College and a member of the city's Panel for Education Policy, told me. Avoiding those tough conversations costs the city billions of dollars.

By the 2022-23 school year, roughly a quarter of all schools were below 60 percent capacity, twice as many as in 2014-15. At these schools, as the miniature chairs empty, the options available to each remaining student for electives, clubs, and extracurriculars go down too. Tina Collins, the policy director of the New York City teachers' union, told me, "You have some high schools, for example, that can't field sports teams anymore."

The same problem exists in macrocosm at the school-district level. A New York State law known as "Maintenance of Effort" enshrines that New York City may not appropriate fewer dollars to education than it did the year before, unless city tax revenues go down, in which case the cut must be proportionate to the revenue decline. Another law prevents the state, which provides more than a third of the city's education budget, from reducing its aid to a given school district. These provisions combine to make every part of the city's education spending function like a ratchet. Spending can go only up, even as the student population shrinks.

Changing these laws is politically radioactive. In 2024, Governor Kathy Hochul tried, but Republicans and Democrats in both chambers of the legislature rebuffed her. When Mamdani's predecessor Eric Adams proposed simply letting schools' funding shrink along with enrollment, he was sued, protested against, and, eventually, bullied into backing down.

In fact, rather than New York legislators coming together to help the city manage its enrollment decline, they have instead chosen to inflate costs even further. In 2022, the state legislature nearly unanimously passed a law requiring New York City (and only New York City) to dramatically reduce its maximum class sizes, capping them at 20 to 25 kids a class, depending on the grade level. Most schools in poor areas already had small classes, meaning the law will disproportionately benefit affluent neighborhoods. But the teachers' union rejoiced, knowing the law would make teachers' lives easier and increase demand for their services.

All of this spending on small class sizes, small schools, and accommodations for students with special challenges might be worth it if the investment led to a high-performing school district. But New York City's scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress are average for a large-city school district. In fourth grade, only a third of students score at or above "proficient" in math, and only 28 percent do so in reading. The numbers for eighth grade are slightly worse. This puts New York City on par with Denver, which spends half as much per pupil, and Clark County, Nevada, which spends one-third as much.

Rachel Canter: States are learning the wrong lesson from the 'Mississippi Miracle'

Faced with ballooning per-pupil spending and mediocre results, Mamdani has demonstrated only the barest interest in school-budget cuts. He has abandoned some of his education-related campaign promises, such as tuition assistance for students who become teachers; proposed eliminating a few small programs together worth about 0.1 percent of the budget; and suggested procurement reform. He also has asked the state for more time to comply with the class-size law.

These modest measures pale in comparison to the amount of money he plans to add to the city's school budget. His preliminary budget for the 2027 fiscal year called for a 9 percent increase--$3 billion--to the department of education's funding. Mamdani has already moderated on many issues, but cutting the education budget would apparently have been a bridge too far.

As New York City becomes more expensive to live in, fewer families with children live there. The education budget nonetheless continues to go up, hurting taxpayers and diverting funds from other important services. This makes the city even more expensive to live in, and leaves young families even more squeezed, causing even fewer children to live there. The situation stems from the commendable liberal impulse to devote extensive resources to public education. But what's the point of public education without a public to educate?




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/2026/04/new-york-city-schools-budget/686971/?utm_source=feed
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The 'Missing Scientist' Story Is Unbelievably Dumb

It is, in a way, a remarkable achievement.

by Daniel Engber

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




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

The mystery of the missing scientists began with a Silver Alert. In late February, a retired Air Force major general named Neil McCasland left his house in New Mexico for a walk and never returned. Rumors spread on social media that the elderly former astronautical engineer had been abducted or killed. Forget Nancy Guthrie, they said. Here was a guy who used to run a "UFO-linked" lab. Here was a guy with knowledge of "America's deepest, darkest secrets." So where was this guy?



McCasland's wife did her best with a post on Facebook to address what she called the "misinformation circulating about Neil and his disappearance," but wild notions only multiplied. Dots were added, then connected: Another scientist--an advanced-materials researcher at NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory (JPL) named Monica Reza--had disappeared while hiking near Los Angeles in June 2025. A physicist at MIT had been murdered in December. "What is going on seems to be an enemy action," Walter Kirn, the novelist and podcast contrarian, said last month.



Things got even dottier from there: Another eight names were added to a growing list of scientists who have recently either died or gone missing. House Oversight Committee Chairman James Comer expressed concern about the 11 missing scientists and said that "something sinister could be happening." Another member of that committee proposed that China, Russia, or Iran might be involved. And last week, on the White House lawn, President Trump told a reporter from Fox News that he'd just been in a meeting to discuss the matter. (Press Secretary Karoline Leavitt confirmed that the administration will address the "legitimate questions about these troubling cases" and said that "no stone will be unturned.")



Read: Walter Kirn and the empty politics of defiance



Which is all to say that another piece of flagrant nonsense has ascended to the highest levels of U.S. politics and media. To call it a conspiracy theory would be far too kind, because no comprehensive theory has been floated to explain the pattern of events. But then, even the phrase pattern of events is imprecise, because there is no pattern here at all. Given all the people who could have been roped into this narrative but weren't, any hope of finding meaning falls away. Barring any dramatic new disclosures, the mystery of the missing scientists has the dubious honor of being a sham in every way at once.



The conspiracy theorists can't even put their finger on the field of U.S. research that has fallen under threat. Our leading scientists are being targeted by foreign powers--but which ones, exactly? Well, it's the people who study space technologies, or maybe the people who study asteroids and comets, or maybe the people who work on plasma physics? The Fox News reporter Peter Doocy tried to sum it up like this: The scientists who have died or gone missing are the ones "with access to classified stuff--nuclear material, aerospace." Kirn's attempt was somehow even less coherent: The missing experts, he said, work "in the most advanced realms of space-rocket propulsion and, you know, Air Force-NASA-type endeavors."



If these attempts at explanations sound stupid, it's because the people on the list of missing scientists have no common area of expertise. Sure, many happen to be physicists or engineers; some are or were affiliated with government labs. But what about Jason Thomas? His tragic death over the winter made the list even though he was a chemical biologist working for Novartis on ways to improve the process of drug discovery.



And what about Melissa Casias, a Los Alamos National Laboratory employee who went missing last year? She was not a scientist at all, but rather an administrative assistant. (Perhaps she had access to some "classified stuff"; who knows?) Another person on the list is Amy Eskridge, who was a "scientist" only in the way that a subway preacher is a "theologian." Whatever fame she had derived from her claiming that her father, a former NASA propulsion engineer, had discovered the secret of antigravity and that she would soon go public with this world-changing scientific breakthrough. She also made frequent reference to a friend of hers, a "katana-wielding, time-traveling soldier" named Dan.



Maybe Casias chanced to open some ultrasensitive file in the course of doing her job, and had to be abducted. Maybe Eskridge really was onto some new technology. The bigger problem with the story is this: Their deaths and disappearances aren't really unexplained. Reza went missing while hiking, a fate that probably befalls hundreds if not thousands of people every year. Two more people on the list, a pair of JPL-affiliated astrophysicists, each about 60 years old, may have died of natural causes, as happens to roughly 35,000 other Americans of their age each year. The MIT physicist was murdered by a former classmate who also shot and killed two undergraduates at Brown University. Several people on the list appeared to be suffering from personal distress: Thomas, the chemical biologist, was distraught over the recent loss of both of his parents; Casias had very significant personal problems, according to her daughter, and may have tried to run away from them; McCasland was tormented by brain fog and physical deterioration, according to his wife, and he'd told her more than once that "he didn't want to live like that."



And then there's Eskridge, the antigravity theorist with the time-traveling-soldier friend. In what seems to be her final media appearance, from 2020, she is (by her own account) drunk and high, and appears to be in the grips of a paranoid delusion. Over the course of the interview, she claims that someone sneaked into her home while she was out and closed her bedroom window and that, in another incident, someone broke in and unplugged the charger for her boyfriend's wireless headphones. Eskridge also said that she'd been followed by a car with a license plate that kept changing, that she'd been roofied multiple times, and that strangers at her local bar had been taunting her by using "buzzwords" relevant to her life. "I'm scared," she said near the end of the interview. "I'm tired. I'm real tired." Eskridge died in June 2022.



Read: An act of cosmic sabotage



Note the date: June 2022. Any good conspiracy theory starts with a notable coincidence. (The bacteria that cause Lyme disease were first discovered on an island that happens to be just 10 miles away from the former site of a military research lab ...) But again, this is not a good conspiracy theory. When on the White House lawn Doocy asked for comment on the missing scientists, he described them as having "all gone missing or turned up dead in the last couple of months." If that were true, we might indeed be looking at a "cluster" of events. In fact, the cited instances of dead or missing people extend across a span of nearly four years, from Eskridge's death to McCasland's disappearance two months ago.



Add in the diversity of individuals and circumstances--recall that we're talking about a group of people who were either scientists or nonscientists, and who died of natural causes or got murdered or went missing--and it's crystal clear that no coincidence actually exists. The loss of life is real, and families are mourning, but nothing sinister is going on. The "mystery" is just a p-hacked panic and a waste of everybody's time.



Read: Every scientific empire comes to an end



Ironically, America doesn't seem to need much help when it comes to disappearing scientists. About 1,000 employees have been laid off from NASA's JPL in the past few years. One senior scientist who is still there told my colleague Ross Andersen last October that he'd never seen the place so empty and lifeless. In the meantime, the Trump administration has repeatedly proposed cutting NASA's science research funding in half, a plan that would surely lead to further loss of staff at JPL, not to mention the abandonment of probes that have been sent into our solar system.



And while the FBI looks into potential foreign involvement in professors' deaths at MIT and Caltech, the Trump administration says that it intends to halve the budget of the National Science Foundation, which in recent years has furnished those two schools with hundreds of millions of dollars in research grants. Already, more than 40 percent of the NSF's scientific staff have left or been fired.



This is just a subset of the harms that have been done to the U.S. research enterprise since the start of 2025. In response, some top scientists have been getting up and walking out the door. Their absence can't be blamed on China, Russia, or Iran. Maybe the White House should look into it.








This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/science/2026/04/missing-scientists/686885/?utm_source=feed
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This ABC Showdown Is Different

The network is now in a stronger position to defend itself against the FCC.

by Will Gottsegen

Wed, 29 Apr 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.

In September, FCC Chair Brendan Carr dangled a simple threat: Either ABC would "take action" against Jimmy Kimmel, or there would be consequences. The network promptly gave in--"Great News," President Trump wrote at the time--suspending Kimmel's late-night show only to reinstate it a few days later amid public backlash. Yesterday, just 24 hours after the president and the first lady publicly demanded that Kimmel be fired, the FCC went after the network once again, ordering an early review of all broadcast licenses owned by ABC's parent company, Disney.

In some ways, the situations rhyme. Both involve direct threats to ABC after a Kimmel joke, and both reveal how the FCC has been reconfigured to act on Trump's personal grievances. But having failed in its previous attempt to oust Kimmel, the White House has now lost much of its leverage; this time, Disney has less of a reason to cave.

Carr's threat this past fall was a direct response to a joke the comedian delivered during a monologue, which erroneously implied that Charlie Kirk's killer had been a member of the MAGA movement. At the time, Republicans were seizing on posthumous criticism of Kirk to try to censor liberal groups, and Elon Musk and other prominent conservatives soon piled on Kimmel. The FCC told me that its latest challenge stems from an ongoing investigation into the network's diversity, equity, and inclusion practices, "not any speech." But the timeline is revealing: The agency ordered the early review a day after the president and first lady expressed their displeasure with a joke Kimmel made on Thursday. (In a riff on the president's age, the late-night host had said that Melania had "a glow like an expectant widow"; the comment sparked condemnation from MAGA figures after the attempted assassination of top government officials at the White House Correspondents' Dinner on Saturday night.)

Perhaps the biggest difference between the September fracas and yesterday's challenge is that now the FCC is actually taking action, exerting regulatory power against Disney in a way it had only threatened to in the past. In the fall, not doing anything turned out to be an advantage for the agency, legally speaking. "A court can't review an action you don't take," my colleague Gilad Edelman, who profiled Carr in November, told me. But if Disney's lawyers think the company is being illegally targeted this time, they could sue the administration over it.

The FCC says that it has a reason to review all eight of ABC's broadcast licenses, which were not scheduled to be renewed until 2028 at the earliest. In a filing, David Brown, the head of the agency's video division, wrote that the early review was essential to the FCC's ongoing investigation into Disney's "possible violations of the Communications Act of 1934 and the FCC's rules, including the agency's prohibition on unlawful discrimination." Discrimination in this context refers to Disney's DEI policies, which the FCC has suggested might be illegal. It's unclear what evidence the FCC has for this claim. (Disney denied the allegations and told me that it is prepared to prove its qualifications for the licenses "through the appropriate legal channels.")

Carr has long criticized legacy media: He's made repeated comments about what he sees as a "two-tier" media system in this country, in which liberals hold the power and right-wingers are, at least in the case of Kimmel and his peers, often the butt of the joke. Yesterday, Katie Miller, a former White House official and the wife of the Trump adviser Stephen Miller, had Carr on her podcast; the episode's title--"FCC Chair Brendan Carr DESTROYS Wokeness in Legacy Media & Disney"--sums up his mission.

This mission seems to align with the president's. During his first term, Trump tweeted that it might be "appropriate to challenge" the licenses of the major news networks, which he saw as peddling "Fake News." (Critics at the time noticed an echo of President Richard Nixon's threats to challenge TV licenses during Watergate.) Trump is already used to suing major networks in a personal capacity--he received a $15 million settlement in his lawsuit against ABC News in 2024, and a $16 million settlement in his lawsuit against CBS's owner, Paramount, last year--but in marshaling regulatory power against ABC and Disney, Carr has given the White House another way to exert control over the media.

Still, Disney and its new CEO, Josh D'Amaro, have some advantages. Last time, local TV affiliates essentially forced its hand. Almost immediately after Carr's initial comments about Kimmel in the fall, the conservative broadcasters Nexstar and Sinclair said they'd begin replacing Kimmel's show with other programming. The groups reportedly control more than 25 percent of ABC affiliates across the country and represent 23 percent of all American households. This week, neither Nexstar nor Sinclair nor any other ABC partners have announced plans to replace Kimmel's show--giving ABC the freedom, at least for now, to push back without the same kind of immediate pressure to acquiesce to the administration.

Disney emerged stronger from its last tangle with the FCC. The first attack on Kimmel was ultimately good for ratings: The show's total viewership rose 22 percent this year, and viewers in the coveted 18-to-49-year-old demographic spiked by 45 percent. The institution of late-night comedy has been in decline for decades; ironically, the president may have something to do with keeping Kimmel on the air. But whether Disney comes out on top again may not matter to the White House. Even if this challenge to the company's licenses doesn't succeed in the long run, it will create a legal and logistical headache for a longtime enemy of the Trump administration. That may be precisely the point.

Related:

	Jimmy Kimmel ran right at his critics.
 	David Letterman's reaction to Jimmy Kimmel: "We all see where this is going, correct?"




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	Rise of the blood populist
 	Trump is focused on becoming one of history's "great men."
 	The King's admirer in chief
 	The fight-club rule on gerrymandering




Today's News

	The Supreme Court struck down Louisiana's congressional map, ruling that the state improperly used race to create a second majority-Black district after a lower court had ordered lawmakers to add one under the Voting Rights Act. This decision could make challenging voting maps on racial-discrimination grounds harder and may affect redistricting battles ahead of the midterm elections.
 	The Senate Banking Committee advanced Kevin Warsh's nomination to lead the Federal Reserve in a party-line vote, putting him on track to chair the Fed after Jerome Powell's term ends on May 15.
 	A top Pentagon official told Congress that the U.S. war with Iran has cost about $25 billion so far, and most expenses have been tied to munitions, military operations, and equipment replacements.




Evening Read


Macall Polay / Walt Disney Studios / Everett



Miranda Priestly Hangs Up Her Own Coat Now

By David Sims

The Devil Wears Prada took place amid the glorious roar of capitalism. The hit 2006 comedy took place in a world where magazines were still triumphant, with Runway, a fictional, Vogue-esque publication the film was centered on, sitting firmly atop the heap. The only concern was whether Andy Sachs, a plucky aspiring journalist played by Anne Hathaway, could survive working as the assistant to Runway's imperious editor in chief, Miranda Priestly (Meryl Streep), without totally losing her sense of self. But in The Devil Wears Prada 2, Hollywood's latest nostalgia-baiting follow-up film, the crisis is no longer personal--it's existential.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Jonathan Chait: Donald Trump's disturbing welcome for King Charles
 	Sam Altman and Elon Musk sure dislike each other.
 	Alexandra Petri: The pope goes on an ICE ride-along.
 	The David Frum Show: Who is the real base of the Democratic Party?




Culture Break


Illustration by Nada Hayek



Rock on. Jack Hamilton explores the lost idealism of heartland-rock music and how to reclaim the genre's misunderstood message.

Watch. In December, Sophie Gilbert and Shirley Li recommended the 14 best TV shows of 2025.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Pope Goes on an ICE Ride-Along

The Holy Father accepts Tom Homan's gracious invitation.

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 29 Apr 2026




"Is this you inviting the pope on a ride-along?" Benny Johnson asked at a recent Turning Point USA event.

"Yes," Border Czar Tom Homan said.

*

Although they had removed the license plates from the popemobile, it was still pretty conspicuous, as far as modes of ICE transit went. In compliance with the spirit of the ride-along, the pope was wearing a face mask and full body armor, but in compliance with his role as pope, he was also wearing his tall, ceremonial miter and holding a ferula.

"Is this really necessary?" the border czar said.

"Yes," said the pope. "You wanted to sit down and explain things to me. Here I am. For our ride-along. I have accepted your gracious invitation."

Grumbling, the border czar climbed into the popemobile.

"Hungry?" the pope asked. He produced a CAVA bag from the depths of his robes. "I got us lunch to share. It is a CAVA bag with food in it. Just food, nothing else."

The border czar scowled. "I thought you weren't making political commentary."

"It's not a commentary," the pope said. "It's lunch."

"I thought it was a reference to the time undercover agents gave me a CAVA bag full of cash."

"Undercover agents gave you a CAVA bag full of cash?" the pope said. He made a face. "That's several Hail Marys, at least."

They drove in silence.

"I always wished the popemobile would play a little tune, like an ice-cream truck," the pope said. He began to hum "Lacrimosa."

The border czar sighed. "What kind of Catholic are you?"

"That's what J. D. Vance said," the pope replied. "I just think it's terrible how he speaks about his wife. I guess I have to read his new book about faith that's coming out. Who knows, maybe I will learn a lot. He seems to think he has a lot to teach me. Is it a left here?"

The border czar nodded. "We're going to do a routine arrest. You're going to see the kind of thing we do. The kind of stress we're under. Hopefully you'll emerge from this with an appreciation of ICE."

The border czar had put an address into the popemobile's GPS (Gloria Patri et filio et Spiritui Sancto) and soon they were approaching a school. Through the clear dome of the popemobile they could see parents dropping off their kids.

"I know the president says I'm soft on crime," the pope said, "but I hate to see anything that hurts a child. If we're here to arrest someone so cruel and brazen that they're targeting school kids and their families--"

The border czar frowned and made some hand gestures at the ICE agents behind him.

"Ooh!" the pope said. "Charades? I haven't played charades in ages. We don't actually play a lot of charades in the Holy See."

"Actually," the border czar said. "Let's go across town." He cleared his throat. "Maybe a better start to the day."

They drove. The pope whistled. Someone's stomach rumbled.

"If you don't like the CAVA luncheon," the pope said, "let's get tacos. It looks like this block with the restaurant is our next stop too." He pulled the popemobile over. "That smells delicious. You know, Jesus made himself known in the breaking of bread."

"I'm familiar," the border czar said. They went into the restaurant and sat down. The pope removed his mask to eat. The restaurant was relatively empty; they were served quickly. The pope blessed his food and ate with relish. The border czar picked at his.

"Delicious!" the pope said. "What a feast! What a blessing. I'm really developing a backlog of feet to wash. Scrumptious. How blessed you are to be able to visit this place of business. I hope no one seeks to disrupt the labor of love that goes on here. Now, who were we arresting?"

The border czar did not verbally acknowledge his remark. He was too busy punching a new address into the GPS.

When they got back to the popemobile, one of the tires was punctured. The pope sighed. "There are many legitimate grievances to have with either of the institutions currently represented in this vehicle," he said. "This is understandable. How do we fix it?"

There was a brief deliberation among the ICE team; then the agents began shooting at the tires. This activated the popemobile's alarm system, causing it to blow loud trumpet blasts and emit defensive sprays of holy water.

"How do we shut it off?" the border czar asked. A small crowd was forming.

The pope approached the popemobile. The sound ceased.

"What are you doing? Blessing it?"

"Nah," the pope said. "There's a button."

"I guess we can walk to our last stop," the border czar said.

"Great," the pope said. "Do you mind if I recite a psalm?"

They walked in silence. "You have to understand," the border czar said, "open borders are not a victimless crime. You can't have people just wander across a border. Imagine if that happened at the Vatican."

"That happens at the Vatican constantly," the pope said. "Lots of people wander in by mistake. It's called St. Peter's Square."

The border czar frowned. "I just wish you'd stick to matters of, you know, morality, and stop criticizing President Trump and his policies."

"Don't you hear how that is a contradiction in terms?" the pope said. "I was just trying to spread the gospel. Unfortunately, the gospel says a lot of stuff about, you know, loving thy neighbor as thyself--What you do unto the least of these, you have done also unto me; Be a good Samaritan--that kind of thing. So I feel it's kind of unfair. It would be like a restaurant getting offended if I went around reading sections of the health code aloud."

"What about those other parts of the Bible that Pete Hegseth is always reading?" the border czar said.

"That's Pulp Fiction," the pope said. "Look, no shade to Pete Hegseth, but he really believes in military crusades and, how do I put this, indulgence. Two things that the Catholic Church left behind centuries ago. You're bringing back crusades, yet you don't want to hear from the pope?"

"I was hoping for more understanding, I guess," the border czar said. "From one man in an overfunded, secretive institution that has covered up its share of abuses over the years, to another? Anyway, we're coming up on an arrest. If you could gear up again."

"Sure," the pope said. He pulled his mask back on. "Let me see if I can guess. He's not definitely a criminal, but his associates seem criminal; he belongs to a religious group the state views with suspicion; works with his hands; name is Jesus or something."

"How'd you guess?"

The pope shrugged. "I deal with a lot of guys like that in my line of work."

"Then you know what needs to happen to him."

"Yes," the pope said. "As a matter of fact, I do."



*Illustration Sources: Michael M. Santiago / Getty; Alessandra Benedetti / Corbis / Getty; Shelby Tauber / Bloomberg / Getty.
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The Evolution of Trump's Corruption

The president is no longer intimidated by backlash.<strong> </strong>

by David A. Graham

Tue, 28 Apr 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.

Seven years ago, during a marginally more innocent time, the Trump administration announced plans to hold the 2020 G7 summit at Donald Trump's resort in Doral, Florida. The backlash was fierce, and somehow the then-Acting White House Chief of Staff Mick Mulvaney's dismissive attitude--"Get over it"--failed to quell concerns, including among Republicans. Two days later, Trump gave up and moved the event to Camp David. (In the end, it was canceled because of COVID.)

Things are different in Trump's second term. Later this year, the United States will host the G20 summit--an offshoot of the G7 that includes approximately 20 leaders of the world's largest economies--and the president has selected Trump National Doral as the location. A few days ago, The Washington Post reported that Trump even intends to invite Russian President Vladimir Putin, a global pariah, to the meeting. But the Doral G20 has gotten nowhere near the same amount of attention, and much less backlash.

The way the two summits have been received feels like a case study in the differences between the first and second Trump presidencies. In 2019, neither the press nor the public was yet so fatigued by news and numb to outrage, as New York magazine observed this week, nor were they yet accustomed to a president using his position to openly enrich himself. (The Atlantic's headline about the G7 announcement was "Trump's Most Shameless Act of Profiteering." How young we were!) The Republican Party also had more leaders who were willing to criticize the president, either publicly or privately. Finally, although Trump has never seemed especially vulnerable to shame, the president and his aides could still be swayed by sufficient embarrassment back then. The phrase shameless corruption gets used a lot, but Trump's second term embodies it.

Although the first Trump administration created a fire hose of news, the country has been going at this pace now for 10 years, and the public is getting tired. Trump's announcement of the location for the G20 back in early September, was overshadowed by larger stories, particularly the Epstein files; days later, Charlie Kirk was assassinated, briefly blotting out all other coverage. The G20 summit may also seem less relevant than other global events, especially given that Trump is currently shaking or breaking the world order through different means. (He has also already disinvited South Africa from the summit for largely imagined offenses against Afrikaners.)

Perhaps most important, the idea of Trump grubbing a few dollars out of hosting a meeting at one of his properties seems positively quaint today. During the first Trump term, I covered a succession of egregious choices: Trump refusing to financially disentangle himself from his companies; diverting Mike Pence to his Irish resort for a stopover; charging the Secret Service exorbitant rates to stay at Mar-a-Lago while protecting him; and making his hotel in Washington, D.C., a physical affront to the Constitution's emoluments clause.

To say that these actions now look like nickel-and-diming is not to forgive them but to acknowledge the much larger scale on which Trump and his family are working now. The president's government is signing off on big payouts to former aides, including Michael Flynn ($1.25 million for a case in which Flynn pleaded guilty) and Carter Page (another $1.25 million, even though courts twice dismissed his lawsuit). The government has not yet made deals with people convicted for their involvement in the January 6, 2021, riot, but their lawyers are hopeful. Trump has handed out clemency to a slew of people who have donated money to his campaign or his other efforts, which looks a great deal like selling pardons.

Trump's family business, the Trump Organization, has signed lucrative deals in cities around the world where his administration is also conducting foreign policy. His son-in-law Jared Kushner, too, is making business deals in some of the same countries with which he is negotiating on behalf of the president, even though he has no government role. Trump's media company has jumped into cryptocurrency and prediction markets, a clear conflict of interest given the federal government's role in setting crypto policy. The New York Times recently reported on how a Syrian billionaire had sought to get sanctions removed on his country with a charm offensive that included an offer to open a Trump-branded golf course. He was egged on by a Republican member of Congress. (The sanctions have been removed, but the Trump Organization says that no deal to build a golf course is in the offing.)

Last summer, David Kirkpatrick of The New Yorker attempted to quantify how much Trump and his immediate family had made off the presidency and came up with a rough figure of $3.4 billion. By late January, Kirkpatrick estimated that the total was up to $4 billion. And it will continue to grow. Trump is even suing his own government, hoping to get the Justice Department--led for now by his former personal attorney--to pay him $230 million for investigating him, and the IRS to pay him $10 billion for mishandling his tax information.

I worry that summarizing so many examples so briefly only contributes to the same fatigue that has enabled them. If one death is a tragedy and 1 million deaths are a statistic, perhaps it is also true that charging the Secret Service thousands of dollars on hotel rooms is corruption, but raking in billions is simply a new paradigm. Yet these examples pop up regularly. The Trump administration has realized that its profiteering no longer produces the same public fury it once did, that nearly all Republican officeholders will stay quiet, and that it can grit out or ignore any residual shame. The result is on a dollar basis, and perhaps on any basis, the most corrupt administration in American history.

Related:

	America has never seen corruption like Trump's.
 	The Trump presidency's world-historical heist




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	The ballroom truthers have a theory.
 	So nobody is going to pay taxes now?
 	Jonathan Chait: Calling Trump a tyrant is not a call to violence.




Today's News

	The United Arab Emirates said that it will leave OPEC after decades in the oil cartel, citing a desire for more flexibility over its oil production and exports. The announcement comes as the war with Iran continues to disrupt global energy markets and oil shipments through the Strait of Hormuz.
 	In a rare address to Congress, King Charles III emphasized the "truly unique" relationship between the United Kingdom and the United States, calling it "one of the most consequential alliances in human history." His speech came amid tensions over President Trump's war against Iran, though Charles avoided directly mentioning the conflict.
 	The Justice Department secured a second indictment of former FBI Director James Comey over a social-media post of seashells forming "86 47." Members of the Trump administration have argued that the message could be understood as a threat to the president. Comey, who deleted the post and said that he did not realize the numbers could be interpreted as violent, has denied any intent to cause harm.




Evening Read


Alex Davidson / Getty



Is It the Shoes?

By Alex Hutchinson

To understand the significance of someone running a marathon in less than two hours, you also need to understand that, until recently, the notion of this actually happening was truly, utterly absurd. Sure, a physiologist named Michael Joyner had floated the idea that such a feat might be humanly possible in a journal paper way back in 1991. But his peers laughed off the idea, and not much changed over the succeeding decades. In Runner's World in 2014, I predicted that it would happen in 2075. Frankly, even that forecast seemed overly optimistic to me, but I figured I'd be dead by then, so no one would be able to call me on it.
 Well, I was wrong. Yesterday morning, the two-hour marathon barrier finally went down.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	Alexandra Petri: A ballroom would have solved this.
 	Anthropic's little brother
 	A mediocre public-school education for just $40,000 a pupil
 	Americans once understood birthright citizenship.
 	MAHA's perfect villain




Culture Break


(c) 2026 Lee Friedlander



Take a look. Lee Friedlander, a 91-year-old photographer, has been taking pictures since the late 1940s. In a photo essay, Hua Hsu explores Friedlander's view of America.

Read. A new book explores how contemporary art can offer glimpses of the divine, Luis Parrales writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Explore all of our newsletters here.

Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Ballroom Would Have Solved This

Many historical disasters would have been prevented if we had one of these in the White House.

by Alexandra Petri

Tue, 28 Apr 2026




I join my voice to those of Donald J. Trump, Lindsey Graham, John Fetterman, and all the others calling for a secure White House ballroom now. Never mind that the White House Correspondents' Dinner, held in the Washington Hilton, is not hosted by the White House, so if a White House ballroom did exist, it would have altered nothing about Saturday night's events. How dare you say such an unpatriotic thing at a time when we most need unity? Unity and a ballroom, the sooner the better! If you look closely enough, every event, not just now but also throughout history, is proof that we need a secure White House ballroom.

The Eruption of Mount Vesuvius, 79 C.E.: Had they been in a ballroom-bunker combo attached to the White House, the ancient Pompeiians might be alive today. The White House is nowhere near Mount Vesuvius.

The Donner Party: Had the Donner Party been in a nice ballroom, perhaps even one with a bunker attached, things would have gone very differently. First, a ballroom is a climate-controlled environment. Second, it would have been difficult--indeed, impossible--to lug the ballroom through any sort of mountain pass as winter neared. Third, when the food ran out, they would have had access to canapes and other ballroom-associated snacks.

The Battle of Gettysburg: There were more than 160,000 troops engaged in the Battle of Gettysburg, primarily infantry, although some cavalry were involved, especially General John Buford's two Union cavalry brigades, which played a pivotal role securing the high ground. This simply could not have happened in a White House ballroom. There would have been nowhere to put the horses.

The Extinction of the Dodo: This bird's sad fate is exactly why the president needs a ballroom. Without the protection and camouflage provided by a ballroom, he lacks a secure location in which to lay his eggs, and his defenseless, trusting young will be eaten by sailors.

The Disappearance of Amelia Earhart's Plane Over the Pacific Somewhere: This would not have happened in a ballroom.

The Death of Captain Lawrence Oates During Captain Robert Falcon Scott's Expedition to the South Pole, Wherein Oates Left the Tent After Saying, "I Am Just Going Outside and May Be Some Time": This would not have happened in a ballroom attached to the White House, unless the expedition had gotten extremely lost.

The British Burn the White House During the War of 1812: A ballroom couldn't have hurt!

Pearl Harbor: The overwhelming lesson of "a date which will live in infamy" was that the fleet would have been safe had it only been securely tucked in a ballroom-bunker hybrid. Although said ballroom-bunker would have had to be pretty tall and wide to accommodate the ship turrets. Maybe the president's ballroom should be even bigger, to prevent future Pearl Harbors.

That Time a Rabbit Swam Threateningly in the Direction of Jimmy Carter's Boat and Made Him a Laughingstock for Weeks: There is no way a rabbit, menacing or otherwise, aquatic or non-, gets anywhere near the president in his customized, secure White House ballroom. A ballroom is key not only for a president's safety but also for his dignity and peace of mind.

The Stock-Market Crash of 1929: If there had only been an enormous ballroom attached to the stock market, it would not have crashed or would, at least, have crashed much more slowly.

The Titanic: The designers of the Titanic made one big mistake. The "unsinkable" Titanic included a ballroom, but that ballroom was not attached to the East Wing of the White House. Instead, it was in a big boat in the middle of the ocean. That left it vulnerable. Ballrooms are the safest place in the world, but only if you know what you're doing.

The French Revolution: I have to think a larger, more secure ballroom would have prevented this.
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The Shooting Is Not a Reason to Speedrun Trump's Ballroom

The safe outcome on Saturday makes the case for deliberation and care.

by David A. Graham

Mon, 27 Apr 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.

Within hours after an attempted shooting at the White House Correspondents' Dinner on Saturday, President Trump declared that the incident showed the need to build a ballroom at the White House without delay. "We need the ballroom," he told reporters in a press conference. Yesterday morning, he reiterated the argument on Truth Social, adding, "Nothing should be allowed to interfere with with [sic] its construction, which is on budget and substantially ahead of schedule!!!"

Many allies leaped to agree. The commentator Meghan McCain wrote on X, "I don't want to hear one more fucking criticism of Trump's new ballroom at the White House." Senator John Fetterman of Pennsylvania, a titular Democrat, cited "Trump Derangement Syndrome" to say, "After witnessing last night, drop the TDS and build the White House ballroom for events exactly like these." And Acting Attorney General Todd Blanche fired off a letter to the attorney for the plaintiff in a federal lawsuit challenging the construction, saying that the Justice Department would move to dismiss the case if it wasn't dropped by 9 a.m. this morning. (It was not.)

None of this makes any sense. A ballroom at the White House is not a solution to violence at an outside event hosted by the press. Moreover, if the ballroom is worth building, it is worth building the right way--and the administration shouldn't have any trouble doing so. If anything, the safe outcome of the chaotic events Saturday show why following process and procedure is so essential in government.

Trump has long been interested in a White House ballroom--the Obama adviser David Axelrod has recounted gently rebuffing Trump's offer to build one in 2010--but last fall, he abruptly demolished the existing East Wing of the White House, having promised not to "interfere with the current building." He then began construction of an enormous ballroom, funded with private donations. The National Trust for Historic Preservation sued, arguing that Trump had failed to file correct plans and environmental assessments, and that he was usurping Congress's authority over the White House grounds and federal property. (Indeed, a New York Times analysis found architectural flaws such as staircases that don't lead anywhere.) So far, to Trump's dismay, the plaintiff has won some victories; a federal judge repeatedly scolded government lawyers and halted work. Earlier this month, however, an appeals court allowed construction to proceed for now.

The idea that a White House ballroom would have prevented the frightening event doesn't really add up. Saturday's dinner was organized by the White House Correspondents' Association, an independent group that represents reporters who cover the presidency, not by the White House--and Trump was a guest, not the host. For the annual dinner to occur at the White House itself would be a huge--okay, an even huger--embarrassment and conflict of interest. And that would be true even during a typical presidency, to say nothing of one that has systematically attacked the freedom of the press, sought to disempower the WHCA, and banished some of its members. (As another example, Trump snapped at CBS News's Norah O'Donnell yesterday for asking entirely predictable and normal questions about the shooting, showing that Saturday's shared danger didn't create any lasting comity between the president and the press.)

The ballroom might not be the worst idea, but if so, building it shouldn't require cutting any corners. "We have always acknowledged the utility of a larger meeting space at the White House," Carol Quillen, the president and CEO of the National Trust, said in a statement today. "Building it lawfully requires the approval of Congress, which the Administration could seek at any time." If the case is good, the administration should have a relatively easy time getting the requisite approvals and persuading Congress not only to sign off on the idea but to allocate funding for it--especially with Republicans in control of both chambers. It shouldn't require secretive demolitions and minimal transparency. And if the federal lawsuit challenging the construction is as "frivolous" as Blanche claims, then the Justice Department should have a relatively easy time defeating it in court.

Everyone loves to hate red tape, but the truth is that the process required in government can be very valuable. One reason that an assassination attempt against Trump in 2024 came within millimeters of success is that the Secret Service failed to follow its own best practices. By contrast, as my colleague Shane Harris reports, the response on Saturday was far more effective because law-enforcement agencies seem to have executed well on their procedures.

At the same moment that Trump was holding up the shooting as a reason to build the ballroom, online influencers were spreading conspiracy theories about the incident being "staged." I saw social-media posts likening it to the 1933 Reichstag fire, which the Nazi government used to justify consolidation of power and which some people believe to have been an inside job; they warned that Trump would use the shooting to repress political opponents and plow through guardrails. Much simpler and more likely explanations for Saturday's shooting are available than a false flag: Trump is a deeply despised president; political polarization and tension are very high; and acquiring guns is extremely easy in the United States.

If the only abuse of executive power to emerge from the moment is the administration demanding to be allowed to start construction, that will be good news for civil liberties and for the country as a whole, but that also doesn't mean that Trump should get his way. If a ballroom is necessary, the nation deserves one that's carefully planned and executed rather than a hastily designed colossus with stairs to nowhere.

Related:

	The most frightening shooters are the smart ones.
 	Donald Trump, demolition man




Here are four new stories from The Atlantic:

	The Pentagon may not be telling Trump the full picture about the war.
 	A dark new litmus test for power in Washington
 	Can we make events like the White House Correspondents' Dinner safer?
 	Peter Wehner: The American pope vs. the American president




Today's News

	Authorities say that Cole Tomas Allen, a 31-year-old from California, was allegedly targeting Trump-administration officials when he opened fire in the hotel where the White House Correspondents' Dinner was held on Saturday, according to a message he sent to family members shortly before the attack. He was charged today with attempting to assassinate President Trump.
 	Iran has offered to stop attacks in the Strait of Hormuz if the U.S. ends its blockade of Iranian ports, pauses nuclear negotiations, and fully ends the war, according to officials. Iran's foreign minister met with Russian President Vladimir Putin, and Trump said in an interview yesterday that he is not planning to send U.S. representatives to Pakistan for peace talks but that Iran "can come to us or they can call us" if the country wants negotiations to continue.
 	King Charles III and Queen Camilla arrived in Washington today for a four-day U.S. visit amid tensions between the Trump administration and Britain over the war with Iran. Charles is set to meet privately with Trump at the White House tomorrow.




Dispatches

	The Wonder Reader: Rafaela Jinich explores stories on the strange comfort of a rewatch.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read
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What Happens If Trump Seizes AI Companies

By Matteo Wong and Lila Shroff

AI companies are beginning to entertain the possibility that they could cease to exist. This notion was, until recently, more theoretical: A couple of years ago, an ex-OpenAI employee named Leopold Aschenbrenner wrote a lengthy memo speculating that the U.S. government might soon take control of the industry. By 2026 or 2027, Aschenbrenner wrote, an "obvious question" will be circling through the Pentagon and Congress: Do we need a government-led program for artificial general intelligence--an AGI Manhattan Project? He predicted that Washington would decide to go all in on such an effort.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The age of American Caesarism
 	The Correspondents' Dinner was a security success.
 	A lesson for guarding the presidential line of succession
 	Tom Nichols: We cannot harden the world against every attacker.
 	David Frum: MAGA's strange quiet after the shooting




Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Read. A new history of the Red Scare prompts the question: Does literature still have enough influence to bring down the powerful? Charlie Tyson explores.

Slow down. Is hurry the great enemy of spiritual life? Pastor John Mark Comer has won a massive audience by encouraging his followers to free themselves from the gnawing sense that there is always more to do, Nancy Walecki writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Strange Comfort of a Rewatch

Even in the age of infinite options, people keep returning to the movies, shows, songs, and books they know by heart.

by Rafaela Jinich

Sat, 25 Apr 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.


A familiar dilemma: You open Netflix, determined to watch something new. Twenty minutes of scrolling later, after having rejected dozens of perfectly fine options, you land on a movie you've seen many times before.

We do this constantly--rewatch TV shows, replay albums, reread favorite books until entire scenes or lyrics are committed to memory. Part of the reason is comfort. Familiar things require less from us; they deliver the emotional payoff we expect. But repetition is also a way of revisiting earlier versions of ourselves. Old songs, movies, and shows become emotional time capsules, preserving not just the stories but the person we were when we first loved them. "We like repeating pop-culture experiences because they help us remember the past, and the act of remembering the past feels good," Derek Thompson wrote in 2014.

In a pop-culture era of infinite choices, there is something deeply reassuring about a story that ends just the way you expect it to. Trivial as it might be, that kind of familiarity can make us feel understood.



On Familiar Favorites

On Repeat: Why People Watch Movies and Shows Over and Over

By Derek Thompson

The glory of old films, memories, and the existential therapy of nostalgia (From 2014)


Read the article.

What Rereading Childhood Books Teaches Adults About Themselves

By Emma Court

Whether they delight or disappoint, old books provide touchstones for tracking personal growth. (From 2018)


Read the article.

15 Books You Won't Regret Rereading

By Bethanne Patrick

Years after these titles were popular, they're still worth picking up. (From 2022)


Read the article.



Still Curious?

	People underestimate how fun it is to do the same thing twice. It's common to prize novelty in leisure activities, but research suggests that revisiting the familiar can offer unexpected pleasures, Joe Pinsker wrote in 2019.
 	Why you can't stop streaming Seinfeld. Or Frasier. Or Bones. In 2020, Sophie Gilbert wrote about the psychology of comfort TV.




Other Diversions

	The flip-phone cleanse
 	Eight of the most fascinating biographies to read
 	Theft is now progressive chic.




PS


Courtesy of Barbara C.



My colleague Isabel Fattal recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "During a visit to the Monterey Aquarium, the absolute beauty of the effortless, elegant movement of the jellyfish was mesmerizing to me ... I could watch 'em with total childlike joy for hours," Barbara C. from Las Cruces, New Mexico, writes.

We'll continue to feature your responses in the coming weeks.

-- Rafaela
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Sam Altman Wants to Know Whether You're Human

And he has a way to prove it.

by Will Gottsegen

Fri, 24 Apr 2026




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.

The opening moments of the 1982 film Blade Runner introduce viewers to a world of artificially intelligent beings that are "virtually identical" to humans. To tell man from machine, people rely on something called the Voight-Kampff test, which is a little like a polygraph; robot irises exhibit subtle tells when prompted. If you're dealing with a robot, you'll know by the eyes.

If Sam Altman has his way, this could be sort of how it works in real life. Last week, he announced an expansion of the verification service World ID, created by a start-up called Tools for Humanity. Altman co-founded the company in 2019, the same year he became CEO of OpenAI. Onstage last Friday, he described the product as a way to certify personhood in a digital landscape rife with bots, deepfakes, phishers, and other sorts of impostors. Think of it as an evolution of CAPTCHA, the security program used to identify bots and prevent attacks on websites. To verify your humanness and secure a World ID, you must stare into a white, frosted orb and allow the company to take pictures of your face and eyeballs.

Orbs, as they're officially known, are essentially basketball-size cameras that Tools for Humanity has placed in stores, restaurants, and other spaces around the world. They capture biometric information from your irises, encrypt it to protect your privacy, and use it to create a sort of digital passport that you can bring to various sites and apps: something that may evoke not just Blade Runner but also Minority Report, in which Tom Cruise's character undergoes a back-alley eyeball transplant to avoid facial-recognition software.

I encountered an Orb in the wild this morning at a New York coffee shop, where it was installed just above a waxy succulent and a couple of jars of raw honey. After downloading the World app and holding my phone up to the device, I stared deep into its aperture; I told the person behind me not to mind--he could sidle past me and order his coffee. A few minutes later, the app informed me that I'd been granted human status.

Intrusive as the whole thing is, Altman's invention is targeting a real issue. A few years ago, images and videos rendered by AI couldn't consistently replicate the work of physical cameras; today, models can convincingly generate even the slightest details. As the CEO of the company that helped spur the AI revolution, Altman bears some of the responsibility for this manipulable era of internet communication. Now he's selling a solution.

For all the potential positive effects that artificial intelligence may have on society--Altman has suggested that AI might one day cure cancer and offer free education to "everybody on Earth"--the tech is also making it significantly easier for us to lie to one another. Scammers were deploying bots online well before ChatGPT arrived, but the trend has dramatically accelerated in the age of AI. With a few simple prompts, anyone can summon up a team of realistic alter egos. At the same time, people are creating faceless digital butlers known as agents, which are already starting to populate digital spaces and can often pass for humans. Whether generative AI is deployed in the service of impersonation, scams, and misinformation (costing companies billions each year) or for more benign reasons, it is fundamentally changing how we use the internet.

Altman has been working on this project for a while. World ID is an outgrowth of Worldcoin, a cryptocurrency venture that launched in 2023 and rewarded users with tokens for their Orb scans. Worldcoin still exists, and you can still collect some crypto when you get verified, but the company has downplayed that aspect as its ideas have evolved (the words crypto and blockchain were not invoked during last week's presentation). The sci-fi factor has persisted, even as the device has come to look a little friendlier. My colleague Kaitlyn Tiffany described an earlier, chrome-encased iteration of the Orb as "evil-looking." When I asked her about the new version yesterday, she told me that it looks "like a street lamp."

Tools for Humanity announced last week that Zoom and Docusign would start supporting Orb-backed verification for some users and that Tinder, which has already tested it out in Japan, would start rolling it out across the globe. The apps pay fees as people go through the authentication process; users aren't charged. But as Wired revealed on Wednesday, the company also misrepresented one of its deals. As part of its effort to target bots' role in ticket scalping, Tools for Humanity created an adjacent product called Concert Kit, meant to help musicians reserve a portion of their tickets for verified human beings. Press materials claimed that Bruno Mars's world tour, which started this month, would be using it. Both Live Nation and the singer's management team denied it, and Tools for Humanity has since walked back the claim. In a statement, the company told me that references to Bruno Mars "stemmed from a miscommunication to the Tools for Humanity team."

That's more than a little ironic, given that the start-up's entire proposition revolves around trust. Its Orbs are meant to divine the real from the fake. If Tools for Humanity can't reliably communicate with the people who may be asked to use it, how might it function as an arbiter of truth? When I asked Tiago Sada, Tools for Humanity's chief product officer, why people should trust the Orb, he told me that they don't have to. Once an Orb has taken pictures of your face and eyes and confirmed your humanity, he said, it transfers the encrypted biometric data to your phone and deletes the data from the Orb. The company has also open-sourced much of the security design, so people can assess its trustworthiness for themselves.

AI's capacity for deception is improving each day, and it's reasonable to argue that we'll need some sort of human-verification process to guard against it. One new AI model from Anthropic is so powerful, and such a threat to international cybersecurity, that governments and major banks around the world have been scrambling to bolster their defenses. As the CEO of OpenAI and the chairman of Tools for Humanity, Altman has a financial interest both in the products that create these dangers and in the ones that guard against them. He's better equipped than most to understand that despite technology's abundant power, humans are, for now, still the designers. To trust the machines, people need to be able to trust one another too.

Related:

	Sam Altman is losing his grip on humanity, Matteo Wong argues.
 	The human skill that eludes AI




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Something is happening to America's moral code.
 	James Talarico's tough sell in Texas
 	The Stanford freshmen who want to rule the world




Today's News

	The Justice Department said that it will end its criminal investigation into Federal Reserve Chair Jerome Powell over cost overruns tied to renovations at two Fed buildings, after a judge found little evidence of wrongdoing.
 	Defense Secretary Pete Hegseth said that U.S. forces will maintain a blockade of Iranian ships and ports for "as long as it takes."
 	A U.S. Special Forces soldier who participated in the operation that removed Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro from power was charged with using classified information to place bets on the prediction platform Polymarket, prosecutors said yesterday. Authorities allege that the soldier made more than $400,000 wagering on the outcome of the operation using insider knowledge.




Dispatches

	The Books Briefing: Contrary to what we think of as intellectual property, most ideas are difficult to trace back to one human mind, Boris Kachka writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read
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Theft Is Now Progressive Chic

By Thomas Chatterton Williams

In 1785, Immanuel Kant introduced his famous "categorical imperative." Put simply: Act the way you want others to behave. This dictate, a version of the Golden Rule, has been a bedrock of moral philosophy for centuries. But for the New Yorker staff writer Jia Tolentino, Kant's "categorical-imperative-type thing" no longer applies. Moral rectitude, in some left-wing corners of the commentariat, is out; flagrant disregard of the social contract is in.
 Yesterday, The New York Times posted a video of a conversation featuring Tolentino, the pro-communist streamer Hasan Piker, and the Times opinion editor Nadja Spiegelman, under the headline: "The Rich Don't Play by the Rules. So Why Should I?" It began with Tolentino, a highly successful author, admitting to shoplifting lemons from Whole Foods. "I think that stealing from a big box store--I'll just state my platform--it's neither very significant as a moral wrong, nor is it significant in any way as protest or direct action."


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The self-defeating condescension of an anti-racist education
 	Galaxy Brain: How short-form clips took over the internet
 	Radio Atlantic: The Kash Patel fallout
 	Cubans' despair




Culture Break
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Watch. Michael (out now in theaters) is a warped and childish take on the life of Michael Jackson, Spencer Kornhaber argues.

Read. Stewart Brand's Whole Earth Catalog was seen as a countercultural milestone, but his new book, Maintenance of Everything, reveals his alliances with the powerful, Alec Nevala-Lee writes.

Play our daily crossword.



*Illustration Sources: Fado / Smith Collection / Getty; Cundra / Getty; Colors Hunter - Chasseur de Couleurs / Getty.

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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Who Came Up With That?

Contrary to what we think of as intellectual property, most ideas are difficult to trace back to one human mind.

by Boris Kachka

Fri, 24 Apr 2026




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.

One of my favorite works on the history of ideas is an episode of the podcast 99% Invisible, titled "Whomst Among Us Let the Dogs Out." For most of the show, an artist named Ben Sisto investigates the origins of Baha Men's 2000 earworm, "Who Let the Dogs Out," tracing the song back, across multiple versions, to a chant from a 1986 Texas high-school football game. Sisto's ostensible goal is to figure out who deserves "credit" for a regrettably unforgettable musical hook; his results show, instead, that many ideas are less original, and more communal, than we might imagine. This larger truth also applies to, say, William Shakespeare's Hamlet, as well as the subject of a recent essay by my colleague Olga Khazan--Mel Robbins's blockbuster self-help book, The Let Them Theory.

First, here are six stories from The Atlantic's Books section:

	Is cohabitation the feminist future?
 	The questionable triumph of the 'baling wire hippies'
 	Eight of the most fascinating biographies to read
 	Peter Hujar's photos are all the rage. He'd be shocked.
 	"Catch," a poem by John Waters
 	"Scars," a short story by Sigrid Nunez


This week, Khazan looked into allegations from a woman named Cassie Phillips that Robbins had appropriated her idea. In 2022, Phillips went modestly viral on social media with a poem, nearly every line of which contained the phrase Let them. The central idea--the same one that Robbins expounds in her book--is that we cannot control the negative behavior of others, and should focus instead on ourselves. Phillips said she never sought to monetize the statement, which she had tattooed on her forearm, and she's unsure whether she wants compensation from Robbins, although she opposes Robbins's attempt to trademark the phrase.

Robbins, who first used the phrase publicly in 2023, said that she never saw Phillips's poem, and that the idea came to her from a piece of advice her daughter had given her. Yet, as Khazan writes, "Robbins also acknowledges that many people and groups, including the Stoics and the Buddhists, have previously lauded the virtues of detachment. Indeed, between Seneca and Mel Robbins came 'Let It Be,' I'm OK--You're OK, and 'Shake It Off.'" Phillips, for her part, said she was inspired by the words of a Tyler Perry character, Madea.

I doubt that the source of the "let them" idea will be definitively litigated in a court of law. In 2017, I tried to make sense of another accusation of IP theft, in which a writer named Charles Green laid out a detailed claim that his unpublished manuscript served as the template for Chad Harbach's literary baseball novel, The Art of Fielding. Green's copyright-infringement suit was eventually dismissed; a judge examined both works and declared that they "are not substantially similar." Green's list of eerie parallels included two swimming-pool metaphors and a climactic injury in the bottom of the ninth inning with two outs and two strikes. These are, in fact, common tropes of fiction going at least as far back as Bernard Malamud's novel The Natural.

American law sets a high bar in such cases for the same reason that it allows copyrights to expire and makes libel cases hard to win: An individual's rights must be balanced against the common benefit of a free marketplace of ideas. This doesn't mean that unique phrases can be stolen with impunity, or even that people shouldn't feel morally obligated to acknowledge the sources of their inspiration. But it is also worth acknowledging, as Shakespeare was not the first or the last to say, that nothing will come of nothing. Or, to put it another way: We all let the dogs out.






Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Stefanie Keenan / Getty.



Where Did 'Let Them' Come From?

By Olga Khazan

Years before Mel Robbins published her best-selling self-help book, a struggling writer posted a poem with a similar message.

Read the full article.



What to Read

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. -- Deb Olin Unferth

From our list: Nine books to reset your view of the world



Out Next Week

? Ghost Town, by Tom Perrotta

? Fat Swim, by Emma Copley Eisenberg


? Middlemen: Literary Agents and the Making of American Fiction, by Laura McGrath




Your Weekend Read


Illustration by The Atlantic



The Rise of CliffsNotes Cinema

By Shirley Li

Updating a classic isn't inherently a bad idea; Guillermo del Toro's Frankenstein, a dutiful adaptation of Shelley's 1818 novel, just won three Oscars, and Fennell's Wuthering Heights has enjoyed an excellent box-office run. Yet most of these projects have been as superficial as Swift's single ["The Fate of Ophelia"], in which Ophelia survives just by pledging "allegiance to your hands, your team, your vibes"--a cheeky reference to Swift's fiance, to be sure, but Ophelia's problem was never really about the vibes. That reductiveness, though, works far better in a four-minute pop song than in a feature-length film. Call it the rise of CliffsNotes Cinema--watered-down transformations that offer glossy but thin summaries of the originals and strip away the challenging material that helped turn them into cultural mainstays in the first place. These movies make the provocative palatable: Uncomfortable relationships and nuanced characterizations--essentially, what made the stories endure--get lost in the fog of showy filmmaking.

Read the full article.





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


Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/04/a-let-them-theory-of-ideas-copyright-mel-robbins/686923/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Seriously, Tucker Carlson? Come On.

Media figures who have turned against Trump only in recent weeks have forfeited the right to be taken seriously in the future.

by David A. Graham

Thu, 23 Apr 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.

Pity poor Tucker Carlson. Watching Donald Trump's war in Iran--which Carlson has branded "the single biggest mistake" by a U.S. president in his lifetime--he is ruing his strong support for Trump in the 2024 election.

"It's a moment to wrestle with our own consciences," Carlson, long the most prominent media personality in the MAGA movement, said this week on his podcast. "We'll be tormented by it for a long time. I will be. And I want to say I'm sorry for misleading people."

Or, even better, don't pity Carlson. He is one of several media figures who are having second thoughts about Trump--and in some cases, receiving praise for it. But these pundits deserve no amnesty. Their second thoughts are wise, but to have erred so badly, when so many other commentators and journalists saw the truth, disqualifies them from being taken seriously on politics again.

The problem is not just that Carlson ought to have known better. It's that he did, as the journalist Jason Zengerle reports in his recent biography, Hated by All the Right People. Back in the early 2000s, Carlson harbored reservations about the war in Iraq, but he swallowed them to be what he felt was a good team player for the right, Zengerle notes. Later, he said, he'd gone "against my own instincts in supporting it. It's something I'll never do again. Never." (The Iraq disaster may inform Carlson's vehement opposition to the war in Iran.)

And yet Carlson did just that with Trump, repeatedly. He initially found Trump coarse, but came around to him during the 2016 presidential campaign. By 2020, however, he'd become disgusted with Trump, including over his handling of COVID; Zengerle writes that Carlson first believed that the president's approach was too blase, then too strict. He told people he voted for Kanye West for president in 2020. When Trump tried to steal the election despite losing it, Carlson skewered Trump's allies on air and was even harsher in text messages to colleagues.

"I hate him passionately," Carlson wrote in texts revealed a few years later in a lawsuit against Fox. "That's the last four years. We're all pretending we've got a lot to show for it, because admitting what a disaster it's been is too tough to digest. But come on. There isn't really an upside to Trump." Yet after being fired from Fox, Carlson mended his relationship with Trump, counseling him to choose J. D. Vance as running mate and speaking at his rallies.

Discerning the "real" Tucker Carlson is, Zengerle suggests, a lost cause, and anyway, it doesn't matter whether Carlson was honest when he was backing Trump or is being earnest now. Either way, he's forfeited any reason to listen to him. And yet Carlson's turn against Trump has won him commendation of the "strange new respect" variety from liberals such as Jon Favreau of Pod Save America. This is ill-advised, and not only because Carlson continues to mingle anti-Semitism and other bigotries with his Trump criticisms. If these liberals' goal is to make allies who can draw Trump voters away, it's also likely to be ineffective. As Carlson rejects Trump, his own popularity is cratering faster than the president's.

Restoring American democracy after Trump will require reaching out to those who backed him. That's good sense and good math: After all, he was democratically elected, and many of his supporters were fooled by him or didn't believe he'd follow through on his more draconian promises. In the case of the unpopular Iran war, voters may have been tricked by Trump's claims to be an antiwar figure; that impression was fostered not only by his rhetoric but also by credulous framing in the mainstream press. Every voter has a responsibility to do their best to understand the candidates in an election, and Trump's foibles should have been plain long before November 2024, but most people are also busy and dependent on the media, whichever kind they choose, to inform them. Creating space for ordinary Trump voters to reject Trump doesn't require welcoming or absolving the prominent figures who rallied the public to support him.

One group ripe for shunning is broadcasters such as Carlson and Alex Jones, who has also reacted strongly to the Iran war. "I love the old Trump," he said during an interview with former Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, another MAGA apostate. "I'm just going to be honest. I hate this person. This is a disgusting husk of a former person." (Strong words from a guy who falsely claimed that the Sandy Hook massacre was fake and the families of murdered children were "crisis actors.")

A second is the so-called Trumpist intellectuals, who have tried to create an ideological framework around MAGA. The writer Sohrab Ahmari argued (with Matthew Schmitz) in 2022 that Trump was "the only candidate who recognizes" that the establishment's warmongering was the root of American problems. Now, as the journalist Michelle Goldberg points out, Ahmari writes that Trump's "mad-king governance is exhausting for Americans and the world" and bitterly adds, "Bring back Hillary." The conservative commentator Christopher Caldwell declared the Iran war to be the end of Trumpism and wrote that Trump's "virtues are not the ones you need to run a free country." You get zero points for recognizing Trump's style and character only now, a decade into his era.

A third is those you might call lifestyle podcasters, many of whom forswear any claim to be political commentators but happily take on the job anyway, interviewing political candidates or issuing endorsements for office. This includes Theo Von, who has called Trump's strikes on Iran "diabolical," and Joe Rogan. "Make America greater--I'm down. But Make America Great Again and then it becomes a movement of a bunch of fucking dorks? 'Cause a lot of them are dorks," Rogan said last month, calling them "really weird, fucking uninteresting, unintelligent people." If Rogan was unable to notice this before, this says little for his perception. (The White House seems to be eager to heal any rift and hosted Rogan at the White House this past Saturday.)

The proposition that people such as Carlson, Ahmari, and Rogan offer their audiences is that they are smarter or better informed than a lay observer, or have access to politicians that allows them to be useful conduits for information and ideas. They have also argued loudly that they're more trustworthy and have clearer judgment than the mainstream media. If their most prominent political position was backing Trump in 2024, and they have all come to regret it, that says everything we need to know about their credibility going forward.

"It's not enough to say, 'Well, I changed my mind'--or like, 'Oh, this is bad. I'm out,'" Carlson said on the same podcast episode. He's right, for once; perhaps he should try saying nothing at all for a good long time.

Related:

	Tucker Carlson is the emblem of GOP cynicism.
 	Finally, someone said it to Joe Rogan's face.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Shelly Kittleson: If I tried to escape, I would be killed.
 	Trump voters like Marco Rubio more and more.
 	Radio Atlantic: The Kash Patel fallout




Today's News

	The Trump administration signed an order reclassifying state-licensed medical marijuana as a less dangerous drug, moving it from Schedule I to Schedule III. The change, signed by Acting Attorney General Todd Blanche, does not legalize marijuana federally but eases some regulations.
 	President Trump said that he ordered the United States Navy to "shoot and kill" any Iranian boats laying mines in the Strait of Hormuz.
 	Israel and Lebanon are set to hold a second round of U.S.-brokered talks in Washington today, continuing rare direct discussions following last week's cease-fire between Israel and Lebanon. The talks come as both governments say they want Hezbollah disarmed, though the Iranian-backed militant group has vowed to resist those efforts.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: The story of the Freedman's Memorial shows just how quickly a nation's ideals can erode, Jake Lundberg writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Angelo Mastrascusa / Anadolu / Getty



Cubans' Despair

By Gisela Salim-Peyer

Cubans for decades have been buffeted by great powers, repressed by their own government, crushed by economic crises, and paraded as the victims of a succession of sanctions imposed by the White House. Glimmers of a better life came and went, either because the regime in Havana briefly allowed a sliver of greater liberty or the U.S. government tried a new tack to overthrow the communist ideology that has reigned over the island for almost 70 years. So it is perhaps not surprising that Cubanos by now have had it up to here with pretty much everyone.


Read the full article.



More From The Atlantic

	The posting will continue until morale improves.
 	The flip-phone cleanse
 	Israel could have what it most wants in Lebanon.
 	The questionable triumph of the "baling wire hippies"
 	MAHA swing voters are an illusion.
 	The Virginia gerrymander disenfranchises Republicans.




Culture Break


Illustration by Tara Anand



Explore. Celebrities aren't just admitting they got work done--they're showing all the details. Rheana Murray writes about the new plastic-surgery playbook.

Watch. The new series Margo's Got Money Troubles (streaming on Apple TV) tenderly illustrates the relentless, creative work of making a living online, Sophie Gilbert writes.

Play our daily crossword.





Rafaela Jinich contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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An Unsettling Anti-Slavery Memorial

One monument's story shows just how quickly a nation's ideals can erode.

by Jake Lundberg

Thu, 23 Apr 2026




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


The closest thing the United States has to a national monument to the end of slavery is in a park in the capital, a little more than half a mile from the National Mall. It depicts two figures: Abraham Lincoln, tall and stately, holding out his left arm and looking down at a barely clothed Black man with broken shackles kneeling at his feet. A single word, Emancipation, is emblazoned on the base below him. Dedicated on April 14, 1876, the 11th anniversary of Lincoln's assassination--and 150 years ago this month--the imagery of the Freedman's Memorial was as unsettling then as it is now. What had begun as an effort among Black Americans to honor the fallen president and emancipation has become a bronze-cast symbol of the movement's limits.


The story of the Freedman's Memorial shows just how quickly a nation's ideals can erode. The concept for the monument began with a single donation of $5 from a formerly enslaved woman named Charlotte Scott following Lincoln's assassination. The well-publicized gift inspired more gifts from other Black Americans, many of them Union-army veterans, who established a fund. When word reached a white Union-army general, the direction of the project changed. The funds and the organizing responsibilities were handed over to the Western Sanitary Commission of St. Louis, an outfit managed by white Americans.


Led by the founder of Washington University in St. Louis, William Greenleaf Eliot (the grandfather of T. S. Eliot), the commission debated over the monument's design. A proposal by the sculptor Harriet Hosmer would have surrounded Lincoln with four standing Black figures, who would have represented the progression from slavery to citizenship, as well as the vital contributions of Black soldiers in the Civil War. The commission passed on Hosmer's design--which was more expensive to build and more egalitarian in vision--for Thomas Ball's concept of the kneeling Black man, with two modifications. First, the generic Black figure at Lincoln's feet was replaced with a figure modeled after a Black Missouri man named Archer Alexander whom Eliot had sheltered following his escape, and who would later work as Eliot's servant. But Alexander was an odd choice for the monument: He had escaped slavery on his own in Missouri, and was not freed by Lincoln's Emancipation Proclamation--which didn't apply to the state. The second modification was a small gesture to such agency: Alexander's right arm was elevated slightly, to suggest his role in "helping to break the chain that bound him," as the commission put it.


The idea for Alexander's pose had a long history, reaching back to 18th-century British abolitionism. The potter Josiah Wedgwood first produced a medallion of a crouching, half-clothed Black figure looking upward and asking, "Am I not a man and a brother?" It had been a staple of antislavery iconography ever since. Versions appeared on teapots and woodcuts and the masthead of William Lloyd Garrison's abolitionist newspaper The Liberator. During the Civil War, popular lithographs depicted Lincoln next to the crouching Black man, and army-camp photographers posed white Union soldiers beside Black men in a similar arrangement.


The years leading up to the creation of the Freedman's Memorial saw the full enfranchisement of Black men--and then the dimming of this vision. The most productive period of Reconstruction saw vital civil-rights legislation and two amendments (the Fourteenth and Fifteenth) that defined national citizenship and established equal protection in voting rights. But by the spring of 1876, when the memorial was dedicated, the country was moving away from Reconstruction. White northerners looked on with growing indifference as white southerners waged campaigns of murder, terror, and intimidation to restore their control of state and local governments; they greeted the news of a wave of violence in Mississippi's 1875 state elections with a shrug. As Ulysses S. Grant wrote to his attorney general, "The whole public are tired out with these annual, autumnal outbreaks in the South."


When Frederick Douglass rose to speak at the dedication of the Freedman's Memorial, he was painfully aware of both the grim symbolism of the monument and the grim drift of events. Before an audience that included President Grant, Douglass asked Americans to confront the ways in which racism belied their claims to liberty and equality, just as he had 24 years earlier when he'd asked, "What to the Slave is the Fourth of July?" Although Douglass gave Lincoln his due, he also offered an unvarnished account of how and why the president had succeeded: Lincoln understood the limit of white Americans' commitment to emancipation, and with it, their hesitancy to embrace equality. Douglass aired his feelings about the monument soon after in a letter to a Washington newspaper, discovered in 2020 by the historians Jonathan W. White and Scott Sandage. "What I want to see before I die is a monument representing the negro, not couchant on his knees like a four-footed animal," he wrote, "but erect on his feet like a man."


In 1876, the monument registered the retreat from Reconstruction's expansive promise; in 2026, some wish to retreat from history itself. Under the mandate of the Trump administration, the National Park Service has been ordered to purge references to slavery--even from places such as Harpers Ferry, which can't be understood without it--to eliminate so-called corrosive ideology. The constitutional order established with the end of slavery is now no less in question: The birthright-citizenship clause of the Fourteenth Amendment is being challenged in the Supreme Court, and the Voting Rights Act written under the auspices of the Fifteenth is also under threat.


Immediately after the Civil War, it had been possible to view abolition as an expression of the nation's highest ideals. William Dean Howells had said so in The Atlantic in 1866, when he took up the "Question of Monuments" in an essay assessing what kinds of memorials should fill American public spaces. "Our immutable destiny," Howells wrote, is "to give freedom to mankind"--and public sculpture should represent that. As a model, Howells held up John Quincy Adams Ward's 1863 sculpture The Freedman. The figure in Ward's essay wouldn't have been exactly what Douglass had in mind--he was seated and only partially clothed--but he was dignified, classical in form, and hardly a supplicant at the feet of another.


Writing a decade later in 1876, not long after the dedication of the Freedman's Memorial, Howells's tune changed when he encountered another statue representing the end of slavery. This one came in the form of the Italian sculptor Francesco Pezzicar's The Freed Slave, on display at the 1876 Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia. It was a far cry from what had been unveiled the previous month in Washington. The powerful figure stands, with his arms spread, as if he has just broken his own chains. The copy of the Emancipation Proclamation he's holding is the only indication of Lincoln. Howells, who was serving as The Atlantic's editor by that point, was not impressed with the assertive portrayal before him. Presented with the "most offensively Frenchy negro," Howells concluded, "One longs to clap him back into hopeless bondage."


In 1866, Howells had been able to recognize the connection between ending slavery, envisioning equality, and the broadest expression of the American idea. By 1876, on the country's centennial, he appeared to have given in to the forces that had severed that connection. As some seek to erase the history of slavery from our public sites and to reject the ideal of equality, Howells's change of heart is instructive. Confronting the history of slavery and realizing the Founders' vision of equality isn't an expression of "corrosive ideology." Turning your back on it is.





This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/2026/04/freedmans-memorial-american-reconstruction/686910/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Hegseth to the Troops: We Are Bringing Back the Flu!

Grab your cough drops. We're going to battle.

by Alexandra Petri

Wed, 22 Apr 2026




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

WAR-FIGHTERS! As a step to making sure we are ready for warfare at all times, we have decided to ELIMINATE THE MANDATORY FLU SHOT! Nothing says "we are ready for war" like "we all have the flu."

Get your hot-water bottles! Get your ibuprofen! Not Tylenol, though! It knows what it did. Because we are bringing FLU to the war-fighters! Are you ready to have a RUNNY NOSE and an ITCHY THROAT? Are you ready to get REALLY SERIOUSLY DEHYDRATED AND NEED MEDICAL ATTENTION? Hoo-RAH!

We will terrify the enemy by coming in hot! And when I say hot I mean our temperatures! We will need COUGH DROPS, and we will knock those back, CRUNCH CRUNCH CRUNCH, with a sound more frightening than gunfire. This will strike fear into the hearts of the enemy. They will say things like "Do you need a tissue?" and "Are you okay?," and when they are offering us that tissue, we will strike. And then we will go back to bed and lie under a tactical pile of war-fighting blankets. Peak performance is when you have a terrible headache and want to be asleep, and whenever you open your mouth you sound like someone took lawn shears to your vocal cords. YEAH!

We are going to experience BODILY ACHES and, of course, CHILLS! This is the war-fighter way! Not having the flu was holding us back. When we are nondrowsy with maximum-strength medication we will perhaps even SEE GOD AND COMMUNICATE WITH HIM. (He is male and he loves it when you do a push-up! Recently, he whispered in my ear that war crimes are okay, confirming what I had always suspected to be true!)

If footage of me doing an incorrect push-up cannot intimidate America's foes, the knowledge that our whole fighting force MIGHT HAVE THE FLU AT ANY TIME and is CERTAINLY VULNERABLE TO THE LATEST STRAIN will! Yeah, we aren't afraid to stare death in the face. That will probably impress them.

I haven't washed my hands in more than 10 years! I don't see germs. I am the secretary of war, and I demand that every cell in my body be fighting at every moment. Especially the white blood cells (probably the most meritorious type of cell, and the only kind I would promote). I need them to fight all the time. That's the Pete Hegseth legacy: pointless, unnecessary battles everywhere you look. Against the media. Against our own rules of engagement. Against history. Against the flu. All battles I am confident we can win, with little to no casualties. (Please do not tell me about any events that happened in the past, say between the year 1918 and the present.)

The best warrior is he who fights the most. Especially when he doesn't need to. I think Sun Tzu said that. But I would never read Sun Tzu. First, he is from a nation I consider a geopolitical foe. And second, Sun Tzu is dead. I will never die. I am too strong a warrior.

Some say George Washington, who worked hard to inoculate the troops 250 years ago, would be ashamed of this development. I say, I'm ashamed of George Washington. He wasn't man enough to face down disease unassisted. I bet he couldn't do a single push-up.
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